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Hemingway's Ambiguity: Symbolism and Irony

E. M. HALLIDAY
North Caroling State College

I

@NE oF THE curious things about The Old Man and the Sea was
the sense of awe that it created in its author, its publisher, and
(to judge by many of the reviewers) its readers. “Don’t you think
it is a strange damn story that it should affect all of us (me especial-
ly) the way it does?” wrote Hemingway to one of Life’s editors.
And Scribner’s dust jacket responded like a good Greek chorus,
“One cannot hope to explain why the reading: of this book is so
profound an experience.”

There has always been a certain mystery about Hemingway’s
effects in his best writing. From In Our Time (1925), with its
puzzling “chapters” connecting (or separating) the stories, through
For Whom the Bell Tolls (1940), with its oddly equivocal interpreta-
tion of the Spanish civil war, his best has evoked a somewhat doubt-
ful sound from critics who nevertheless were at pains to recommend.
Something, it was felt, was being missed; or if not missed, then
sensed too vaguely for critical description. A Farewell to Arms
(1929), declared Edward Hope in the New York Herald Tribune,
was “one of those things—like the Grand Canyon— that one doesn’t
care to talk about.”® Despite such reverent throwing up of hands
by early critics many things were aptly observed; but the emphasis
was heavily on Hemingway the realist, whose bright fidelity to the
perceptible surfaces of life was accomplished through living dialogue
and a prose finely engineered to the accurate rendering of sensuous
experience. And the brilliance of his reflected surface together
with the roughness of the things he preferred to write about—fish-
ing, hunting, skiing, bull-fighting, boxing, horse-racing, and war—
perhaps made it difficult to see one of the cardinal facts about
Hemingway: that essentially he is a philosophical writer. His main

! Quoted in Time, LX, No. 9, 48 (Sept. 1, 1952).
2The Old Man and the Sea (New York, 1952).
®Quoted on the flyleaf of A4 Farewell to Arms, Bantam Edition (New York, 1954).

This content downloaded from
42.110.144.138 on Thu, 04 Mar 2021 07:10:32 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



2 American Literature

interest, in representing human life through fictional forms, has
consistently been to set man against the background of his world and
universe, to examine the human situation from various points of
view.

Not that he has a “system,” for on the final questions Hemingway
has always shown himself a skeptic. “It seemed like a fine philoso-
phy,” Jake Barnes says to himself at one bitter point in The Sun
Also Rises. “In five years . . . it will seem just as silly as all the
other fine philosophies I've had.”* Like Jake, Hemingway has been
“technically” a Roman Catholic, but the metaphysical doctrines of
Christianity seem never to have taken a convincing hold. His most
devout characters are only devoutly mystified by the universe: both
Anselmo, the good old man of For Whom the Bell Tolls, and Santia-
go, of The Old Man and the Sea, disclaim their religiosity, and their
Hail-Marys are uttered mechanically enough to evoke a chilly
memory of the sleepless waiter in “A Clean, Well-Lighted Place,”
who prayed, “Hail nothing, full of nothing, nothing is with thee.”®
The parable of the doomed ants on the burning log, in A Farewell
to Arms,® has been thought to represent Hemingway’s Weltanschau-
ung at its most pessimistic; but there is no reason, actually, to think
that there has since been a fundamental change in his view of life.
“Everything kills everything else in some way,” reflects the old
Cuban fisherman of the latest book; and even the small bird that
rests momentarily on his fishing line may fall to the hawks before
reaching land, at best must take its chance “like any man or bird or
fish.”® The world, it seems, still breaks everyone, and only the
earth and the Gulf Stream abide after the vortex of human vanities
has subsided forever.

Given Hemingway’s suspicion of ultimate doom and his passion-
ate fondness for being alive, it is no surprise that his philosophical
preoccupation is primarily ethical. Extinction may well be the end
of all, as the writer of Ecclesiastes repeatedly remarked, but for
Hemingway and his heroes this merely emphasizes the need to live
each moment properly and skilfully, to sense judiciously the texture
of every fleeting act and perception. The focus is conduct: “Maybe

*The Sun Also Rises (New York, 1926), p. 153.

> The Short Stories of Ernest Hemingway (New York, 1938), p. 481.
8 A Farewell to Arms (New York, 1932), p. 350.

"The Old Man and the Sea, p. 117.

8 1bid., p. 61.
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Hemingway's Ambiguity: Symbolism and Irony 3

if you found out how to live in it you learned from that what it was
all about,” says Jake Barnes. It is not accidental that the French
existentialists have shown a strong feeling for Hemingway’s work.
Like them he has been poised in his hours of despair on the edge of
nothingness, the abyss of nonmeaning which confronts most of the
characters in the stories of Winner Take Nothing (1933); and like
them he has looked in his hours of hope to a salvation built out of
individual human courage around a code, at once rational and in-
tuitive, of strict, often ritualistic behavior. “Nous sommes foutus . . .
comme toujours,” says Golz, the Loyalist general commanding the
attack with which Jordan’s mission is co-ordinated in For Whom the
Bell Tolls. “...Bon. Nous ferons notre petit possible.”””® As it was
for Socrates and Jeremy Taylor, although for quite different reasons,
dying well is for Hemingway the crucial corollary to living well.
So Robert Jordan fights off an impulse to kill himself to end the
anguish of a badly broken leg and avoid possible capture. “You can
do nothing for yourself but perhaps you can do something for
another,”*" he tells himself; yet we are to understand that he has died
well not just because of his sacrifice, but because he has not aban-
doned the principle of fortitude. In the image of the crucifixion
which has haunted Hemingway from “Today Is Friday” (1926) to
The Old Man and the Sea, it is the unique courage of the forsaken
and crucified man-God that takes his attention. “I'll tell you,” says
a Roman soldier in the earlier work, “he looked pretty good to me
in there today.”"® We are part of a universe offering no assurance
beyond the grave, and we are to make what we can of life by a
pragmatic ethic spun bravely out of man himself in full and steady
cognizance that the end is darkness.

11

Undoubtedly Hemingway’s preoccupation with the human pre-
dicament and a moral code that might satisfactorily control it, in
itself partly accounts for the sense of hidden significance which many
have experienced in reading him. Obscured as this preoccupation
has been by his choice of particular fictional materials and by his
manner, which has always eschewed explication, it could neverthe-

® The Sun Also Rises, p. 153.

% For Whom the Bell Tolls (New York, 1940), pp. 428, 430.
1 1bid., p. 466.

*2 The Short Stories, p. 457.
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4 American Literature

less almost always be felt: it was impossible to avoid the impression
that this writer was dealing with something of final importance to
us all. Like the Elizabethans whom he evidently loves, he never
lets us quite forget that death awaits every man at some turn perhaps
not far along the way. And like nobody but Hemingway—that is,
in his peculiar and distinguished manner as an artist—he continually
reminds us that (as he expressed it once to Maxwell Perkins) it is
our “performance en route”® that counts for good or bad.

But what is the essence of his peculiar manner? It is a manner of
implication, clearly, as he himself has said in various notes of self-
criticism of which the figure in Death in the Afternoon is perhaps
the most striking: “The dignity of movement of an ice-berg is due
to only one-eighth of it being above water.”** The question is what
mode of narrative technique he exploits in order to make the ice-
berg principle operative in his work. I do not remember seeing
the word “symbolism” in critical writing about Hemingway before
1940, nor have I seen more than one review of The Old Man and
the Sea that did not lean heavily on the word. The number of
exegeses that explain Hemingway as a symbolist has increased
geometrically since Malcolm Cowley suggested in 1944 that he
should be grouped not among the realists, but “with Poe and Haw-
thorne and Melville: the haunted and nocturnal writers, the men
who dealt in images that were symbols of an inner world.”* It
was a startling and pleasing suggestion. Mr. Cowley advanced it
rather tentatively and did not press his discovery very far; but it
was taken up with something like a hue and cry by other critics
who, it seemed, had been testily waiting for the scent and were eager
to get on with the hunt. Literary conversation soon began to re-
flect the new trend: I recall hearing it asserted on two proximate
occasions that the sleeping bag in For Whom the Bell Tolls is an
“obvious” symbol of the womb; and that a ketchup bottle in “The
Killers” patently symbolizes blood. By 1949 it was no great surprise
to open an issue of the Sewanee Review to an essay by Caroline
Gordon called “Notes on Hemingway and Kafka.”*® It would have
been surprising only if the analysis had not hinged on a comparison
between the two writers as symbolists.

*® Quoted by Perkins in Scribner's Magazine, LXXXI, 4 (March, 1927).
** Death in the Afternoon (New York, 1932), p. 192.

*® Introduction to The Portable Hemingway (New York, 1944), p. vii.
¢ Sewanee Review, LVII, 214-226 (Spring, 1949).
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Hemingway's Ambiguity: Symbolism and Irony 5

Is Hemingway genuinely a symbolist? I think he uses certain
techniques of symbolism, but I think he does so in a very limited
and closely controlled way, and that failure to recognize the con-
trols leads—already has led—to distortions of his meaning and mis-
appreciations of his narrative art. As a sample, Miss Gordon’s essay
is instructive on this point. Starting calmly, as her title suggests,
with the assumption that Hemingway is a symbolist, she proceeds
to compare him, not very favorably, with Kafka. And it turns out
that Hemingway’s trouble is simple—he is not ezough of a symbolist:
“this plane of action is for him a slippery sub-stratum glimpsed in-
termittently. It does not underlie the Naturalistic plane of action
solidly, or over-arch it grandly, as Kafka’s Symbolism does.”’

But this is mistaking an artistic discipline for a fault. Heming-
way has not attempted Kafka’s kind of symbolism and fallen short:
it is something foreign to Hemingway’s art. The Kafka story used
by Miss Gordon as the basis for her comparison is “The Hunter
Gracchus,” a carefully elaborated allegory revolving around the life
of Christ—that is to say, there are two distinct and parallel narrative
lines, the primary, which operates within the confines of a more
or less realistic world, and the secondary, which operates within the
realm of religious myth and in this case is assumed by the author to
be a prior possession on the part of the reader. Incidentally, Miss
Gordon forces her comparison from both sides, claiming for Kafka,
as something he shares with Hemingway, “a surface which is strictly
Naturalistic in detail.”*® But this claim must rest on a curious
understanding of the phrase “in detail” since the story on the
“Naturalistic” level offers, among other attractions, a corpse that is
mysteriously still alive, and a German-speaking dove the size of a
rooster.

Hemingway, as far as I know, has never written an allegory—
notwithstanding the bright interpretations of The Old Man and the
Sea that illuminated cocktail parties a few years ago when it was
published in Life—and for a very good reason. In successful al-
legory, the story on the primary level is dominated by the story on
the secondary level, and if the allegorical meaning is to be kept clear,
its naturalistic counterpart must pay for it by surrendering realistic
probability in one way or another. A strain is imposed on the whole

17 1bid., p. 226.
8 1bid., p. 222.
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6 American Literature

narrative mechanism, for mere connotative symbolism will not do
to carry the allegory: there must be a denotative equation, part for
part, between symbols and things symbolized in order to identify
the actors and action on the allegorical level. The extreme difficulty
of satisfactorily conducting the dual action throughout a prolonged
narrative is classically illustrated by The Faerie Queene and by The
Pilgrim’s Progress. 'The allegorist who admires realism is con-
stantly pulled in two directions at once, and is very lucky when he
can prevent one or the other of his meanings from unbalancing him.
Still, Hemingway has used the symbolism of association to con-
vey by implication his essential meaning from the time of his earliest
American publication. It may well be that this was inevitable for
a writer starting out with Hemingway’s determination to communi-
cate, as he put it (in Death in the Afternoon) “what really happened
in action; what the actual things were which produced the emotion
that you experienced.”® Nothing could more clearly differentiate
Hemingway’s kind of realism from Zolaesque naturalistic descrip-
tion than this early statement of intent. Everything is to depend on
judicious discrimination of objective details: what really happened
is not by any means everything that happened; it is only “the actual
things . . . which produced the emotion that you experienced.” As
a matter of fact “produced” is a little too strict, as Hemingway
demonstrates again and again in The Sun Also Rises and A Farewell
to Arms, where he depends heavily on the technique of objective
epitome—a symbolist technique, if you like—to convey the subjec-
tive conditions of his characters. The details selected are not so
much those which produce the emotion as those which epitomize it;
it is the action of the story which has produced the emotion. Thus
at the crisis of The Sun Also Rises, when Jake Barnes presents Brett
to Pedro Romero—a Pandarism for which he is obliged to hate
himself—his agonized feelings are not discussed, but are nevertheless
most poignantly suggested by the perceptions he reports:
When I came back and looked in the café, twenty minutes later, Brett
and Pedro Romero were gone. The coffee-glasses and our three empty
cognac-glasses were on the table. A waiter came with a cloth and picked
up the glasses and mopped off the table.?’

*® Death in the Afternoon, p. 2.
20 The Sun Also Rises, p. 194.
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Hemingway's Ambiguity: Symbolism and Irony i

In A Farewell to Arms, Frederic Henry goes dully out for breakfast
from the Swiss maternity hospital where Catherine Barkley is fight-
ing for life in ominously abnormal labor:

Outside along the street were the refuse cans from the houses waiting for
the collector. A dog was nosing at one of the cans.

“What do you want?” I asked and looked in the can to see if there
was anything I could pull out for him; there was nothing on top but
coffeegrounds, dust and some dead flowers.

“There isn’t anything, dog,” I said.*

There is, of course, a larger sense, germane to all good fiction, in
which Hemingway may be said to be symbolic in his narrative meth-
od: the sense which indicates his typical creation of key characters
who are representative on several levels. We thus find Jake Barnes’s
war-wound impotence a kind of metaphor for the whole atmosphere
of sterility and frustration which is the ambiance of The Sun Also
Rises; we find Catherine Barkley’s naive simplicity and warmth the
right epitome for the idea and ideal of normal civilian home life to
which Frederic Henry deserts; we find the old Cuban fisherman in
some way representative of the whole human race in its natural strug-
gle for survival. But the recent criticism of Hemingway as symbolist
goes far beyond such palpable observations as these, and in consider-
ing the fundamental character of his narrative technique I wish to
turn attention to more ingenious if not esoteric explications.

Professor Carlos Baker, in Hemingway: The Writer as Artist
(1952), has established himself as the leading oracle of Hemingway’s
symbolism. His book is, I think, the most valuable piece of extended
Hemingway criticism that we yet have, and to a large extent its
contribution is one of new insights into the symbolist aspect
of his subject’s narrative method. He is sweeping: “From the first
Hemingway has been dedicated as a writer to the rendering of
Wahrheit, the precise and at least partly naturalistic rendering of
things as they are and were. Yet under all his brilliant surfaces lies
the controlling Dichtung, the symbolic underpainting which gives
so remarkable a sense of depth and vitality to what otherwise might
be flat two-dimensional portraiture.”® This may fairly be said to
represent Mr. Baker’s major thesis, and he develops and supports

* 4 Farewell to Arms, p. 336.
22 Carlos Baker, Hemingway: The Writer as Artist (Princeton, 1952), p. 289.
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8 American Literature

it with remarkable energy and skill. I do not wish to disparage his
over-all effort—he is often very enlightening—but I do wish to argue
that he has been rather carried away by his thesis, and that therein
he eminently typifies the new symbolist criticism of Hemingway
which in its enthusiasm slights or ignores other basic aspects of
Hemingway’s technique.

Mr. Baker’s chapter on A Farewell to Arms is an original piece
of criticism, and it solidly illustrates his approach. He finds that
the essential meaning of this novel is conveyed by two master sym-
bols, the Mountain and the Plain, which organize the “Dichtung”
around “two poles”: “By a process of accrual and coagulation, the
images tend to build round the opposed concepts of Home and Not-
Home. ... The Home-concept, for example, is associated with the
mountains; with dry-cold weather; with peace and quiet; with love,
dignity, health, happiness, and the good life; and with worship or
at least the consciousness of God. The Not-Home concept is as-
sociated with low-lying plains; with rain and fog; with obscenity,
indignity, disease, suffering, nervousness, war and death; and with
irreligion.”® It is in terms of these antipodal concepts that Mr.
Baker analyzes the semantic structure of A Farewell to Arms, a
structure which he finds effective chiefly because of the adroit and
subtle development of the correspondingly antipodal symbols, the
Mountain and the Plain. - He argues that from the first page of the
story these are set up in their significant antithesis, that they are the
key to the relationships among several of the leading characters, and
that the central action—Frederic Henry’s desertion from the Italian
Army to join Catherine Barkley, the British nurse—can be fully
appreciated only on this symbolic basis. “A Farewell to Arms,” he
concludes, “is entirely and even exclusively acceptable as a natural-
istic narrative of what happened. To read it only as such, however,
is to miss the controlling symbolism: the deep central antithesis be-
tween the image of life and home (the mountain) and the image of
war and death (the plain).”**

Clearly there is some truth in this. The “deep central antithesis”
cannot be denied, I would think, by anyone with an acceptable un-
derstanding of the book. The question at issue is one of technique;
to what extent, and how precisely, is the central antithesis in fact
engineered around the Mountain and the Plain as symbols?

28 Ibid., pp. 101, 102. 2% 1bid., pp. 108, 109.
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Hemingway's Ambiguity: Symbolism and Irony 9

One thing is noticeable immediately: as in virtually all of
Hemingway, anything that can possibly be construed to operate
symbolically does no violence whatsoever to the naturalism (or
realism) of the story on the primary level. Nothing could be a more
natural—or more traditional—symbol of purity, of escape from the
commonplace, in short of elevation, than mountains. If thousands
of people have read the passages in A Farewell to Arms which as-
sociate the mountains “with dry-cold weather; with peace and quiet;
with love, dignity, health, happiness and the good life” without
taking them to be “symbolic” it is presumably because these associa-
tions are almost second nature for all of us. Certainly this seems to
be true of Frederic Henry: it is most doubtful that in the course of
the novel he is ever to be imagined as consciously regarding the
mountains as a symbol. This of course does not prove that Heming-
way did not regard them as such, or that the full understanding of
this novel as an art structure does not perhaps require the symbolic
equation, mountain equals life and home. It does, however, point
differentially to another type of symbolism, where the character in
question is shown to be clearly aware of the trope, as when Catherine
Barkley says she hates rain because “sometimes I see me dead in
it,”® or when Frederic Henry says of his plunge into the Taglia-
mento, “Anger was washed away in the river along with any obliga-
tion.”*®

But Mr. Baker has claimed a most exact and detailed use by
Hemingway of the Mountain-Plain symbolism, and his ingenious
interpretation deserves closer attention. Like many other critics he
is an intense admirer of the novel’s opening paragraph, which, he
says, “does much more than start the book. It helps to establish the
dominant mood (which is one of doom), plants a series of im-
portant images for future symbolic cultivation, and subtly compels
the reader into the position of detached observer.””” He proceeds
to a close analysis of this paragraph:

The second sentence, which draws attention from the mountainous back-
ground to the bed of the river in the middle distance, produces a sense of
clearness, dryness, whiteness, and sunniness which is to grow very subtly
under the artist’s hands until it merges with one of the novel’s two domi-
nant symbols, the mountain-image. The other major symbol is the plain.

28 4 Farewell to Arms, p. 135. 28 Ibid., p. 248.
27 Baker, op. cit., p. 94.
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Throughout the sub-structure of the book it is opposed to the mountain-
image. Down this plain the river flows. Across it, on the dusty road
among the trees, pass the men-at-war, faceless and voiceless and unidenti-
fied against the background of the spreading plain.®®

This is highly specific, and we are entitled to examine it minute-
ly. Mr. Baker says the river is “in the middle distance” in the
direction of the mountains with the image of which, as he sees it,
the symbolic images of the river are to merge into one great symbol.
But is the river really in the middle distance? The narrator tells us
he can see not only its boulders but its pebbles, “dry and white in the
sun.” The river must, of course, flow from the mountains, but in
the perspective seen from the house occupied by Frederic Henry, it
would appear to be very close at hand—closer than the plain, and
quite in contrast to the distant mountains. And this raises the
question of whether the clearness, dryness, whiteness, and sunniness
offered by the river are in fact artfully intended to be associated with
the mountain-image and what it is held to symbolize; or, disregard-
ing the question of intent, whether they do in fact so operate in the
artistic structure. Why must the river images be disassociated from
the images of the plain across which the river, naturally, flows?
Because the river images are of a kind which, if they work as sym-
bols, are incongruent with what Mr. Baker has decided the Plain
stands for; they must instead be allocated to the Mountain. This is
so important to his thesis that the river shifts gracefully, but without
textual support, into “the middle distance,” closer to the mountains.

And what of the soldiers on the road? Since they must be firmly

associated with the Plain (“war and death™), it is against that back-
ground that Mr. Baker sees them in Hemingway’s opening para-
graph—it would not do to see them against the background of the
river, with its Mountain images. But let us look again at the para-
graph.
In the late summer of that year we lived in a house in a village that looked
across the river and the plain to the mountains. In the bed of the river
there were pebbles and boulders, dry and white in the sun, and the water
was clear and swiftly moving and blue in the channels. Troops went by
the house and down the road and the dust they raised powdered the
leaves of the trees.

%8 Ibid., pp. 94-95.
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Hemingway's Ambiguity: Symbolism and Irony II

Mr. Baker says the road is across the river, as of course it would have
to be if we are to see the figures of the soldiers against the back-
ground of the plain. Hemingway does not say the road is across the
river. Indeed, everything indicates the opposite arrangement: a
house on a road running along the near side of the river, across
which the plain stretches out to the mountains. “Sometimes in the
dark,” begins the third paragraph of the novel, “we heard the troops
marching under the window. . ..” The truth is that a strong part
of Mr. Baker’s initially persuasive exegesis of the opening paragraph
of A Farewell to Arms hangs on a reading that the written words
will not support. This is not to deny that the paragraph establishes
a mood of doom by its somber tone and the epitomic symbols of
dust and falling leaves: what I am questioning is the over-all sym-
bolic organization of the novel’s structure in terms of the Mountain
and the Plain, which Mr. Baker argues as a prime illustration of
his unequivocal judgment of Hemingway as symbolist artist.

As a matter of fact, the plain presented in the opening pages of
A Farewell to Arms is as troublesome as the river when it comes to
supporting Mr. Baker’s interpretation. There are plains in many
countries that could well serve as symbols of emptiness, desolation,
disaster, and death—we have some in the American West. But this
does not appear to be that sort of plain: quite the contrary. “The
plain,” Frederic Henry narrates in the opening words of the second
paragraph, “was rich with crops; there were many orchards of fruit
trees. . . .” Mr. Baker tells us neither how these images of fertility
and fruition are to fit in with “rain and fog; with obscenity, indigni-
ty, disease, suffering, nervousness, war and death,” nor how we
should symbolically interpret the conclusion of the sentence, “. .. and
beyond the plain the mountains were brown and bare.” One can
easily grant that as the novel unfolds the impression of war itself
grows steadily more saturated with a sense of doomsday qualities:
that was an essential part of Hemingway’s theme. But to what de-
gree is this impression heightened by the use of the Plain as symbol ?
The simple exigencies of history prevent exclusive association of the
war with the plain as opposed to the mountains, as the narrator indi-
cates on the first page: “There was fighting in the mountains and
at night we could see flashes from the artillery.” Yet if Mr. Baker
is right we would expect to find, despite this difficulty, a salient ar-
tistic emphasis of the Plain in symbolic association with all those
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12 American Literature

images which his interpretation sets against those coalescing around
the Mountain symbol.

Mr. Baker makes much of the fact that Frederic Henry, during
his leave, fails to take advantage of the offer of his friend the chaplain
and go to the high mountain country of the Abruzzi, “where the
roads were frozen and hard as iron, where it was clear cold and dry
and the snow was dry and powdery. ... Ihad gone to no such place
but to the smoke of cafés and nights when the room whirled and you
needed to look at the wall to make it stop, nights in bed, drunk,
when you knew that that was all there was.”®® Here, Mr. Baker
claims, “the mountain-image gets further backing from another low-
land contrast.”®® Granting the familiar association here of mountain-
country with certain delectable and longed-for experiences, one
would like to see, in support of the Mountain-Plain explication, a
clearer identification of the contrasting, soldier-on-leave experiences,
with the lowland or plain. And while wondering about this, one
reads on in A Farewell to Arms and soon finds Frederic Henry and
Catherine Barkley in Milan, where Henry is recuperating from his
wound. They are having a wonderful time. They are in love, have
frequent opportunities to be alone together in the hospital room, go
often to the races, dine at the town’s best restaurants, and in general
lead an existence that makes the most pleasant contrast imaginable
to the dismal life at the front. “We had a lovely time that sum-
mer,”" says the hero. What has happened here to the Mountain-
Plain machinery? It does not seem to be operating; or perhaps it is
operating in reverse, since Milan is definitely in the plain. Mr.
Baker passes over these pages of the novel rather quickly, remarking
that Catherine here “moves into association with ideas of home, love
and happiness.”®* He seems to be aware of the difficulty, although
he does not mention it as such: “She does not really [sic] reach the
center of the mountain-image until, on the heels of Frederick’s
harrowing lowland experiences during the retreat from Caporetto,
the lovers move to Switzerland. Catherine is the first to go, and
Henry follows her there as if she were the genius of the mountains,
beckoning him on.”*®

This is romantically pleasant, but inaccurate. Catherine does not

2 4 Farewell to Arms, p. 13. % Baker, op. cit., p. 102.
31 A Farewell to Arms, p. 119. 32 Baker, op. cit., p. 104.
33 1bid.
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Hemingway's Ambiguity: Symboiisin and Irony 13

go to Switzerland, but to the Italian resort village of Stresa, on Lake
Maggiore. Stresa, moreover, although surrounded by mountains, is
itself distinctly lowland: you can pedal a bicycle from Milan or
Turin without leaving nearly flat country. Still, it can be allowed
that the lovers are not free of the contaminating shadow of war until
they have escaped up the lake to Switzerland and established them-
selves in their little chalet above Montreux. Here, again, the as-
sociations all of us are likely to make with high-mountain living
assert themselves—clear, cold air; magnificent views; white snow;
peace and quiet—and the hero and heroine are shown to be happily
aware of these. The rain, however, which they have both come to
regard as an omen of disaster, grants no immunity to the mountain;
it refuses to preserve a unilateral symbolic association with the plain.
Mr. Baker knows this, but does not discuss the extent to which it
obscures his neat Mountain-Plain antithesis, making the point in-
stead that “the March rains and the approaching need for a good
lying-in hospital have driven the young couple down from their
magic mountain” to “the lowlands™®* of Lausanne. Here again
observation is fuzzy to the point of distortion: Lausanne happens to
stand on a series of steep hills and is an extraordinarily poor speci-
men of a City of the Plain. This is clear, incidentally, without
reference to an atlas, since there are several allusions to the hills
and steep streets of Lausanne in the novel itself.*® But Mr. Baker is
caught up in his symbolic apparatus, and if one symbol of death
(rain) has failed to stay where it belongs in his scheme (on the
plain) he still is persuaded to see the topography of Switzerland in
a light that will not darken his thesis.

What all this illustrates, it seems to me, is that Mr. Baker has
allowed an excellent insight into Hemingway’s imagery and acute
sense of natural metonymy to turn into an interesting but greatly
overelaborated critical gimmick. It is undeniable that in the midst
of the darkling plain of struggle and flight which was the war in
Italy, Frederic Henry thinks of the Swiss Alps as a neutral refuge of
peace and happiness—surely millions must have lifted their eyes to
those mountains with like thoughts during both World Wars. But
in so far as this is symbolism it belongs to our race and culture; and
if it is to be sophisticated into a precise scheme of artistic implication

84 1bid., pp. 104, 108.
3% See, for instance, pp. 328, 331, 334.
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14 American Literature

revolving around two distinct polar symbols, the signals transmitted
from artist to reader must be more clearly semaphored than any-
thing Mr. Baker has been able to point to accurately. I do not be-
lieve this is derogatory to Hemingway. Sensitive as always to those
parts of experience that are suggestive and connotative, he used the
mountain metaphor which is part of our figurative heritage to deep-
en the thematic contrast in A Farewell to Arms, between war and
not-war. But nowhere did he violate realism for the sake of this
metaphor; nor did he, as I read the novel, set up the artificially rigid
and unrealistic contrast between the Mountain and the Plain which
Mr. Baker’s analysis requires.

Mr. Baker himself has summed up the sequel to his investigation
of A Farewell to Arms. “Once the reader has become aware of
what Hemingway is doing in those parts of his work which lie
below the surface, he is likely to find symbols operating everywhere.

. .”®® Mr. Baker does find them everywhere, and they not in-
frequently trip him into strangely vulnerable judgments. Finding
an unprecedented display of symbolism in Across the River and into
the Trees (1950), for instance, he is willing to accord that disap-
pointing novel a richly favorable verdict: “a prose poem, with a
remarkably complex emotional structure, on the theme of the three
ages of man. ...If A Farewell to Arms was his Romeo and Juliet
... this. .. could perhaps be called a lesser kind of Winter's Tale or
Tempest.”™

11X

But we are not interested so much in the narrative technique of
Hemingway’s weakest work as we are in what happens in his best.
To see symbolism as the master device of the earlier novels and
short stories tends to obscure another and more characteristic type of
ambiguity which makes his best work great fiction in the tacit mode.
I mean Hemingway’s irony. The extent to which the ironic method
has packed his fiction with substrata of meaning has not yet, I think,
been adequately appreciated in published criticism. And it needs
to be appreciated; for irony as a literary device is singularly suited
to the view of life which Hemingway has consistently dramatized
now for a quarter of our century in such manner as to distinguish
him as a writer.

28 Baker, op. cit., p. 117. 37 1bid., pp. 264, 28%.
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Hemingway's Ambiguity: Symbolism and Irony 15

If you look at Hemingway’s earliest American publication in a
medium of general circulation you are struck by this irony of view
and method, just as it is strikingly there in The Old Man and the
Sea. “Champs d'Honneur” was the title of one of six short poems
printed in Poetry for January, 1923:

Soldiers never do die well;
Crosses mark the places—
Wooden crosses where they fell,
Stuck above their faces.
Soldiers pitch and cough and twitch—
All the world roars red and black;
Soldiers smother in a ditch,
Choking through the whole attack.®®

One of the most interesting things about this is the strong ironic
tension set up between the title and the verse itself; the harsh in-
congruity between the traditional notion of the soldier’s heroic death
and the grim reality. A tough irony of situation is also the keynote
of In Our Time (1925), not only as clue to the individual meanings
of most of the stories that make up the book, but as the very principle
upon which it was composed. Many readers have tried to puzzle
out a nice relationship between each story and the narrative frag-
ment, numbered as a “chapter,” which precedes it. But the principle
in fact was irrelevance; what' Hemingway did was to take the num-
bered sketches of in our time (Paris, 1924) and intersperse them
with the longer stories to give a powerfully ironic effect of spurious
order supporting the book’s subject: modern civil disruption and
violence seen against the timeless background of everyday human
CrOSs-purposes.

The ironic gap between expectation and fulfilment, pretense and
fact, intention and action, the message sent and the message received,
the way things are thought or ought to be and the way things are—
this has been Hemingway’s great theme from the beginning; and it
has called for an ironic method to do it artistic justice. All of his
work thus far published deserves study with special attention to this
method.

I do not think, for example, that a reader must understand the
symbolic pattern Mr. Baker claims for 4 Farewell to Arms in order

38 poerry, XXI, 195 (Jan., 1923).
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16 American Literature

to get the main point of the story; but unless he understands the
irony of Catherine Barkley’s death he surely has missed it com-
pletely. Long before this denouement, however, irony has drawn a
chiaroscuro highlighting the meaning of the book. There is from
the beginning the curious disproportion between Frederic Henry’s
lot in the army and his frame of mind. A noncombatant, he lives
in comfortable houses, eats and drinks well, makes frequent visits
to a brothel maintained exclusively for officers, and has extensive
leaves urged on him by a sympathetic commanding officer. Despite
such pleasures he is malcontent; and the more this fact emerges the
more it becomes evident that his mood is a reflection not of his per-
sonal fortune, but of the whole dismal panorama of civilization dis-
jointed by war. His manner of narration is already ironical: “At
the start of the winter came the permanent rain and with the rain
came the cholera. But it was checked and in the end only seven
thousand died of it in the army.”® Healthy in body, the hero is
afflicted by a paralysis of the will, a torpor brought on by too many
months of living close to the war; and this is the reason for his
paradoxical failure to visit the home of his friend the chaplain while
he is on leave: “I myself felt as badly as he did and could not under-
stand why I had not gone. It was what I had wanted to do. . . .”*
Even the one constructive effort he has been regularly capable of,
the performance of his duty as an ambulance officer, has begun to
seem absurdly inconsequential to him: when he returns from leave
he finds that his absence apparently has made no difference what-
ever.

As the war wears on, its grotesqueries receive more attention; it
begins to be felt, indeed, that they are perhaps after all indigenous
to life itself, and only emphasized by war. Henry is given a pro-
tective St. Anthony by the heroine: “After I was wounded I never
found him. Some one probably got it at one of the dressing sta-
tions.”*" The ambulance unit which he commands makes elaborate
preparations to receive wounded soldiers during a forthcoming at-
tack: while they are waiting—and eating cheese and spaghetti—in
a dugout, an enemy shell lands squarely on top of them, thus mak-
ing Lt. Henry himself part of the first load of wounded going to

3% 4 Farewell to Arms, p. 4.
4 1bid., p. 13.
4 1bid., p. 47.
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Hemingway's Ambiguity: Symbolism and Irony 17

the rear. For this, he learns, he is to receive a bronze medal; his
friend Rinaldi hopes it may be silver.

The episode in Milan, so recalcitrant to Mr. Baker’s symbolist
scheme, has an integral function in the ironic structure of the nar-
rative. Recuperating far behind the lines, the hero becomes part of
the incongruously pleasant civilian scene which always—to the in-
credulous and bitter astonishment of most combat soldiers—goes on
while men die at the front. Yet to add a further ironic twist to this,
there is Hemingway’s satirical portrait of Ettore, the American-
Italian who is a “legitimate hero” in the Italian Army. Not only
does he see the social life of wartime Milan as perfectly normal, but
it is clear that his view of the war as a whole is the reverse of
Henry’s: “Believe me, they’re fine to have,” he says, exhibiting his
wound stripes. “I’d rather have them than medals. Believe me,
boy, when you get three you've got something.”*?

Back at the front for only two days, Henry finds himself mixed

up in the nightmarish retreat from Caporetto. Hemingway’s famous
description of this debacle is a stringent comment on the bewilder-
ing stupidity and chaos of war, but he takes the occasion to inject
again a shot of special irony. With one ambulance mired to the
hubs on a rainsoaked back road, Lt. Henry shoots a sergeant who,
in his anxiety to keep up with the retreat, tries to get away on foot
instead of staying to cut brush for the spinning wheels. The
sergeant is only wounded, but he is quickly dispatched, with Henry’s
acquiescence, by Bonello, one of the ambulance drivers. “All my
life I've wanted to kill a sergeant,”*® Bonello says proudly; but a few
hours later he too deserts, to let himself be captured by the enemy.
The climax of this grim comedy is of course Frederic Henry’s own
desertion. Threatened with military justice akin to that he so sum-
marily had dealt the sergeant, he dives into the Tagliamento River;
and his ‘sarcastic remarks on his would-be executioners ring with
hyperironic overtones against the baffle of the earlier incident:
I saw how their minds worked; if they had minds and if they worked.
They were all young men and they were saving their country. . .. The
questioners had that beautiful detachment and devotion to stern justice
of men dealing in death without being in any danger of it.**

2 1bid., p. 130. 43 1bid., p. 222.
44 1bid., pp. 240, 241.

This content downloaded from
42.110.144.138 on Thu, 04 Mar 2021 07:10:32 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



18 American Literature

There are many other ironic strokes in A4 Farewell to Arms,
but it is this series, identifying the activities of war with all that is
brutal and meaningless in human life, that gives the novel its pre-
dominantly ironic texture. The catastrophe, Catherine Barkley’s
shocking death, has the ambivalent effect of partly canceling this
identification while at the same time violently reinforcing the total
effect of irony. It is as if the author had said, “Do not imagine that
the kind of cruelty and disruption I have shown you are confined to
war: they are the conditions of life itself.” It is thus only at the end
that the full ironic ambiguity of the title springs into view.

The title of Hemingway’s other great war novel is likewise an
index of its strongly ironic theme. It was strange how many re-
viewers and critics underweighed the epigraph from Donne and the
meaningful paradox of the whole sentence furnishing the title:
“And therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls: it tolls
for thee.” Appraisals from both Right and Left accused Heming-
way of having gone over to the other side, while certain critics less
politically biased found that his theme was confused or that it had
backfired. “At the center of For Whom the Bell Tolls,” wrote Max-
well Geismar, “there is a basic confusion of Hemingway’s intention.
The novel attempts to be a constructive statement on human life.
Yet Hemingway’s underlying sense of destruction often contradicts
this.”*

But Hemingway was not confused. As always, he wanted to
show something true about human life (not necessarily something
“constructive”); and he had come to take a more complex view of
humanity at war than he projected in A Farewell to Arms. “A
plague on both your houses”—the prevailing mood of Frederic
Henry—has been replaced by Robert Jordan’s unillusioned sense of
the community. of the human predicament. No man is an island,
it turns out; but the storms that sweep the human continent are of
such force, and the quakes that rack its surface so disruptive, that
none of us can depend on better fortune than that of Jordan, who
died making his own small and paradoxical effort to maintain its
integrity. His affiliation with the Loyalists is no simple partisan
allegiance; and to extend and support the hero’s explicit awareness
of the inevitable contradictions of his position, Hemingway poses a
series of situations pregnant with irony.

8 Writers in Crisis (Boston, 1942), p. 81.
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Outstanding is Pilar’s account of the start of “the movement” in
Pablo’s home town, with its unflinching report of the steadily mount-
ing sadism which infused the execution of the local Fascists. There
is a remarkable tone to this report, as if Pilar were at confession,
anxious to tell the whole truth and omitting not even the most
shameful details, yet seeking at the same time to make it understood
how these grisly acts could have occurred among normally decent
Spanish peasants. She tells how, at first, many of the peasants were
sickened by Pablo’s plan to flail the Fascists down between a double
line of men leading to the edge of a steep cliff. But within the
ironic frame of the entire episode, in relation to the book, there are
lesser ironies: for it is the cowardly behavior of the Fascists them-
selves that brings these peasants to a pitch of mob hatred and vio-
lence equal to Pablo’s inveterate cruelty.

Throughout all this the reader is never allowed to forget that it
is the Loyalists who are committing the atrocities described, and that
the leaders of the massacre are the very people with whom Jordan
is now allied. Robert Penn Warren cites the irony of this, but he
suggests that For Whom the Bell Tolls is not Hemingway’s best
novel “primarily because . . . Hemingway does not accept the
limitations of his premises . . . the irony . . . runs counter to the
ostensible surface direction of the story.”*® So it does—but this
is the nature of irony; and this is why it is so valuable to
Hemingway in his intense effort to dramatize fully the implications
of Donne’s epigraph in relation to the ironical self-destruction
which is civilized warfare. It is a mistake to think of For
Whom the Bell Tolls as a document of social optimism in its
intent, as opposed to the dark pessimism of Hemingway’s earlier
books. The darkness is relieved, deliberately, only by a faint ex-
istentialist glimmer: the general human enterprise seems very likely
to end in failure, but each of us must do what he can—“Nous ferons
notre petit possible.”

It is to this end that the irony of the Loyalist massacre of the
Fascists, which early in the book sets the theme of human sacrifice
in a highly critical perspective, is complemented by the irony of the
denouement. For the central action—the blowing of the bridge—
which is responsible for the deaths of El Sordo, Anselmo, Fernando,

% Introduction to A Farewell to Arms (New York, 1949), p. XXv.
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and, indeed, Robert Jordan, is rendered a strategic failure by the
loose tongues of their comrades behind the lines.

To these two fundamental veins of irony many scenes provide

tributary support: three may be cited as exemplary. There is the
one in which Jordan reads the letters found in the pockets of a
Fascist cavalryman he has just shot, and discovers he is from a
Spanish town that Jordan knows well:
How many is that you have killed? he asked himself. I don’t know.
Do you think you have a right to kill any one? No. But I have to. . ..
But you like the people of Navarra better than those of any other part of
Spain. Yes. And you kill them. Yes.... Don’t you know it is wrong
to kill? Yes. But you do it? Yes. And you still believe absolutely that
your cause is right? Yes.*?

This irony of Jordan’s self-conscious ambivalence is heightened by

juxtapositions of which he knows nothing. In the midst of El
Sordo’s great last fight, we are suddenly given a decidedly sympa-
thetic portrait of Lt. Berrendo, second in command of the Fascist
cavalry. Julian, his best friend, has just been killed by Sordo, and
Captain Mora, the blustering officer in command, is shouting blas-
phemies at the hilltop in an effort (which carries its own small irony,
in view of his imminent death) to prove that no one is left alive up
there. Later, after Mora has become El Sordo’s “Comrade Voyager,”
Berrendo reluctantly has his troopers decapitate the dead guerrillas
for “proof and identification,” and the Fascists start back towards
their headquarters:
Then he thought of Julian, dead on the hill, dead now, tied across a
horse there in the first troop, and as he rode down into the dark pine
forest, leaving the sunlight behind him on the hill, riding now in the
quiet dark of the forest, he started to say a prayer for him again.*®

At this point Anselmo, watching from a hillside, sees them ride
past; and on his way back to the guerrilla cave he crosses El Sordo’s
hilltop where he finds the headless bodies of his comrades: “. . . as
he walked he prayed for the souls of Sordo and of all his band. It
was the first time he had prayed since the start of the movement.”*
The episode thus ends in ironic equilibrium, with both sides peti-
tioning Heaven. But we have not yet seen our last of Lt. Berrendo.
It is he who looms in the sights of Robert Jordan’s machine gun in

" For Whom the Bell Tolls, pp. 303-304.
*81bid., p. 326. *° 1bid., p. 327.
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the last paragraph of the story, lending the finale an ironic depth
that protects it from false heroics. For these two young soldiers,
preponderant as our sympathy may be for one rather than the other,
the same bell tolls. The novel is Hemingway’s fullest work so far in
scope and artistic realization, and to its fulfilment the ambiguity of
irony contributes an essential part.
v

It would be foolish to argue that the work of any first-rate writer
owes its success exclusively or even predominantly to any one nar-
rative artifice. Hemingway has used techniques of symbolism and
techniques of irony and used them well; what we want in criticism
is an even view of his use of these and other artistic resources that
does not exaggerate one at the expense of others. A point deserving
great attention and emphasis about this writer is his devotion to the
implicit rather than the explicit mode: and both symbolism and
irony truly serve this artistic purpose. Hemingway, in fact, stirs
thought as to the interrelationship of these two kinds of ambiguity.
It is remarkable how often they operate together in his stories: an
ironic fact, perception, or event on the primary level may epitomize
an irony in a broader context, and thus doubly deserve selection and
accurate report by the narrator. As an illustration of his early effort
to communicate “what really happened in action,” Hemingway tells
in Death in the Afternoon how he worked on the problem of ac-
curately depicting a certain bullfight incident:

. . waking in the night I tried to remember what it was that seemed
just out of my remembering and that was the thing that I had really seen
and, finally, remembering all around it, I got it. When he stood up, his
face white and dirty and the silk of his breeches opened from waist to
knee, it was the dirtiness of the rented breeches, the dirtiness of his slit
underwear and the clean, clean, unbearably clean whiteness of the thigh-
bone that I had seen, and it was that which was important.®’

Clearly, it was the startling irony of the contrast that struck Hem-
ingway here as “important”; but certainly (if not so clearly) there
is also the symbolic suggestion of another contrast going far beyond
the physical—the ironically pathetic gap, perhaps, between the mata-
dor’s professional failure and his untouched inner pride which is
the subject of “The Undefeated.”

In a fictional narrative the double operation, ironic and symbolic,

50 Death in the Afternoon, p. 20.
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can often be seen more sharply: take The Old Man and the Sea,
where in effect the same subject is dramatized. The old fisherman’s
physical triumph in catching the great fish is ironically cut down—or
transmuted—into spiritual triumph by the marauding sharks who
leave him with only the skeleton of the largest marlin ever seen in
Cuba. Without working out the metaphor in precise terms it can
be said that the irony of the event itself would hardly be so effective
without the broadening and deepening of its implication through
symbolic suggestion.

It may be true that all perceptions are reducible finally to per-
ceptions of likeness or perceptions of difference. Perhaps this offers
a clue to the effectiveness of both symbolism and irony for a writer
who, like Hemingway, makes it his life’s business to tell a truth, as
he once put it, “truer . .. than anything factual can be.”®* With all
his famous skill in writing with his eye upon the object, he under-
stood from the beginning that it was only the object in relationship
to other objects and to the observer that really counted: significance
is, in short, a matter of likeness and difference. This is to speak
broadly; and to apply the generalization to symbolism and irony re-
quires a good deal of qualification. Yet symbolism does depend
essentially on likeness, and irony on difference; and as artistic tools
both are means of interpreting imaginatively, and with the flexi-
bility of implication, a complex reality. Symbolism signifies through
a harmony, irony through a discord; symbolism consolidates, irony
complicates; symbolism synthesizes, irony analyzes.

For all of this, I would not like to see Hemingway go down in
new literary histories as either “a symbolist” or (less likely, if some-
what more appropriately) “an ironist.” Taken at face value the
denomination “symbolist” has meanings in the common language
of criticism that are quite inapplicable to him. But beyond this,
Hemingway uses symbolism, as I have tried to show, with a severe
restraint that in his good work always staunchly protects his realism.
So likewise does he use irony. It is the ambiguity of life itself that
Hemingway has sought to render, and if irony has served him
peculiarly well it is because he sees life as inescapably ironic. But
if we must classify him let us do him justice: with all his skilful use
of artistic ambiguity, he remains the great realist of twentieth-century
American fiction.

®! Introduction to Men az War (New York, 1952), p. xi.

This content downloaded from
42.110.144.138 on Thu, 04 Mar 2021 07:10:32 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



	Contents
	image 1
	image 2
	image 3
	image 4
	image 5
	image 6
	image 7
	image 8
	image 9
	image 10
	image 11
	image 12
	image 13
	image 14
	image 15
	image 16
	image 17
	image 18
	image 19
	image 20
	image 21
	image 22

	Issue Table of Contents
	American Literature, Vol. 28, No. 1, Mar., 1956
	Front Matter
	Hemingway's Ambiguity: Symbolism and Irony [pp.1-22]
	Franklin's Essay on Daylight Saving [pp.23-29]
	Poe and his Nemesis--Lewis Gaylord Clark [pp.30-49]
	The "Rivalry-Chivalry" of Richard Harding Davis and Stephen Crane [pp.50-61]
	Frost on Frost: The Making of Poems [pp.62-72]
	Notes and Queries
	Who Wrote Hawthorne's Autobiography? [pp.73-77]
	Thoreau, with Advice [pp.77-78]
	Regarding the "Publication" of the First Leaves of Grass [pp.78-79]

	Book Reviews
	untitled [pp.80-82]
	untitled [pp.82-93]
	untitled [pp.93-95]
	untitled [pp.95-97]
	untitled [pp.97-99]
	untitled [pp.99-101]

	Brief Mention [pp.102-105]
	Research in Progress [pp.106-109]
	Articles on American Literature Appearing in Current Periodicals [pp.110-127]



