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Foreword

by JOHN UPDIKE

In the near half-century since Hemingway’s shocking suicide by shotgun in 1961,
his fame—and did any American writer of the 20th century enjoy more fame than
he?—has attracted denigration, from critics and academics who react, perhaps, more
to the man’s image than his works. He whose hero, in A Farewell to Arm;e, is a
deserter from World War I, and whose portrait of civil war in For Whom the Bell
Tollsvunsparingly reports the atrocities on both sides, is .accuse,d of being a lover of
violence. His boyhood as a Midwestern doctor’s son and his war wounds in Italy
at the age of eighteen impressed him with the reality of vi(;lence, and his fiction
and nonﬁcﬁon (see Death in the Afternoon and his introduction to his anthology
Men at War) sought to describe this reality, including the hunter’s blood lust; but a
fascination is not an endorsement. He is accused of slighting his female characters,
yet they—Brett and Catherine and Maria—dominate thé canvases of their respective
novels, and remain more poignantly, sympathetically, and heroically in the mind
than their male lovers do.

: Hemingway’s apparently simple style, easily parodied, is dismissed as semi-
literate when in fact it was a refined and thoughtful product of modernism in its
youthful prime; he took English prose and, in Ezra Pound’s phrase, made it new.

The e:kample of modern painting, above all the scrupulous post-impressionism
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of Cézanne, inspired him; newspaper work honed his powers of distillation;

wide reading kept his standards elevated. To be sure, he liked a fiesta, and drank
too much, but he reported to his writing stand, with freshly sharpened pencils,
each dawn; his writing forms a shimmering paean to our physical existence, to
landscape and weather and healthy senses. His stoic hedonism became, in the ruin
of conventional pieties left by World War 1, a creed for his generation, a laconic
lifestyle reflected in popular films, other people’s writing, and even common speech.

His first book, published in 1923 in Paris, was titled Three Stories and Ten Poems;
his short stories, which he effectively stopped producing after collecting them in
1938, are like poems in their concision, polish, and enigmatic abruptness. A sense of
life’s tragic brevity always lies beneath the surfaces of his taut dialogues and evocations
of nature. Only the first two novels, The Sun Also Rises (1926) and A Farewell to Arms
(1929), sustain throughout their length the exquisite economy and freshness of the short
stories, though the novella The Old Man and the Sea (1952) approachéd their high quality
and helped win the author the Nobel Prize in 1954. In his later years, in shaky physical and
mental health, he published almost nothing but wrote steadily, accumulating masses of
manuscripts that were mined for a number of posthumous publications, of which the
most valuable is a fond memoir of his Paris years, A Moveable Feast (1964).

The man was a bearish celebrity when literature still bred celebrities; his work

remains a touchstone of artistic ardor and luminously clean prose.
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INTRODUCTION

Nearly 50 years after his death, Ernest Hemingway remains arguably the most famous
and influential American writer ever. His prominence has not wavered since 1926,
When The Sun Also Rises made him a symbol of living gracefully amid the upheaval
of the post-World War I era. Hemingway continues to inspire because, on the surface
at least, he promises us that the line between life’s twin compulsions—to work and to
play—can be seamless if only we approach every experience with the ethical rigor and
exactitude of ritual. Whatever act we might undertake—eating, fishing, lo&ing, boxing,
writing—he assures us that there is a right way to do it, and that we can intuit that way
if we cleanse the moral palate and keep our poise.

With icon status comes oversimplification, however, and the spell Hemingway
casts has ensured that his qualities will be distorted to the point of caricature. For
every enthusiast who has tried to write in a Montparnasse café (I'm guilty of this), fish
the Gulf Stream (ditto), or run with the bulls in Pamplona (alas, 1 lack the necessary
cojones), there’s a resisting reader for whom Hemingway can never connote anything
but cartoon machismo and misogyny and an overheated stoicism and existential angst.
Yet for all the posturing, Hemingway had a keen capacity for knowing when he had
dropped the purity of his own line, and he would castigate himself with the same

ferocity to which he subjected his rivals during his celebrated literary squabbles.

Because the complexities of Hemingway’s personality are frequently overlooked,




