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1INTRODUCTION

I Introduction to Ernest Hemingway

By Prof. Ganesan Balakrishnan, Ph.D.

 RNEST HEMINGWAY (1899-1961) occupies a prominent 

place in the annals of American Literary history by virtue 
of his revolutionary role in the arena of twentieth century 
American fiction. By rendering a realistic portrayal of the 
inter-war period with its disillusionment and disintegration 
of old values, Hemingway has presented the predicament 
of the modern man in ‘a world which increasingly seeks to 
reduce him to a mechanism, a mere thing’. [1] Written in a 
simple but unconventional style, with the problems of war, 
violence and death as their themes, his novels present a 
symbolic interpretation of life.

Ernest Miller Hemingway was born in 1899 in Oak 
Park, Illinois, in an orthodox higher middle class family 
as the second of six children. His mother, Mrs. Grace Hale 
Hemingway, an ex-opera singer, was an authoritarian 
woman who had reduced his father, Mr. Clarence Edmunds 
Hemingway, a physician, to the level of a hen-pecked 
husband. Hemingway had a rather unhappy childhood 
on account of his ‘mother’s, bullying relations with his 
father’. [2] He grew up under the influence of his father 
who encouraged him to develop outdoor interests such as 
swimming, fishing and hunting. His early boyhood was 
spent in the northern woods of Michigan among the native 
Indians, where he learned the primitive aspects of life such 
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as fear, pain, danger and death.
At school ,  he had a brilliant academic career and 

graduated at the age of 17 from the Oak Park High School. In 
1917 he joined the Kansas City Star as a war correspondent. 
The following year he participated in the World War by 
volunteering to work as an ambulance driver on the Italian 
front, where he was badly wounded but twice decorated for 
his services. He returned to America in 1919 and married 
Hadley Richardson in 1921. This was the first of a series of 
unhappy marriages and divorces. The next year, he reported 
on the Greco-Turkish War and two years later, gave up 
journalism to devote himself to fiction. He settled in Paris, 
where he came into contact with fellow American expatriates 
such as Gertrude Stein and Ezra Pound. ‘From her (Gertrude 
Stein) as well as from Ezra Pound and others, he learned the 
discipline of his craft—the taut monosyllabic vocabulary, 
stark dialogue, and understated emotion that are the 
hallmarks of the Hemingway style’. [3]

Hemingway’s first two published works were In Our 

Time and Three Stories and Ten Poems. These early stories 
foreshadow his mature technique and his concern for values 
in a corrupt and indifferent world. But it was The Torrents 

of Spring, which appeared in 1926, that established him as 
a writer of repute. His international reputation was firmly 
secured by his next three books, The Sun Also Rises, Men 

Without Women and A Farewell to Arms. This was only the 
beginning of an illustrious career, with an impressive output 
of several novels and short stories, a collection of poems and 

The Fifth Column, a play.
Hemingway was passionately involved with bullfighting, 

big game hunting and deep sea fishing, and his writing 
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reflects this. He visited Spain during the Civil War and 
his experiences on the war front form the theme of the 
best seller For Whom the Bell Tolls. When the Second World 
War broke out, he took an active part and offered to lead a 
suicide squadron against the Nazi U Boats. But in the course 
of the war, he fell ill and was nursed by Mary Walsh, who 
eventually became his fourth wife and continued to be with 
him until his death. In 1954, he survived two plane crashes 
in the African jungle. His adventures and tryst with destiny 
made him a celebrity all over the English speaking world.

Hemingway began the final phase of his career as 
a resident of Cuba. There he continued his life of well 
advertised hunting and adventure, being often in the 
forefront of literary publicity and controversy. This phase is 
marked by a decline in his creative genius which, however, 
attained its original stature with the publication of The Old 

Man and the Sea in 1952. It was an immense success and won 
him the Nobel Prize for literature in 1954.

His fortunes took a turn for the worse, when Fidel Castro 
came to power and ordered the Americans out of Cuba. It 
proved a great shock to Hemingway and added to his agony 
over the decline of his creative talents. He fell victim to 
acute fits of depression and attempted suicide twice. He was 
hospitalized and treated for his psychological problems. But 
after a few months of doubts, anxieties and depression, he 
shot himself on the 2nd of July 1961, bringing to an end one 
of the most eventful and colorful lives of our times.

Hemingway’s literary genius was molded by cultural and 
literary influences. ‘Mark Twain, the War and The Bible were 
the major influences that shaped Hemingway’s thought and 
art’. [4] During his sojourn in Paris, Hemingway also came 
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into contact with eminent literary figures such as Fitzgerald, 
Sherwood Anderson, D.H. Lawrence and even T.S. Eliot. 
‘All or some of them might have left their imprint on him’. [5] 
Hemingway also acknowledged that he had learnt a great 
deal from the writings of Joseph Conrad. Besides these, his 
early experiences in Michigan colored his writing to some 
extent. The most important influence that left a deep impact 
on his genius was the nightmarish experiences which he 
himself had undergone in the two World Wars.

As a novelist, Hemingway is often assigned a place among 
the writers of ‘the lost generation’, along with Faulkner, 
Fitzgerald, John Dos Passos and Sinclair Lewis. ‘These 
writers, including Ernest Hemingway, tried to show the 
loss the First World War had caused in the social, moral and 
psychological spheres of human life’. [6] They also reveal 
the horror, the fear and the futility of human existence. 
True, Hemingway has echoed the longings and frustrations 
that are typical of these writers, but his work is distinctly 
different from theirs in its philosophy of life. In his novels 
‘a metaphysical interest in man and his relation to nature’ [7] 
can be discerned.

Hemingway has been immortalized by the individuality 
of his style. Short and solid sentences, delightful dialogues, 
and a painstaking hunt for an apt word or phrase to express 
the exact truth, are the distinguishing features of his style. 
He ‘evokes an emotional awareness in the reader by a highly 
selective use of suggestive pictorial detail, and has done 
for prose what Eliot has done for poetry’. [8] In his accurate 
rendering of sensuous experience, Hemingway is a realist. 
As he himself has stated in Death in the Afternoon, his main 
concern was ‘to put down what really happened in action; 
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what the actual things were that produced the emotion you 
experienced’. [9] This surface realism of his works often tends 
to obscure the ultimate aim of his fiction. This has often 
resulted in the charge that there is a lack of moral vision 
in his novels. Leon Edel has attacked Hemingway for his ‘Lack of 
substance’ as he called it. According to him, Hemingway’s fiction is 
deficient in serious subject matter. ‘It is a world of superficial 
action and almost wholly without reflection—such reflection 
as there is tends to be on a rather crude and simplified 
level’. [10]

But  such a  casual  dismissal  as  th is ,  present ing 
Hemingway as a writer devoid of ‘high seriousness’, is 
not justified. Though Hemingway is apparently a realist 
who has a predilection for physical action, he is essentially 
a philosophical writer. His works should be read and 
interpreted in the light of his famous ‘Iceberg theory’: ‘The 
dignity of the movement of an iceberg is due to only one 
eighth of it being above the water’. [11] This statement throws 
light on the symbolic implications of his art. He makes use of 
physical action to provide a symbolical interpretation of the 
nature of man’s existence. It can be convincingly proved that, 
‘While representing human life through fictional forms, he 
has consistently set man against the background of his world 
and universe to examine the human situation from various 
points of view’. [12]

In this aspect, he belongs to the tradition of Hawthorne, 
Poe and Melville, in whose fiction darkness has been used 
as a major theme to present the lot of man in this world. 
Hemingway’s concern for the predicament of the individual 
resembles the outlook of these ‘nocturnal writers’. ‘As with 
them, a moral awareness springs from his awareness of 
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the larger life of the universe. Compared with the larger 
life of the universe, the individual is a puny thing, a tragic 
thing. But in this larger life of the universe, the individual 
has his place of glory’. [13] This awareness of the futility of 
human existence led Hemingway to deal with the themes 
of violence, darkness and death in his novels. By presenting 
the darker side of life, he tries to explore the nature of the 
individual’s predicament in this world.

What attitude should a man take toward a world in which, 
for reasons of the world’s own making and not of his own, 
he is fundamentally out of place? What personal happiness 
can he expect to find in a world seething with violence... 
what values could one respect when ethical values as a 
whole seemed university disrespected? [14] 

This metaphysical concern about the nature of the 
individual’s existence in relation to the world made 
Hemingway conceive his protagonists as alienated 
individuals fighting a losing battle against the odds of life 
with courage, endurance and will as their only weapons. 
The Hemingway hero is a lonely individual, wounded 
either physically or emotionally. He exemplifies a code of 
courageous behavior in a world of irrational destruction. 
‘He offers up and exemplifies certain principles of honor, 
courage and endurance in a life of tension and pain which 
make a man a man’. [15] Violence, struggle, suffering and 
hardships do not make him in any way pessimistic. Though 
the ‘vague unknown’ continues to lure him and frustrate 
his hopes and purposes, he does not admit defeat. Death 
rather than humiliation, stoical endurance rather than servile 
submission are the cardinal virtues of the Hemingway hero.

A close examination of Hemingway’s fiction reveals that 
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in his major novels he enacts ‘the general drama of human 
pain’, and that he has ‘used the novel form in order to pose 
symbolic questions about life’. [16] The trials and tribulations 
undergone by his protagonists are symbolic of man’
s predicament in this world. He views life as a perpetual 
struggle in which the individual has to assert the supremacy 
of his free will over forces other than himself. In order to 
assert the dignity of his existence, the individual has to wage 
a relentless battle against a world which refuses him any 
identity or fulfillment.

To sum up, Hemingway, in his novels and short stories, 
presents human life as a perpetual struggle which ends 
only in death. It is of no avail to fight this battle, where man 
is reduced to a pathetic figure by forces both within and 
without. However, what matters is the way man faces the 
crisis and endures the pain inflicted upon him by the hostile 
powers that be, be it his own physical limitation or the 
hostility of society or the indifference of unfeeling nature. 
The ultimate victory depends on the way one faces the 
struggle. In a world of pain and failure, the individual also 
has his own weapon to assert the dignity of his existence. 
He has the freedom of will to create his own values and 
ideals. In order to achieve this end, he has to carry on an 
incessant battle against three oppressive forces, namely, the 
biological, the social and the environmental barriers of this 
world. According to Hemingway, the struggle between the 
individual and the hostile deterministic forces takes places at 
these three different levels. Commenting on this aspect of the 
existential struggle found in Hemingway’s fiction, Charles 
Child Walcutt has observed that, ‘the conflict between 
the individual needs and social demands is matched by 



8 THE OLD MAN AND THE SEA

the contest between feeling man and unfeeling universe, 
and between the spirit of the individual and his biological 
limitations’. [17] This observation is probably the right key to 
understand Hemingway, the man and the novelist.
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II Destroyed but not defeated
—Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea

By Saeed Momtazi M.D.

We used this exceptional story as a therapeutic aid for 
hopeless and depressed people who needed a powerful force 
for continuing struggles of life against fate. They should say 
as the boy Manolin, “I’ll bring the luck by myself.” In the 
story the old man tells us “It is silly not to hope...besides 
I believe it is a sin.” Hemingway draws a distinction 
between two different types of success: outer-material 
and inner-spiritual. While the old man lacks the former, the 
importance of this lack is eclipsed by his possession of the 
later. He teaches all people the triumph of indefatigable 
spirit over exhaustible resources. Hemingway’s hero as a 
perfectionist man tells us: To be a man is to behave with 
honor and dignity, not to succumb to suffering, to accept 
one’s duties without complaint, and most importantly 
to have maximum self-control. At the end of the story he 
mentions, “A man is not made for defeat...a man can be 
destroyed but not defeated.” The book finishes with this 
symbolic sentence: “The old man was dreaming about lions.” 

It is a psychological analysis of Hemingway famous story 
that we have used it as a psychotherapeutic aid for hopeless 
and depressed people and also psychological victims of war 
in a more comprehensive therapeutic plan.

The first sentence of the book announces itself as 
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Hemingway’s: “He was an old man who fished alone in a 
skiff in the Gulf stream and he had gone eighty-four days 
now without taking a fish”. The words are plain, and the 
structure, two tightly-worded independent clauses conjoined 
by a simple conjunction, is ordinary, traits which characterize 
Hemingway’s literary style. 

Santiago is the protagonist of the novella. He is an old 
fisherman in Cuba who, when we meet him at the beginning 
of the book, has not caught anything for eighty-four days. 
The novella follows Santiago’s quest for the great catch that 
will save his career. Santiago endures a great struggle with a 
uncommonly large and noble marlin only to lose the fish to 
rapacious sharks on his way back to land. Despite this loss, 
Santiago ends the novel with his spirit undefeated. Some 
have said that Santiago represents Hemingway himself, 
searching for his next great book, an Everyman, heroic in 
the face of human tragedy, or the Oedipal male unconscious 
trying to slay his father, the marlin, in order to sexually 
possess his mother, the sea.

We are told that after forty days Manolin’s parents decided 
that “the old man was now and definitely salao, which is the 
worst form of unlucky”. This sentence proclaims one of the 
novel’s themes, the heroic struggle against unchangeable 
fate. Indeed, the entire first paragraph emphasizes Santiago’s 
apparent lack of success. For example, “It made the boy sad 
to see the old man come in each day with his skiff empty.” 
And most powerfully, “The sail was patched with flour sacks 
and, furled, it looked like the flag of permanent defeat”. 

This type of descriptive degradation of Santiago continues 
with details of his old, worn body. Even his scars, legacies of 
past successes, are “old as erosions in a fishless desert”. All 
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this changes suddenly, though, when Hemingway says 
masterfully, “Everything about him was old except his eyes 
and they were the same color as the sea and were cheerful 
and undefeated”. This draws attention to a dichotomy 
between two different types of success: outer, material 
success and inner, spiritual success... Also, Santiago’s eye 
color foreshadows Hemingway’s increasingly explicit 
likening of Santiago to the sea, suggesting an analogy 
between Santiago’s indomitable spirit and the sea’s 
boundless strength.

“The old man had taught the boy to fish and the boy loved 
him”. Manolin is Santiago’s apprentice, but their relationship 
is not restricted to business alone. Manolin idolizes Santiago
‹as we are meant to‹but the object of this idolization is not 
only the once great though presently failed fisherman; it is 
an idolization of ideals. This helps explain Manolin’s unique, 
almost religious, devotion to the old man, underscored when 
Manolin begs Santiago’s pardon for his not fishing with 
the old man anymore. Manolin says, “It was Papa made me 
leave. I am a boy and I must obey him,” to which Santiago 
replies, “I know...It is quite normal. He hasn’t much faith”.

Despite the clear hierarchy of this teacher/student 
relationship, Santiago does stress his equality with the boy. 
When Manolin asks to buy the old man a beer, Santiago 
replies, “Why not?...Between fisherman”. And when Manolin 
asks to help Santiago with his fishing, Santiago replies, “You 
are already a man”. By demonstrating that Santiago has 
little more to teach the boy, this equality foreshadows the 
impending separation of the two friends, and also indicates 
that this will not be a story about a young boy learning from 
an old man, but a story of an old man learning the unique 
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lessons of the autumn of life.
In fact unity us one of main themes of the story.

Hemingway spends a good deal of time drawing connections 
between Santiago and his natural environment: the fish, 
birds, and stars are all his brothers or friends, he has the heart 
of a turtle, eats turtle eggs for strength, drinks shark liver 
oil for health, etc. Also, apparently contradictory elements 
are repeatedly shown as aspects of one unified whole: the 
sea is both kind and cruel, feminine and masculine, the 
Portuguese man of war is beautiful but deadly, the mako 
shark is noble but a cruel, etc. The novella’s premise of unity 
helps succor Santiago in the midst of his great tragedy. For 
Santiago, success and failure are two equal facets of the 
same existence. They are transitory forms which capriciously 
arrive and depart without affecting the underlying unity 
between himself and nature. As long as he focuses on this 
unity and sees himself as part of nature rather than as an 
external antagonist competing with it, he cannot be defeated 
by whatever misfortunes befall him. 

This ecstatic, almost erotic, imagery stands in stark contrast 
to the careful art of fishing we see later in the novel. The 
fact the fishing requires both calm detachment and violent 
engagement (a kind of masculine flourish) further illustrates 
the unity of a world which both oppresses man and out of 
which the strength to resist that oppression comes. 

Hemingway also peppers the novella with numerous 
references to sight. We are told, for instance, that Santiago 
has uncannily good eyesight for a man of his age and 
experience. When Manolin notices this, Santiago replies 
simply, “I am a strange old man”. Given the previously 
mentioned analogy between Santiago’s eyes and the sea, one 



14 THE OLD MAN AND THE SEA

suspects that his strangeness in this regard has something to 
do with his relationship to the sea. This connection, though, 
is somewhat problematic as it might suggest that Santiago 
would have success as a fisherman. 

The simplicity of Santiago’s house further develops our 
view of Santiago as materially unsuccessful. It is interesting, 
though, that Hemingway draws attention to the relics of 
Santiago’s wife in his house, presenting an aspect of Santiago 
which is otherwise absent throughout the novel. This is 
significant because it suggests a certain completeness to 
Santiago’s character which makes him more of an Everyman 
[appropriate for an allegory] but mentioning it simply 
to remove it from the stage makes its absence even more 
noteworthy, and one might question whether the character 
of Santiago is too roughly drawn to allow the reader to fully 
identify with his story. 

There is an interesting irony in the inversion of roles 
between the paternal tutor Santiago and the pupil Manolin. 
While Santiago took care of Manolin on the water by teaching 
him how to fish, Manolin takes care of Santiago on land by, 
for example, making sure the old man eats. When Santiago 
wants to fish without eating, Santiago assumes a parental 
tone and declares, “You’ll not fish without eating while I’m 
alive.” To which Santiago replies half-jokingly, “Then live a 
long time and take care of yourself”. This inversion sets up the 
ensuing narrative by making the old Santiago a youth again, 
ready to receive the wisdom of his quest. Santiago’s almost 
childlike dream of playful lions[symbols of male strength 
and virility]before his voyage is also a gesture of Santiago’s 
second youth. 

There is a premium placed on masculinity and the 
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