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A Lesson of Manhood

——A Critical Commentary on Hemingway’ s Short Story The Battler

H M
(FERRHE RSN EIESGE  [IARPE 621010)

Abstract: The Battler is one of the short stories about Nick Adams, a character much like Hemingway him-

self. This paper comments on the theme and the writing style of the story with regard to Hemingway’ s life experi-

ence and his artistic theory.

Key Words: short story, Hemingway, theme, style, iceberg theory, character

The Baitler is one of the series of stories about Nick Adams written by Ernest Hemingway,
one of the most influential American writers in the 20th century, in his first short story collection
In Our Time. A close examination of the story is akin to a study of Hemingway’ s life and theory of
art. Greatly influenced by his doctor father who loved hunting and fishing, Hemingway developed
a great passion for outdoor activities and adventures since he was very young. He had fought in
world wars, hunted in Africa, won in national fishing race, and boxed in Bimni. He suffered inju-
ries in wars and traffic accidents, threatened by dangers and death. He had written six novels and
more than fifty short stories in his life. His legendary and colorful life experiences provide rich re-
sources for his fictions. He always wrote about what he saw and what he experienced. Many char-
acters in his stories are incarnations of Hemingway himself. Once interviewed by a journalist he
explained his idea of the function of a fiction;

“From things that have happened and from things as they exist and from things that you know
and all those you cannot know, you make something through your invention that is not a represen-
tation but a whole new thing truer than anything true and alive, and you make it alive, and if you
make it well enough, you give it immortality. That is why you write and for no other reason that
you know of. But what about all the reasons that no one knows?”

Related to his life experience, fighting and boxing are the common theme in Hemingway. In
his eyes, fighting is a way to show man’s strength and courage. As the leader of “lost genera-
tion” , Hemingway believed the truth was reality, and life was nothing more than hardship. He u-
sually wrote about two kinds of man: the man who stands and the man who couldn’t stand, and
what he most cared about was the man who could stand. Hemingway created many “Cold Hero” in
his fictions; manly man, a scarred and sensitive man, close to the writer himself. His definition of

man’ s courage is “grace under pressure”. His writing style was deeply influenced by the material-
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ism and imagism at that time. He opposed didacticism and advocated to let events convey them-
selves. Owing to his experience as a journalist the words and sentences in his fictions are always
simple, colloquial and short. The principle of economy in writing can be explained by his famous
“iceberg” theory: “There is seven — eighths of it underwater for every part that shows. Anything
you know you can eliminate and it only strengthens your iceberg. It is the part that doesn’ t
show.” He was awarded Nobel Prize for Literature because of his contribution in the area of
“prose style” and in his use of “zero ending”. In William White’ s words, “He had written a
shelf of some of the finest prose by an American in this century. ” In his stories Hemingway provid-
ed detached descriptions of action in that he avoided describing the thoughts and emotions of his
characters in a direct way. All things conspire to an end, with no detail wasted. His stories run
counter to the traditional nineteenth and early twentieth century stories described as “well -
made. " They are usually elliptical in form, rarely tying up details in a neat bundle in order to
bring the stories to a conclusion. He used simple nouns and verbs and was still able to capture the
scene precisely. The type of story Hemingway wrote, as Sheldon Grebstein has noted, reflects a
belief in Anton Chekhov’s “dictum that in both scene and character the selection of significant de-
tails, grouped so as to convey an image, is the vital thing. ”

Nick Adams is a character very much like Hemingway himself whose stories are the reflection
of the early life experiences of the writer. He resembled Hemingway in many respects: a white
Chicago boy, a doctor’ s son, grew up in the Michigan woods, loved outdoor activities, went over-
seas to fight in the world war and was severely injured, troubled by hidden demons on the way
back home. Since the art of living by the Hemingway code is based on economy of emotion and
gesture, to follow the Hemingway hero throughout the short stories is to see the step — by - step de-
velopment of Hemingway ' s code for living in the modern wasteland, as well as the refinement of
his aesthetic theories. The stories chronicle the movement of the hero Nick from a condition of in-
nocence, a kind of pre — Adamic state during which he was unaware of his mortality, into a condi-
tion of experience or knowledge. His stories are set in the late dawn of the Industrial Age, a time
dominated by rugged individualists that spread across America. Greatly influenced by his father,
Nick loved nature and outdoor activities such as fishing and hunting when he was very young. In
an experience of witnessing a difficult delivery of a baby by an Indian woman whose painful scream
caused her husband’ s suicide Nick was aware of man’s weakness and mortality and since then he
vowed to himself never to succumb to fear and was even ready to defy the concept of natural, mor-
tal life. In the “Rig Two — Heated River”, he had been injured in the war and made journey
across wila wa;teland back home, in which he had a lot of troubles with hidden demons but sur-
vived with the crafts he had learned from his father in the outdoor activities, and became more he-
roically stoical in character. It took the fortuitous survival of his adventurism and wanderlust, plus
a bout with madness, for Nick to come to terms with himself; to know that he could be happy liv-
ing in balance with nature , to grow from a state of innocence to the state of mature.

The Battler is one of Nick Adams stories. It is a very short story about Nick’s encounter with

a little mad white man. Apparently the plot is very simple: Nick had been kicked off by a brutal
-
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brakeman from a train and had been beaten by him to wounds. He walked along the railroad in
dark night hungrily and aimlessly. A fire suddenly appeared, and by its side a little man was sit-
ting. Nick came close to it and started the conversation with the man and his Negro companion, in
which the man went mad and tended to harm him. The Negro stopped the man by hitting him into
unconsciousness and then explained his madness by telling the man’ s unordinary story. At last
Nick left them and went on with his journey. It is an example of Hemingway’s “prose style” and
application of his “iceberg” theory: the writer’ s deep understanding of life is disguised by the
simple construction of the words.

The Battler is another initiation story, which centers around a main character who comes into
contact with an idea, experience, ritual, or knowledge that he did not previously know. Heming-
way wrote a number of initiation stories, or as they are sometimes referred to, “rite of passage”
stories. “Hemingway’ s stories are as much a demonstration of the lesson as they are of the fact;
their drama arises from the tension between them” ( Gurko 177 ~78). That process of initiation
into manhood, into life, is finally the theme of the stories, the substance of his iceberg. Yet, as
Hemingway himself moves across the threshold from innocence into experience, he showed from
different angles and vantage points in his stories the many facets of the initiation process. In The
Battler, Nick learned a lesson about life and manhood from the encounter with the little mad white
man and his Negro friend. At the beginning, He determined to revenge on that brakeman who had
beaten him. Hemingway disclosed his thought by writing: “That lousy crut of a brakeman. He
would get him some day. He would know him again. That was a fine way to act. ” In the conversa-
tion with the little man he said: “I’ 1l bust him”, “I’ 1l get him. ” However, when he left the lit-
tle man and his companion he seemed to know that besides fighting stoic reserve was another way
to show man’s strength. Comparing the descriptive words at the beginning with those in the end,
readers could notice the change of the hero’ s feelings. At the beginning, adjectives such as
“cold”, “lousy”, “torn”, “barked”, “scraped”, “dark” are used to indicate his fear, hatred
and distress. In contrast, at the end of the story, the writer used the words such as “soft”, “hot”
“soothed” , which represent warmth, respect, love and hope, implying that he got strength and
courage from this experience and had understood life was more complex than what he had thought
and became more determined to be fearless in front of hardships.

The title of the story the Baitler suggests the common theme in Hemingway’ s works: life is a
lonely , losing battle, and it is only in the struggle that man can show his strength. In Hemingway’
s eyes, both Nick and Ad Francis are battlers. Young as he was, Nick displayed his strength in
mind and spirit. Beaten by a man much bigger and stronger than him, he made up his mind to
have his revenge on him some day. He accepted the shame and injury with endurance and toler-
ance. There was no indication of heartbreak, cowardice, disappointment, or despair in Nick’ s
words or actions. For Adams Nick, Ad Francis was an example. Their conversation was like the
one between a master and an apprentice. Francis first asked about Nick’s wound and commented
on it; “It must have made him feel good to bust you,” and then advised: “Get him with a rock

sometime when he’ s going through. ” He displayed his deformity to Nick and told him he had
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been beaten by many people, with such remarks: “I could take it,” “They all bust their hands on
me,” “They couldn’t hurt me,” in a manner of a master who was proudly talking of his art and
crafts. He conducted Nick to count his pulse with the intention to demonstrate his physical
strength , saying: “You know how I beat them?” In fact, the little man was not only demonstrating
his strength but also his attitude towards life, his philosophy of existence, actually the substance of
Hemingway’ s “iceberg” and his code of living. The little man was another example of Heming-
way’s “cold hero” . scarred, manly, sensitive, a man with dignity, honor and endurance. His
Negro friend Bug’ s account for his madness highlighted his image as a hero: the man had married
his beloved beautiful sister despite the opposition of the consensus. He went mad after his wife left
him and began to beat people. He beat a lot of people, which brought him into prison, where he
got to know Bug. After he came out Bug accompanied him to go about living on the money given
by his sister and ex — wife. Though scarred and rough in appearance, the little man was very na?
ve in his heart His extraordinary love proved that he was brave and sincere in life. Hemingway’s
description about the little man near the end of the story was sympathetic: “The Negro looked over
the little man, lying breathing heavily. His blond hair was down over his forehead. His mutilated
face looked childish in repose. ” This is an image of a hero who has lost his battle but didn’ t lose
his innocence and dignity: his optimistic attitude towards his strength, his honest and realistic atti-
tude towards life and his endurance in face of the sufferings. The “childish” looking on his face in
his sleep contrasted with his dramatic abnormal life experiences and exposed the inner part of the
man, the nature of his character, the “seven — eighths” of Hemingway’ s iceberg, which produced
great impact on Nick.

Actually Hemingway himself was a battler in life. As a perfectionist of art he constantly chal-
lenged himself with higher goals in writing techniques. He couldn’t accept ordinariness and com-
monness. He was brave in life and kept on fighting with the threat of danger, diseases and death.
He was manly to such an extent that when he realized he had lost the talent of artistic creation his
choice was to end up his life with a self — inflicted gunshot for the sake of his honor. Hemingway’
s own life and character are indeed as fascinating as any in his stories. On one level, “’ Papa’
(Hemingway’ s nick name) was a legendary adventurer who enjoyed his flamboyant lifestyle and
celebrity status. But deep inside lived a disciplined author who worked tirelessly in pursuit of liter-
ary perfection. His success in both living and writing is reflected in the fact that Hemingway is a
hero to both intellectuals and rebels alike; the passions of the man are only equaled by that of his
writing. ” ( Hotcher, 23)

Hemingway’ s principle of economy in writing is well presented in the story. The events move
on mainly with dialogues with colloquial words and short simple sentences which read real and a-
live and through which Hemingway established the images of his characters. Images are strikingly
used in the story. The setting of the story is the railroad and its neighborhood in dark night. Hem-
ingway created a depressive atmosphere with the description of Nick” s scars, his suffering and hurt
feeling, the ghostly darkness of the railroad and its surroundings, the crazy man’s deformed ap-

pearance and his roughness both in words and behavior, his tragedy life--- all of which have asso-
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ciation with misfortune and death. The darkness represents what life was like in Hemingway’ s
.eyes; cruel, painful, gloomy, full of hidden troubles, which is the reflection of the American soci-
ety after the first World War: Industrialists in America ambitiously expanded their production by
consuming natural materials; a lot of people lost their jobs and lived in hardship. Having seen the
brutality of the war and the cruelty of the reality, young people lost their illusion about the coun-
try. They were called the “lost generation” , which is also used to refer to the literal movement it
generated. “Lost” means the lost of nature, the lost of dream, the lost of innocence. “For Hem-
ingway , loss was inevitable: fate, circumstance, something always brought on the end. Love ex-
pired, through death or disenchantment, fame always dwindled, youth and vitality crumbled
through the years; life itself was nothing more than a unpredictable feast of the senses. ” (Hays,
41) As Hemingway himself, Nick Adams was displaced in time and had to learn how to adjust
himself to the dark world. The fire Nick saw in the darkness was another symbol in the story. He
saw the fire when he was hungry and tired so he approached it expecting to find something. As a
result he found the little mad white man and his story as well as the supper. When he left the fire,
he felt encouraged, relaxed, warm and strengthened, feeling differently compared with what he
did at the beginning of the journey. Hemingway described: “Out of range of the fire he listened.
The low soft voice of the Negro was talking. ” “The Negro’s voice soothed. ’ Just you drink a cup
of this hot coffee. 7 Near the ending Hemingway wrote: “He found he had a ham sandwich in his
hand and put it in his pocket. ” Here “a ham sandwich” was apparently a symbol of the strength
Nick got from the experience, the knowledge he learned from it, while it was of course the food to
physically provide him with energy. The fire was like an oil station for a driver and a beacon for a
seaman that charges the vehicle with energy and brightens the road ahead. The little man’ s mad-
ness stands for the disorder of the society in Hemingway’ s time: wars and economic depression in-
flicted wounds on thousands of people. The dream of life was broken and people felt lost in the
disturbing world. The three characters in the story: Nick, Ad and Bug represent American society
at that time. Nick was from educated middle class family so he had a sense of priority. Ad was a
white man, but his profession was boxing, which didn’t demand much education, so he felt jeal-
ous of Nick when Bug offered Nick food. As a Negro, Bug was in the lowest position. He was po-
lite in both words and action to Nick and Ad and made dinner for them, served them in a humble
manner and acted as a mediator between the two white fighters during their conflict. The three
characters were just the mirror of American society in that time.

The story was an example of Hemingway’s “prose style” and “zero end”. It started in
vagueness (the writer didn’t tell readers why Nick had been on the train and why he was beaten
by a brakeman. ) and ended in suspension, leaving readers in the imagination of Nick’s action
and fate in the future. Hemingway ended this story by writing: “Nick climbed the embankment
and started up the track --- Looking back from the mounting grade before the track curved into the
hills he could see the firelight in the clearing. ” Hemingway didn’ t tell readers where Nick was go-
ing or what he was going to do in the future. By leaving these questions for readers to think about,

Hemingway achieved his purpose in writing, which accorded with his “iceberg” theory: the real
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