
Ron Charles re vis its the short sto ries at the core of Hemingway’s bril liance. C1.

“The masters of the short story come to no good end,” wrote Ernest Hemingway, in a bit terly pre- 
scient mo ment. He was, of course, a mas ter of the short story who came to his own no good end with
a shot gun.

But now is not the time to speak of end ings. This week marks the 118th an niver sary of
Hemingway’s birth. To day, no liv ing fic tion writer tow ers over Amer i can cul ture the way Papa once
did. His cul ti vated blend of machismo and ex is ten tial sto icism cap ti vated a lost gen er a tion shat tered
by war. His el lip ti cal style mes mer ized read ers for decades — and re mains so highly con ta gious that
stu dents still fall prey to its im pas sive tone and declar a tive sim plic ity. The In ter na tional Im i ta tion
Hemingway Com pe ti tion ran for nearly three decades, end ing in 2005, but the num ber and qual ity of
en tries that poured in over the years sug gest it could have gone on for ever.

Isn’t it pretty to think so?
I’ve al ways had an un easy re la tion ship with this No bel Prize win ner. I got to know the young

woman who would even tu ally be my wife in a sem i nar on Hemingway. The earth moved, though not
at first. If she was at tracted to the testos teronic writer, I don’t know what at tracted her to me.
Hemingway and I were both raised by Chris tian Sci ence moth ers in the Mid west, but be yond that, the
sim i lar i ties end. He had more wives than I’ve had dates. He rushed into dan ger to get ma te rial for his
writ ing; I

rushed into writ ing to get away from dan ger.
But as I stud ied his life, all that box ing and boast ing and binge ing struck me as symp toms of deep

inse cu rity. Surely, a real man wouldn’t be quite so self con scious about be ing a real man, right?
Those ten sions are richly ex plored in a new bi og ra phy by Mary V. Dear born, but I can’t help feel- 

ing that, for most of us, the se cret to ap pre ci at ing Hemingway’s work lies in stay ing away from

The riches of Papa
The Washington Post · 21 Jul 2017 · BY RON CHARLES



Hemingway’s life. His bravado, his pom pos ity and, frankly, his in con solable sad ness risk over shad- 
ow ing his art. What the New Crit ics called “the bi o graph i cal fal lacy” is al ways ir re sistible, but it’s es- 
pe cially tempt ing when deal ing with a writer who ag gres sively en cour aged it. Try ing to match up ev- 
ery event in a story to the au thor’s life is a swell way of re duc ing a great work of fic tion to a flawed au- 
to bi og ra phy.

Con sider that Hemingway’s best novel, “The Sun Also Rises,” tells the story of an im po tent man.
That’s rich ma te rial for a bi o graph i cal critic, but most of us should just look at the mas ter piece on the
page. More than 90 years af ter it was pub lished, it’s still an as ton ish ingly pow er ful work largely be- 
cause of its fe ro cious re straint. When I taught “The Sun Also Rises,” most of my stu dents had no idea
what was keep ing Jake Barnes and Lady Brett Ash ley from jump ing into bed, and who can blame
them? Jake’s af flic tion is rarely al luded to and is never de scribed. Thou may dif fer, but where
Hemingway’s later nov els seem, to me, freighted with melo drama and dis tract ing ver bal tics, “The
Sun Also Rises” whis pers its chilly de spair with un ruf fled grace.

You can see how he per fected that style in an il lu mi nat ing new edi tion of his short sto ries. This is
the fourth vol ume in the Hemingway Li brary se ries, and to read it is to be shocked again by the fe cun- 
dity of his ge nius. Writ ing one story that takes root in lit er ary his tory is re mark able, but here is clas sic
af ter clas sic, in clud ing “In dian Camp,” “Big TwoHearted River,” “The Killers,” “Hills Like White Ele- 
phants,” “A Clean, Well-Lighted Place” and “The Short Happy Life of Fran cis Ma comber.”

Some of the sto ries, such as “The Snows of Kil i man jaro,” ap pear with al ter nate end ings and notes
show ing ad di tions and dele tions. This ma te rial has long been avail able to schol ars, but it’s pre sented
here in a thor oughly ac ces si ble way by Seán Hemingway, the au thor’s grand son, who edited the vol- 
ume and pro vides a help ful in tro duc tion.

There was a time when it seemed Hemingway, like so many other once in dis pens able writ ers,
might fade away. (Quick show of hands: Who’s still read ing John Dos Pas sos?) As the decades passed,
the par o dies seemed to pre empt him. More en light ened at ti tudes about women threat ened to ren der
Papa ir rel e vant. And, re ally, who thinks hunt ing is heroic any more?

But like the hand some bull fighter in “The Sun Also Rises,” Hemingway’s work just keeps get ting
up no mat ter how many times it’s beaten down.

Ad mit tedly, my re newed fond ness for his sto ries is boosted by a re cent trip to Spain with my wife
and younger daugh ter. “There is no other coun try in the world like Spain,” Hemingway wrote in “For
Whom the Bell Tolls,” and that was in the midst of a civil war! To day, it re mains a place of un sur- 
passed beauty and friend li ness.

But on our last day in Seville, we searched for a ride to the air port for more than an hour be fore
learn ing that all the taxi driv ers were on strike. There seemed lit tle chance of catch ing our plane, the
first in a com plex se ries of flights that had to tran spire with per fect tim ing.

My daugh ter walked over to the Plaza de Toros de la Maes tranza, one of the old est bull rings in
Spain. In her bro ken Span ish, she asked if any one there could help us. A young man named Juan in- 
di cated that he would drive us to the air port for 20 eu ros. We piled into his rusty jalopy, and only as
we were hurtling down the high way did I see the next day’s head line in my mind: “Three Amer i can
naifs ac cept ride from mys te ri ous Spa niard and van ish.”

I shouldn’t have wor ried. Juan, it turns out, was an ac tual bull fighter. Our hero had to be back at
the ring by 9. He drove with grace. He “never made any con tor tions, al ways it was straight and pure
and nat u ral.”



We were in Hemingway’s world.


