Critical Reading of an extract from Ernest Hemingway’s story “In Another Country” (1927)
Based on David Lodge’s The Art of Fiction (Secker & Warburg, London 1992)
1. Get some coloured pens / pencils and draw a ring round the words that occur more than once in the first paragraph of Hemingway’s story, using (about 8) different colours for each word, and join them up.

2. You will reveal a complex pattern of verbal chains linking words of two different kinds. List the words in two different categories, trying to identify what the two different categories are:

lexical words (words with referential meaning):

 fall, cold, wind, blew
grammatical words (articles, prepositions and conjunctions):

the, it, in, and, came, was
3. Decide which of the two categories you would normally expect to see repeated in English prose, but  explain why there are more of them than expected in Hemingway’s writing here. What is their repetition symptomatic of in the style of writing he’s employed in this paragraph?

repetitive syntax, stringing together declarative statements without subordinating one to another
4. In contrast, where does the repetition of the other type or category of words tend to appear in his paragraph?
less evenly distributed, clustering at the beginning and end
5. How does all this contradict the traditional model of good literary prose? What might be the reasons for Hemmingway choosing to “break” this “rule”?
Hemingway rejected traditional rhetoric, for partly literary and partly philosophical reasons. He thought that “fine writing” falsified experience, and strove to “put down what really happened in action, what the actual things were which produced the emotion that you experienced” by using simple, denotative language purged of stylistic decoration.

6. How easy is it? The words are simple but their arrangement is not. Try rearranging the words of the first sentence in as many possible ways as you can, THEN explain what is unusual about the one chosen by Hemingway [HINT: note how the cliché “go to war” is employed]. What does this imply about the narrator?

He splits the phrase “go to war” in two, implying an as yet unexplained tension in the persona of the narrator, a mixture of relief and irony.

7. As we soon learn later in the story, the narrator and his companions are soldiers wounded while fighting on the Italian side in World War I, now recuperating, but conscious that the war which nearly killed them may have made their lives not worth living anyway. Given this subject matter and narrative context, read the rest of the passage and try to identify a key word which is NOT used, but is conspicuous by its absence.

The unspoken word which is a key to all the repeated words in the text is “death”.
8. Reread both paragraphs again, identifying as many words and phrases that carry this unspoken word with them: symbolically, metaphorically, metonymically, and even grammatically.

P1:
The American word for autumn, fall, carries in it a reminder of the death of vegetation, and echoes the conventional phrase for those who die in battle, “the fallen”. Its juxtaposition with cold and dark in the second sentence strengthens these associations. The brightly lit shops seem to offer some distraction (an effect heightened by the fact that there is no lexical repetition in this sentence) but the narrator’s attention quickly focuses on the game hanging outside the shops, further emblems of death. The description of the snow powdering in their fur, and the wind ruffling their feathers, is literal and exact, but tightens the association of fall, cold, dark, wind, blew, with death. Three of the repeated words come together for the first time in the last sentence with a poetic effect of closure: “It was a cold fall and the wind came down from the mountains.” The mountains are where the war is going on. Wind, so often a symbol of life and spirit in religious and Romantic writing, is here associated with lifelessness. God is very dead …The hero has learned from the trauma of combat to distrust metaphysics as well as rhetoric. He trusts only his senses, and sees experience in starkly polarized terms: cold/warm, light/dark, life/death.

P2:
The incantatory rhythms and repetitions persist in the second paragraph. It would have been easy to find elegant alternatives for “hospital”, or simply to have used the pronoun “it” occasionally; but the hospital is the centre of the soldiers’ lives, their daily place of pilgrimage, the repository of their hopes and fears, and the repetition of the word is therefore expressive. It is possible to vary the route by which the hospital is reached, but the terminus is always the same. There is a choice of bridges, but always you have to cross a canal (a faint suggestion of the river Styx in the underworld, perhaps). The narrator prefers the bridge where he can buy roasted chestnuts, warm in the pocket like the promise of life – except that Hemingway doesn’t use that simile, he merely implies it; just as in the first paragraph he manages to make his description of the season as emotionally powerful as any example of the pathetic fallacy … without using a metaphor. The line between charged simplicity and mannered monotony is a fine one, and Hemingway didn’t always stay on the right side of it, but in his early work he forged an entirely original style for his times.

Lodge identifies the story’s theme as “trauma”: of war, death “and how men cope with it, or fail to cope”. It may be wise before delivering to congenitally sceptical teenagers such a detailed critical reading of these two paragraphs as Lodge’s, to pause after Q.7 – once they have come up with the word “death” for themselves – and ask them to consider the death of a loved one; anything from a beloved pet, to a grandparent to the extremes of a close friend or closer family member. Get them to write a brief recount of their own experience with these strict guidelines:

· they must express their emotions about the experience THROUGH the factual recount
· they must NOT use any clichés, corny expressions or anything sentimental that could appear on a Hallmark condolence card
Having done this exercise, they should be more receptive to the finer detail of Lodge’s critical reading, revealing as it does the depth that Hemingway achieves through restraint as a way of

A. coping with the reality of painful experiences

B. expressing emotional truth without making it sound artificial – keepin’ it REAL
This way, you can also show them that keepin’ it REAL isn’t about being a one-dimensional, trite or inane commentator, but being a disciplined and sensitive interpreter of texts.

As a formative task within the teaching & learning cycle of Stage 2 English Studies, it not only develops their critical reading skills at the level of syntax and lexical strings, but provides an excellent context for a Text Production task, with the personal writing part forming the basis of a summative assessment piece. The literary text (whether it be Hemingway’s or another writer) becoming a model for both students’ own writing as well as critical reading. In this example, Hemingway’s writing itself is a species of ‘critical reading’ of 19th and early 20th C. war literature.
