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Hemingway

The Legend and the Life

Robert K. Elder

The idea for this book hit me while lounging poolside at Ernest Hemingway’s house in Key West.

OK, not actually lounging, but I was sitting there, dodging the hot sun, for hours, talking to tourists and signing copies of Hidden Hemingway: Inside the Ernest Hemingway Archives of Oak Park, a book I’d written with friends Mark Cirino and Aaron Vetch. I was by the pool because the bookstore on the grounds is much too small for a signing event, so the (very kind) staff set me up with a table outside in the shade.

While there, I heard docent after docent tell the story about “Hemingway’s last penny,” a shiny 1934 wheat penny embedded near the pool. The core of the story was that, when Hemingway returned from a trip, he’d found an extravagant pool installed by his second wife, Pauline.

“Here,” he scolded, “You might as well have my last penny too!” To add a spiteful permanence to the insult, he had the penny embedded next to the pool.

And I heard each tour guide tell this story, with different intensity and, sometimes, completely different sets of contradictory facts. It didn’t make a ton of sense, either, given that the house was a gift from Pauline’s uncle, and they lived largely off her fortune.

“Shouldn’t people know the actual story?” I asked the museum manager.

“I like that everyone has their own spin on the story,” he said, and he changed the subject.

And when I asked local Key West and Hemingway historian Brewster Chamberlin about the penny, he simply said, “I wish people would stop telling that story. It’s not true.”

So we sort that myth out on page 152.

So many Hemingway myths, misquotes, and flat-out fabrications out there not only ignore the scholarship but also obscure the truly extraordinary things that Hemingway did and said.

But if you cobbled together a biography from internet sources, even some reputable ones, you might read something like this: Hemingway was wounded as a soldier in World War I. He sparked an entire literary movement and wrote the famous six-word short story “For Sale: Baby Shoes, Never Worn.” During World War II, Hemingway killed 122 Nazis while embedded with the Twenty-Second Infantry. He was an art collector who loved the works of Cézanne and Monet—and even owned a painting by Joan Miró. And he offered memorable advice for both writing and living, including “Write drunk; edit sober” and “We are all broken. That’s how the light gets in.”

Only one of the above statements is true, however. He really was an avid art collector who owned Joan Miró’s painting The Farm.

The problem is, Hemingway’s legendary life sparked legends and myths of its own. Blame misinformation or the internet, but the fact is, Hemingway fell victim to that famous line from John Ford’s The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance: “When the legend becomes fact, print the legend.”

Even Hemingway’s publisher was printing myths during the author’s lifetime.

In October 1940, Hemingway’s new novel, For Whom the Bell Tolls, was featured in the Book-of-the-Month Club’s magazine. The magazine includes an essay featuring the byline of his editor, Max Perkins, who promises to dispel a bunch of falsehoods about Hemingway but spreads a few more.

The piece begins, “In spite of Ernest Hemingway’s repugnance to publicity—his first and most emphatic request to his publishers was that nothing about his personal life be given out—he is one of those about whom legends gather; and since he is disinclined to talk about himself it is hard to disentangle truth from rumor.”

Perkins then adds hyperbole to Hemingway’s boxing training and war experiences, and he says that the author left home before the age of sixteen (blatantly untrue), which further tangled truth and rumor.

It wasn’t all victimhood, mind you; Hemingway had a hand in adding misinformation to his own biography. For example, in the 1935 essay for Esquire magazine titled “Remembering Shooting-Flying: A Key West Letter,” he wrote that “the house where I was born was gone and they had cut down the oak trees.” But all three of the homes he lived in, here in Oak Park, Illinois, are still standing, including his birthplace (now Ernest Hemingway’s Birthplace Home Museum). He also exaggerated his activity during World War I (and World War II), and he could be hyperbolic about his love life.

But too many people have been printing Hemingway’s legend—so much so that it obscures the heroic, sad, and truly extraordinary details of his real life.

Using a series of carefully researched chapters, light-hearted side-bars, and historical photos, Mythbusting Hemingway seeks to debunk the memes and celebrate the author’s life and career properly by stripping out falsehoods. This book is not just a survey of existing scholarship; it also contributes new research to the field. This book acts as a repository for some of the Hemingway detective work I’ve done over the past decade as well as significant contributions and collaborations with my friend and previously mentioned coauthor Cirino and a gargantuan amount of work from the coeditor of this book, Thomas Bevilacqua.

Over these past few years, we’ve had a chance to dig deep and ask questions big and small about Hemingway’s life, work, and legacy. But we’ve also had the opportunity to ask, well, why? Why do we care at all? What makes Hemingway such a compelling figure, for all of his obvious, unflattering faults and his massive talent?

Simply put, he was a fascinating figure who lived during historic times. He saw three wars—World War I as an American Red Cross volunteer, and the Spanish Civil War and World War II primarily as a correspondent. He married four strong, captivating women who provided him with support and inspiration. Though born in Oak Park, a suburb of Chicago, Hemingway considered himself a citizen of the world and “a boy with five home towns … Paris, Venice, Ketchum (Idaho), Key West and Havana,” he wrote Leonard Lyons of the New York Post in 1950.

And he was a driven, difficult, and complex person with literary gifts and undeniable charisma. His first wife, Hadley, told Denis Brian for his 1988 book The True Gen that Hemingway “was so complicated, so many sides to him, you could hardly make a sketch of him in a geometry book.”

But another reason the public remains interested in Hemingway is simple: he has the best-documented human life in the historical record—both his interior and exterior lives. We can rely on his vast professional works as well as the artifacts his family saved from his infanthood. The Hemingway Letters Project will publish six thousand plus letters in a projected seventeen volumes. Plus, new letters—I’ve found a few of them myself—and new materials fuel fresh scholarship and renewed interest in Hemingway.

But, scholar Verna Kale told me, there’s more to it than that: “In reading the incoming letters Hemingway received and going through other people’s archives in my research, I’ve often been struck by how dull everyone else is in comparison,” Kale said. “People who knew Hemingway talk about his magnetism, and that comes through in his letters. He’s just very insightful and funny and was always doing all kinds of neat stuff. You can spend hours with Hemingway’s archive without getting bored.”

Moreover, how we understand him is different. As culture evolves, so does our understanding of him, especially in terms of his interest in gender roles.

“The Hemingway that you know from high school is not the Hemingway we know today,” Carl Eby, the president of the Ernest Hemingway Foundation and Society, told me when I interviewed him for the New York Times in 2022. “The hyper-machismo was real, but it was less than half the picture. Hemingway’s sexuality and gender identity were much more fluid and complex than the general public realizes. The man was a thousand times more interesting and nuanced than the myth would suggest.”

With that complexity in mind, and because we know that often Absolute Truth is tough to prove, we’ve ranked the claims as False, Improbable, Possible, Probable, and True using a Hemingway Truth-o-Meter.

And because new scholarship means new insights, we realize that—gasp!—new information might change or challenge some of the answers in this book. That’s how history works. But we’ve done our best to nail down and annotate all the sources, and when there is disagreement, we’ve strived to find a scholarly consensus.

It’s a fitting treatment for an author who survived back-to-back plane crashes, played the cello, and boxed heavyweight champion Gene Tunney. He was an avid outdoorsman who once shot himself in the leg with a pistol while gaffing a shark. Hemingway was a heavyweight talent who won both the Nobel and Pulitzer Prizes for literature and influenced generations of writers. Oh, and he got into a brawl with Orson Welles.

And all of that is true.

Robert K. Elder

Oak Park, Illinois

2023





“Punctur[ing] the Windbags”

Getting to the Heart of What Matters about Ernest Hemingway

Thomas Bevilacqua

When I think about Ernest Hemingway and the tall tales associated with him, my mind returns to the time in my life when I first critically engaged with the author’s work.

Like so many others, my initial entry into Hemingway’s writing came in high school with The Sun Also Rises. I was swept up in that libertine world of 1920s Paris and Hemingway’s stripped-down, no-nonsense prose style that mirrored the toughness of his protagonist, Jake Barnes (and later, as further reading would reveal, Frederic Henry in A Farewell to Arms). This created an image—no, a caricature—of Hemingway in my young mind as the model for the literarily inclined man (or boy who wanted to be a man). It loomed large in my thoughts as I traversed different periods in literary history, painted in primary colors and thus lacking in real nuance.

As I began my graduate studies in English, conceiving of myself not just as an enjoyer of literature but also a scholar of it, my eye returned to Hemingway as one whose work I wanted to explore. Here was a chance to build on my enjoyment of his writing and to transform that genuine interest into more scholarly inquiry.

I remember one of my professors during that time in graduate school, Barry Maine at Wake Forest University, making a point that took apart that broad, simplistic image of Hemingway I had in my mind (something that desperately needed to happen).

We were discussing A Farewell to Arms in a course on World War I in American literature and visual art. Professor Maine alluded to the fact that people always think they would like to go out and have a drink with Hemingway. They’d want Papa to be their carousing companion, out with them for a night on the town. However, Professor Maine continued, given Hemingway’s personality and his characteristics, they wouldn’t enjoy the experience all that much. He was short-tempered, prone to insults and cruel jabs if you did not go along with what he said. Professor Maine was trying to get us, a mixed group of graduate and undergraduate students, away from the prepackaged conception of Hemingway as some kind of literary equivalent to the Dos Equis “Most Interesting Man in the World” advertising character. He wanted to remove that illusion, bust that myth if you will, so that we could spend our time thinking about what really mattered with Hemingway: his writing.

I thought I was immune to this thinking, but the realization sank in. I, too, had this image of Hemingway as the larger-than-life cartoon character, the one who would take you out on a rol-licking night on the town and then, soon afterward, go out to hunt for wild animals or catch a great fish. While there were actual reasons why this view of Hemingway was so prevalent into people’s minds (the historical and biographical records clearly show that Hemingway’s voracious alcohol consumption was a fact), it was a distortion that went beyond what the author was like to create something unreal.

What I came to realize was that puncturing that image did not take away from the majesty and importance of the writing. As I read the ending of A Farewell to Arms, the Hemingway novel assigned for that course, there was no change in my reaction from the previous times I’d read that novel. The profound pain and despair of Frederic Henry as he loses both his beloved Catherine and their child, describing how “it was like saying good-by to a statue” and “walked back to the hotel in the rain” (Hemingway 1995, 332), were crushing. I was sitting at the front desk of our writing center at Wake Forest. After I read those pages, I had to step away for a moment as that pain overwhelmed me, and I needed a moment alone to compose myself and be ready to greet students looking for help with their assignments. Having this veil pulled from over my eyes did not diminish what I found so powerful in Hemingway’s work. In fact, it made me appreciate it even more.

I return to that moment when it comes to the myths surrounding Hemingway. So much of what comes to mind when we talk about Hemingway is that mythos. It’s easier to engage with the tall tale than with the man himself in all his complexity. I’ve also noticed that the Hemingway myth keeps people from picking up his writing, writing that might go a long way in dispelling some of those reductive notions of who he was. For a writer like Hemingway, who has done so much to change our notions of literature and articulated so well on issues of pain and suffering and grief and trauma and love and loss, it is a true shame that the work gets overlooked because of what the myth has done.

In Authors Inc.: Literary Celebrity in the Modern United States, 1880–1980, Loren Glass writes that “no study of authorial celebrity in the modern United States would be complete without a consideration of the career of Ernest Hemingway” (2004, 139). Glass makes a particular note of Hemingway’s “worldwide public image as ‘Papa,’ the indestructible U.S. sportsman and aficionado [who] became a veritable paradigm of masculinity in the American cultural imaginary … the public personality that Hemingway developed … has been an embarrassment for literary critics” (2004, 139–40). This mythos, particularly as it emerged into a more modern media environment able to greatly amplify and distort, was able to run amok and create a myriad of problems for those looking to perform serious considerations of Hemingway. That Papa caricature of Hemingway, which sold men’s magazines and exotic travel and liquor and firearms and on and on, was an albatross hung around the necks of serious literary scholars who wished to engage with Hemingway’s literature in a serious way.

All this is frustrating on two counts. The first is that Hemingway, the man himself, was plenty interesting even when stripped of the exaggerated elements. Perhaps his feats and actions were not as grand as the imaginary Papa who is so prominent in people’s minds, but he’s still one of the most fascinating figures in American history. He was friends with many of the great celebrities of his time—Ingrid Bergman, Ava Gardner, Orson Welles, Marlene Dietrich, Gary Cooper—and did meet with some of the major historical figures too (Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Fidel Castro). One does not need tall tales to make Hemingway’s life fascinating to an observer.

Perhaps even more than that, this focus on the image of Hemingway that’s been peddled keeps us from appreciating Hemingway for his most important contribution to this world: his writing. Because of those assumptions based on the myth of Hemingway, we say to ourselves, “Oh, I wouldn’t really like whatever he had to write.” This is where that element of embarrassment Glass describes comes into play. Those who might further the true appreciation of Hemingway, who might create scholarship that better analyzes or contextualizes his work, are put off from Hemingway because of this cartoon conception of the author they’d been fed. It would be embarrassing to spend one’s time and energy studying an author with this kind of an image, and thus they pass.

This is why, as tempting as it is to say that “these are just silly stories. They don’t really matter when it comes to Hemingway’s literary reputation,” we cannot stop there, since they function as impediments to true and full engagement with Hemingway’s oeuvre. Other authors suffer from this as well—I think of someone like Jack Kerouac as one whose reputation as an author has been irrevocably damaged because of the image put forth of him—but the myths surrounding Hemingway have done the most damage and have had the most outsized effect.

These myths are not new, as they’ve been a part of the Hemingway discourse from its very inception. Biographer Carlos Baker sent a letter to Hemingway near the end of the author’s life, articulating why he wanted to write a biography of Hemingway, someone who was notoriously distrustful of biographers and literary critics. As I think about Mythbusting Hemingway, Baker’s words ring in my ears and push me to do this work.

In his letter, Baker writes, “I would like to destroy the legend, puncture the windbags, clear the air a little, and show your achievement in something like its true dimensions. There has been enough malice and lying and misunderstanding” (quoted in Reynolds, Final Years, 1999, 259).

Baker speaks in words that would resonate with Hemingway, “destroy” and “puncture” conveying the action and force in which Hemingway was perennially interested. Obviously more important in that statement is Baker’s desire to sideline “the legend” as a way of “show[ing]” Hemingway’s “achievement in something like its true dimensions.” The project is not about diminishing or denigrating but rather about removing all that is not true because what is true is even more special. The man and his work are enough; there doesn’t need to be a legend to obscure the feats achieved by the man himself. The work Baker began with his scholarship continues to this day, so much so that one can imagine a modern biographer of Hemingway saying something almost the same as Baker more than fifty years after the biographer and critic wrote those words.

What this book aims to do is address those myths, which so many assume to be the truth about Hemingway, before we engage with the real him. These are the things that have become calcified in our collective imaginations and prevent many of us from have a true engagement with one of the greatest authors writing in the English language. Some of these myths will be debunked and proven to be just that—myth. Others might be proven to be true, examples of those spaces where myth and reality line up. But what is important is to get beyond those myths and distortions so that we can appreciate Hemingway and his stellar work unencumbered.

Thomas Bevilacqua

Tallahassee, Florida

2023





Did Hemingway Have an Affair with His Sister-in-Law?

Robert K. Elder and Mark Cirino

In 1925, Ernest Hemingway met two sisters in Paris.

They were aristocrats from Piggott, Arkansas: Pauline and Virginia “Jinny” Pfeiffer. Hemingway, who was finishing his ground-breaking novel The Sun Also Rises, was immediately taken with the sisters. Later, the author told a friend that he was more attracted to Jinny, although he liked Pauline’s stylish chipmunk coat.

“I’d like to take [Jinny] out in her sister’s coat,” he said.

Nevertheless, it was Pauline—a fashion journalist for Paris Vogue—with whom he began a romance, an affair that ended his first marriage to Hadley Richardson. Jinny would go on to be a close confidant of the author from 1925 to 1940, until Hemingway’s bitter divorce from her sister (prompted by, perhaps predictably, another affair).

But in academic circles, Hemingway’s intimate relationship with Jinny has been the source of some reexamination.

“I’m personally convinced that Jinny had an affair with Ernest before he became involved with her sister,” says Ruth A. Hawkins, author of Unbelievable Happiness and Final Sorrow: The Hemingway-Pfeiffer Marriage.

Jinny had at least one late-night encounter with Gertrude Stein, Alice B. Toklas, and Hemingway in 1926, Hawkins writes in her book. After dinner and wine, Hemingway accompanied Jinny “back to her quarters, a visit suggestive of more than conversation.”

In 1927, in a letter to his kid sister Sunny, Hemingway described Jinny as “a swell girl … she is 25 and as crazy as you are.”

But if any physical intimacy between Hemingway and Jinny stretched into her sister’s marriage, Hawkins remains skeptical.

“Jinny always loved Ernest,” Hawkins says. “She felt like she could have been Mrs. Ernest Hemingway. But she saw how much her sister was in love with him, the nature of that relationship changed.”

But there are other signals that Jinny and Hemingway’s intimate bond stretched beyond her sister’s wedding day. While putting together the book Hidden Hemingway, I found a tiny, faded envelope that reads, “Ernest Hemingway. Please do not read until on board.”

Inside, written on the reverse of a calling card from Robert Lincoln Kelly, the clandestine message reads, “Just a little some thing to brighten up the way. With love, Jinny.”

The undated note—found among the artifacts from his beloved boat, Pilar—was most likely written in the 1930s.

There were other signs of a relationship that went beyond friendship. Notably, the first version of his 1927 short story collection Men without Women was dedicated to her (“To Jinny, after a hard winter”), though he changed it before publication. Hemingway also carried at least one silver flask with Jinny’s name engraved on the cap as late as 1953.

After Ernest and Pauline married, novelist Dawn Powell described Jinny in her diary as “bitterly envious of her sister’s position as wife of a world-recognized writer.” A friend of Hemingway, Powell observed that Jinny had an unusual attachment to the author, writing that Jinny felt “a bond between herself and [Hemingway]—I shouldn’t be surprised if he occasionally gave her reason to believe this.”

Even more interesting is a 1997 interview with Pfeiffer family housekeeper Lily Jordan, who recounted Jinny and Hemingway’s quail-hunting expeditions. She never remembered them coming back with any game.

“But I never did cook any quails. I thought about that a lot. Why he didn’t bring any quails in,” Jordan said. “I don’t know, maybe he didn’t get any.”

Although Jinny was romantically linked to men and women, most of her long-term relationships were with women. This sexual flexibility would have been exciting for Hemingway, who often found himself attracted to lesbians. He even accused Jinny of trying to recruit Pauline “into the business” of lesbianism.

Later in life, Jinny’s partner Laura Archera became the second wife of author and LSD pioneer Aldous Huxley (Brave New World), and they lived together in the Hollywood Hills along with Jinny’s two adopted children. Very few letters survive between Hemingway and Jinny, mostly because “an entire correspondence” between them was lost in 1961, when fire destroyed Huxley’s home.

However Jinny and Ernest’s relationship began, it ended with acrimony. Hemingway blamed Jinny’s rumormongering for splitting up his marriage to her sister.

“Virginia’s version of my life and conduct is a very fantastic one,” he wrote to Pauline and Jinny’s mother in 1939. “But she spread it sufficiently and at the right time to break up my home.”

Jinny, of course, wasn’t spreading rumors. She was correct in her assessment that Hemingway was having an affair with Martha Gellhorn, who would become his third wife. Jinny was fiercely protective of her sister and never forgave Hemingway.

“My aunt … hated my father’s guts,” Hemingway’s son Gregory wrote in his 1976 book Papa: A Personal Memoir.

Whatever the nature of their relationship was, much mystery remains.

“They had an intimate friendship that went beyond a normal friendship,” says Hemingway scholar Hawkins. “I really think that she loved him too.”

Verdict: Possible.





Did Hemingway’s Suicide Inspire a Famous Spider-Man Story?

Robert K. Elder

When I published the book Hemingway in Comics in 2016, I reached out to my favorite writers to ask for cover blurbs; among those writers was J. M. DeMatteis (author of Moonshadow, a memorable run on The Amazing Spider-Man, and many more titles). I’d spent years documenting Ernest Hemingway’s 120-plus appearances in comics alongside Wolverine, Mickey Mouse, and Superman—and exploring the Nobel winner’s cultural impact. DeMatteis responded almost immediately and wrote me the most flattering endorsement.

Almost as an afterthought, DeMatteis told me, “Kraven’s suicide at the end of Kraven’s Last Hunt was partially inspired by Hemingway’s death. I remember being a kid and hearing about how Hemingway died and that image of the ‘Great White Hunter’ shoving a rifle in his mouth haunted me for years.”

For those who aren’t familiar with the story, Kraven’s Last Hunt—written in 1987 by DeMatteis and illustrated by Mike Zeck—follows Spider-Man villain Kraven the Hunter (a.k.a. Sergei Nikolaevich Kravinoff) into a spiral of mental illness and obsession. But it’s not enough for Kraven to simply defeat Spider-Man, whom he’s turned into a symbol for everything wrong in his life. To get revenge, Kraven must also become his nemesis and literally assume the mantle of Spider-Man (costume and all) after burying the real webslinger alive. Having accomplished his goals and defeating Vermin, another Spider-Man adversary, Kraven kills himself—an ending that shocked the comic book world.

DeMatteis told me that his first exposure to Hemingway wasn’t his short stories or his novels—it was the news of his suicide.

“I knew the name because he was just such a mythic figure—you didn’t have to read his books to know who Hemingway was: the macho guy, the hunter, the whole thing,” DeMatteis said. “And I remember my friend explaining to me that this guy stuck a rifle in his mouth and blew his head off. And it’s shocking at any point. But when you’re a kid, and you hear something like that, it’s absolutely haunting … and it always stayed with me.”

While some of the details might not be correct, such as the exact weapon (a rifle vs. a shotgun) and other details (see page 164), the story stayed with DeMatteis.

“It must have just trickled into my unconscious mind and just marinated there all those years. When I was working on Kraven, it just seemed like a natural ending. I don’t even know if it was completely conscious,” DeMatteis says.

He continues: “It’s horrifying. And yet, it’s fascinating. It’s like the traffic accident that you can’t look away from. Suicide in general is always baffling. And to a kid, it’s even more baffling. And then it’s so graphic, and it’s so grotesque. And yet it’s the same thing that draws us to horror movies and our fascination with the dark aspects of life. We get fascinated because we want to understand it and absorb it so that we can make sense of the world.”

Today, when DeMatteis attends conventions, fans will want to talk to him about Kraven’s Last Hunt.

“When I go to conventions, I feel like a third of what I sign is probably Kraven’s Last Hunt. But a third of what I sign is on the exact opposite side of the spectrum, the Justice League stories I cowrote with Keith Giffen,” says DeMatteis. “What amazes me when I look back is that I was writing those things simultaneously. I was writing this incredibly dark Spider-Man story and these very funny super-hero comics at the same time.”

Kraven’s Last Hunt was so popular that it spawned two sequels, Amazing Spider-Man: Soul of the Hunter in 1992 and Spider-Man: The Lost Hunt in 2022–2023. Kraven has had a long history in the Spider-Man universe, debuting in 1964 with The Amazing Spider-Man #15. In 2023, the character got his own standalone movie, Kraven the Hunter, starring Aaron Taylor-Johnson.

Although the character has continued in different forms, Kraven’s suicide was unique in comics—a taboo seldom explored in 1987.

“People can do things that just seem so inexplicable. And I think that’s why those things stay with us,” DeMatteis says. “And yet, that imagery stayed with me for years. Maybe Hemingway’s suicide became a symbol of that dark, incomprehensible part of living—things that, no matter how much we try to explore or explain, will always have a level of mystery to them. But I do not in any way see Hemingway’s suicide, or Kraven’s, as a noble death.”

Verdict: True.





Did a Hemingway Novel Inspire a Country Music Hit Written by the Bee Gees?

Robert K. Elder

The Bee Gees wrote not one but two songs that share the titles of Hemingway novels. The last was the single “For Whom the Bell Tolls” off their 1993 album Size Isn’t Everything. But their more famous hit was 1983’s “Islands in the Stream,” originally written for Diana Ross but recorded by Kenny Rogers and Dolly Parton. It became a massive hit, topping the Billboard Hot 100 chart and selling more than two million copies. The Bee Gees would record their own versions of the song in 1998 and 2001.

Islands in the Stream, the novel, was released in 1970 after Hemingway’s death. Attempts to reach Barry Gibb, the last surviving member of the Bee Gees, at his home in Florida were unsuccessful. Although multiple articles state that “Islands in the Stream” was inspired by the novel, the Gibb brothers seem to have not talked about it in interviews. But the writing of two songs with Hemingway-related titles seems unlikely to be a coincidence—at least one of the Bee Gees must have been a Hemingway fan.

Verdict: (Likely) True.

Side note: The Bee Gees weren’t the only artists to use the title “For Whom the Bell Tolls.” It’s also the name of a Hemingway-inspired song recorded by the heavy metal band Metallica for their second album, Ride the Lightning (1984).

It’s also worth noting that Hemingway took his title For Whom the Bell Tolls from the English poet and Anglican priest John Donne (1572–1631). The title comes from Donne’s 1624 work Devotions upon Emergent Occasions and his seventeenth poetic meditation:

For Whom the Bell Tolls by

John Donne

No man is an island,

Entire of itself.

Each is a piece of the continent,

A part of the main.

If a clod be washed away by the sea,

Europe is the less.

As well as if a promontory were.

As well as if a manor of thine own

Or of thine friend’s were.

Each man’s death diminishes me,

For I am involved in mankind.

Therefore, send not to know

For whom the bell tolls,

It tolls for thee.





Did Hemingway Box with Heavyweight Champion Gene Tunney?

Thomas Bevilacqua

Hemingway’s love of sport, particularly any sport that was violent or exotic, fits in with the image we have of him as a hard-living masculine icon. Fishing, hunting, bullfighting, and boxing were all passions Hemingway possessed that appeared in his fiction. One only needs to think of the bullfighter Pedro Romero in The Sun Also Rises, Nick Adams’s encounter with Ad Francis in “The Battler,” or Jack Brennan’s story in “Fifty Grand” to grasp how the world of sport appeared in Hemingway’s writing.

But Hemingway did not limit his exploration of these realms to his literary work, as he sought to push his limits by trying them himself. While we know that much of Hemingway’s leisure time was spent hunting or fishing, the author also spent some time in the ring, sparring as a boxer. As Hemingway became a writer of greater renown, he began to attract more notable opponents for his forays into the world of boxing. While Hemingway made time to spar, both verbally and physically, with his literary peers, the author also sought opportunities to get into the boxing ring with actual boxers.

Enter Gene Tunney. Tunney held both the American light-heavyweight and heavyweight titles during his career, securing the heavyweight title in 1926 with a victory over Jack Dempsey and then retaining the title with wins over Dempsey and Tom Henney before retiring from the sport in 1928, the same year he was named The Ring magazine’s “Fighter of the Year.”

Tunney was one of the great fighters of the early twentieth century, one who differentiated himself from the competition by being a more cerebral and technical fighter rather than purely a slugger. In a 1961 Sports Illustrated piece titled “Double Image of a Champion,” Tunney is described as “a stand-up fighter, crafty and graceful, with an accurate, cutting jab and one of the most damaging right-hand punches to the body that boxing has known.” That same Sports Illustrated article also highlights another way in which Tunney was different from some of his contemporaries, as he mentions that he knew and sometimes fought with a legendary author. “Whenever I went to Cuba, where Ernesto lived, I’d call him and go out to his home,” Tunney said. Their interactions make their way into the biographies of Hemingway, as Carlos Baker recounts when the author “knocked off for lunch with Gene Tunney and his wife, went to the cockfights” and then “stood around drinking until the middle of the evening” (1969, 489). In that Sports Illustrated piece, Tunney also notes another activity the two would engage in: “We’d spar sometimes. Barehanded, no gloves.”
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