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    Ernest Hemingway is regarded as one of the first and most influential American Modernists. Between 1920 and the mid-1950s, he published seven novels, six short story collections and two works of non-fiction. In 1953 he won the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction for his last major work of fiction, The Old Man and the Sea (1952), and in 1954 he was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature.


    Hemingway is remembered for his use of the ‘iceberg theory’, an economical, minimalist style alternatively known as the ‘theory of omission’. As he writes in Death in the Afternoon, “the dignity of movement of an iceberg is due to only one-eighth of it being above water” (1999: 154). By focusing on surface elements of the story (just “one-eighth”), Hemingway believed that the underlying significance of the narrative could shine through more poignantly and powerfully, despite not being obviously referred to. As Hemingway’s iceberg style aims to capture the truth, his novels are considered to be works of realism. Thematically, Hemingway often uses the setting of war to examine the effects of conflict on human love, lust, fear, loss, guilt and betrayal.
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    A Farewell to Arms is widely regarded as a product of Hemingway’s own time serving as a soldier in the First World War, when in 1918, he was recruited as an ambulance driver for the Italian Red Cross. Whilst serving on the Austrian-Italian front, he was injured and taken to a hospital in Milan, where he fell in love with a nurse named Agnes von Kurowsky. Although she declined his marriage proposal, these personal experiences seeped into Hemingway’s post-war literary career. Published in 1929, A Farewell to Arms follows the narrative of the American lieutenant Frederic Henry, who serves in the Italian ambulance service. Frederic falls in love with an English nurse named Catherine Barkley, who later becomes pregnant. As Hemingway places their romance narrative within a broader wartime context, he therefore gives voice to the individual psychological complexities of people living through the devastating reality of war.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    BOOK ONE: INJURY AND COURTSHIP


    Hemingway uses a first-person narrative structure to tell the story of Lieutenant Frederic Henry, an American serving as an ambulance driver in the Italian army. The novel opens with Frederic’s description of an Italian village in which he is staying during the summer of 1914. As Frederic describes the physical landscape of the village, Hemingway intersperses this with references to troops and military combat. As such, from the beginning of the novel Frederic’s narrative is framed against the backdrop of war. The first chapter skips quickly from “late summer” (p.3) to “the fall” (ibid.) and then into the “start of the winter” (p.4). Frederic’s unit then moves to a town in Gorizia, which has not been badly bombarded. One night, the captain of Frederic’s unit mocks the priest about his sexual activity, and two lieutenants then start insulting the priest by attacking religion. As the war is winding down at the onset of winter, Frederic is granted leave and goes on a tour around Italy.


    Hemingway does not go into the details of Frederic’s leave, but instead jumps forward in time to the following spring, when Frederic “came back to the front” (p.10). Upon his return, we are introduced to Frederic’s friend Lieutenant Rinaldi, who tells Frederic that he is in love with a woman named Miss Barkley. Rinaldi then asks Frederic to lend him some money so he can “make on Miss Barkley the impression of sufficient wealth” (p.12). Frederic sits next to the priest at dinner, and tells him that his leave consisted of carefree drinking and one night stands. The captain again mocks the priest, but this time he is told to leave him alone by the major. The next morning, Frederic is woken by a battery fire, and goes outside to speak to some of the mechanics working on the ambulance cars. We are told that the division for which Frederic works is planning to attack “at a place up the river” (p.16), and the ambulances will be stationed as near to the river as possible. Frederic then returns to his room and agrees to meet Miss Barkley with Rinaldi. The pair have a drink and then meet Miss Barkley in the hospital garden, where Frederic speaks with Miss Barkley and Rinaldi with another nurse named Helen Ferguson. During their conversation, Hemingway confirms that Frederic works for the ambulance in the Italian army, and we find out that Miss Barkley works as a nurse. Frederic is struck by her beauty. We also learn that Miss Barkley’s fiancé was killed at the Battle of the Somme. Later, Rinaldi remarks that Miss Barkley prefers Frederic to him. The next day, Frederic goes to see Miss Barkley once again, and the reader finds out that her first name is Catherine. Frederic and Catherine kiss. As they continue to meet each other, they become involved in a game of seduction, “like bridge, in which you said things instead of playing cards” (p.29).


    Following an attack by Frederic’s division, he is sent up to the river with the ambulances. Before he goes, Catherine gives him her necklace of a metallic Saint Anthony. Once stationed in a dugout near the river, the ambulance drivers discuss the war. As they are eating, their dugout is hit by a shell and Frederic is badly injured. One of his fellow drivers named Passini dies. As Frederic tries to get up, he realises that his kneecap is gone. The surviving drivers then carry Frederic to the medical post, where his wounds are treated. The doctor reports that Frederic has suffered multiple leg and foot wounds, as well as a fracture to the skull. Frederic is then put in an English ambulance and driven to hospital. At the field hospital, Rinaldi visits Frederic and tells him he will receive a silver medal for bravery; the priest then visits Frederic and they discuss the war. It is decided that Frederic will be transferred to a better hospital in Milan the following day. Rinaldi returns with Frederic’s major, and they tell him that the Americans are considering declaring war on Germany, and that Catherine is, coincidentally, being transferred to the hospital in Milan. Frederic is then transferred to Milan.


    BOOK TWO: USING LOVE AS A DISTRACTION FROM WAR


    Frederic arrives at the hospital in Milan and, after some negotiation, gets a room in which he can go to sleep. The reader is introduced to a nurse called Miss Gage, who later informs Frederic that Catherine has arrived in Milan. Frederic and Catherine are reunited, and he then convinces her to have sex with him. Frederic feels that he has fallen in love with her. When Catherine leaves, Miss Gage enters and tells Frederic that the doctor is on his way to see him. That afternoon, the doctor examines Frederic’s leg and concludes that it will be six months before he can operate on the knee. Hostile to the idea that he will have to wait for an operation, Frederic asks for the opinion of DrValentini, who says it can be operated on tomorrow.


    After a successful operation, Catherine and the other nurses care for Frederic as he recovers. During the daytime, Catherine and Frederic write notes to each other, and she works night shifts in order to spend time with him. Frederic stays at the hospital all summer, going on carriage rides, out for dinner and to the races with Catherine. They relationship becomes very intense and although they are not legally married, they consider themselves husband and wife.


    As we reach September, the reader learns that there have been significant losses on both sides, and especially in the Italian army. Frederic receives a letter granting him three weeks convalescent leave, and then he must return to the front. After he informs Catherine that he is to return to war, she tells him that she is three months pregnant. That night, Frederic gets caught in heavy rain and falls sick with jaundice; however, a nurse named Miss Van Campen finds empty alcohol bottles in his room and accuses him of drinking himself sick. Because of this, Frederic loses his leave. Catherine accompanies Frederic into Turin to board his train back to the front: whilst waiting for the train, they book themselves a hotel room and talk about their baby and how often they will write to each other. They then leave the hotel and Frederic boards a very crowded train.


    BOOK THREE: CAPTURE AND ESCAPE


    Frederic makes his way back to Gorizia and is told by the major that it has been a bad summer for the war. Back at the front, his first post is to the Bainsizza plateau, located just beyond the place where he was wounded. There is a storm that lasts all afternoon, and at three o’clock in the morning there is a bombardment. After two nights, the German and Austrian troops break the Italian line, and Frederic and with the other drivers begin their retreat to Pordenone. One driver named Bonello picks up two sergeants of engineering en route, whilst Aymo has two girls with him and Piani also accompanies them. Amyo’s car later gets stuck in the mud, and when the two sergeants they had been giving a lift refuse to help shift the car, Frederic shoots one of them whilst the other escapes. Unable to get the car moving, they begin to retreat on foot. En route, they come very close to German soldiers, but Frederic is captured and interrogated by the Italian battle police for his ‘treachery’. Seeing a possibility to escape, Frederic runs to the river and is carried away from them by the current. Eventually, he climbs onto the bank. He finds a railway line leading from Venice to Trieste, and jumps onto a carriage of a slow-moving train.


    BOOKS FOUR AND FIVE: MOMENTARY BLISS FOLLOWED BY TRAGEDY


    Frederic gets off the train in Milan, and learns that Catherine left two days ago for Stresa. Having been given some civilian clothes by a man named Simmons, Frederic also leaves for Stresa, where he later finds Catherine. One night, Emilio, who is the bartender at their hotel, tells Frederic that there are people on their way to arrest him for war crimes. Emilio helps Frederic and Catherine escape to Switzerland by boat. They row all night through a storm, but eventually make it across the boarder. They manage to get provisional visas and then go to Montreux. They live privately and happily in each other’s company, and learn about the war from the newspapers. Frederic suggests marriage; however, Catherine says that she wants to wait until she has given birth and looks “thin again” (p.261).


    Frederic and Catherine live in the rented chalet throughout January, February and March, but with their baby due within a month they decide to move to the town of Lausanne to be near a hospital. One night, Catherine wakes with contractions and they take a taxi to the hospital. They arrive at the hospital at about three o’clock in the morning, but by two o’clock in the afternoon she still has not given birth. The doctor informs Frederic that the birth has stalled and suggests a C-section. The doctor completes the operation, but their baby was strangled by the umbilical cord and subsequently stillborn. Although Catherine initially survives the operation, she soon has numerous dangerous haemorrhages and passes away. Frederic walks back to the hotel in the rain.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    FREDERIC HENRY


    Frederic is both the narrator of A Farewell to Arms and a character within the narrative. He tells the story in the past tense, privileged with hindsight with regard to how his story progresses and finally concludes; the reader is therefore only allowed knowledge of events that are particularly important to Frederic. As such, we are not told what Frederic looks like or how old he is, and do not actually find out his name until book two. Similarly, we are given few details about his life before the war: we only know that he was based in Rome and was studying to be an architect. Through Hemingway’s iceberg style, we can also deduce that he has a strained relationship with his family: in book five, Catherine asks Frederic, “don’t you care anything about them?”, to which he replies, “I did, but we quarrelled so much it wore itself out.” (p.269).


    Given the lack of concrete details about Frederic’s life, Hemingway shifts the focus onto his innate psychological complexities. When it comes to his position as an ambulance driver in the war, Frederic the narrator presents himself as someone with a strong sense of moral duty. When Catherine asks him “Why did you join up with the Italians?”, Frederic replies, “I was in Italy […] and I spoke Italian” (p.21). It therefore seems that for Frederic and his sense of duty, joining the Italian army was the obvious thing to do in a time of conflict. Similarly, Frederic
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