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Anthony Burgess was born in Manchester in 1917 and educated at Xaverian College and Manchester University. He spent six years in the army during World War II before becoming a schoolmaster and a colonial education officer in Malaya and Brunei. After the success of his Malayan Trilogy, he became a full-time writer in 1959.




He achieved a worldwide reputation as one of the leading novelists of his day, and one of the most versatile. He wrote criticism, stage plays, translations and a Broadway musical. He also composed more than 150 musical works, including a piano concerto, a violin concerto for Yehudi Menuhin and a symphony. His books have been published all over the world and include A Clockwork Orange, Shakespeare, The Complete Enderby, Nothing Like the Sun, A Dead Man in Deptford, Earthly Powers and Little Wilson and Big God.




Anthony Burgess died in London in 1993.










‘Penetrating and generous.’

Sunday Telegraph

‘A superior contribution. Burgess brings empathy as well as knowledge to this study.’

Evening Standard
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Foreword

by Patrick Marnham

To the legion of Ernest Hemingway’s admirers, Anthony Burgess must have seemed a surprising choice of biographer when this book first appeared.

Burgess in 1978 was a prominent critic who had published studies of Shakespeare, Joyce and D.H. Lawrence. As a novelist he was regarded as a satirist, best known for the Enderby quartet and celebrated as the author of A Clockwork Orange. There was little in the background of this self-educated polymath, who remained in touch with his Catholic roots and who described himself as ‘Manchester lower middle-class’, to suggest an interest in the life of the big game-hunting Nobel Prize winner. The two men seemed to have little in common, apart from a love of alcohol and the fact that both had spent much of their writing careers as journalists.

But what emerged from this eccentric choice was a superb biographical essay in which Burgess, leaning – as he happily admitted – on other people’s published research, traced the significant episodes in Hemingway’s life, connected them to his writing, criticised the work – sometimes severely – and recreated Hemingway’s world, with its colourful and unpredictable cast of patrons, allies and victims.

Burgess pulled no punches when faced with the many defects in the Hemingway character. He quotes a friend of Hadley, the novelist’s first wife, who noted an emerging ‘spite, selfishness, viciousness, cruelty’. But he never lost sight of the chief interest in any literary biography, the brilliance and enduring influence of the subject’s work.

Hemingway, one of the greatest of American novelists, was unusual in that he wrote very little about his native land – America in his view being a place where nothing really happened. Instead he gathered much of his best material in Africa or Europe. This gave his writing an exotic appeal for American readers and a universal interest for others. His writing career stretched over the twenty-five years that succeeded 1926, so his youthful judgement was supported by world events. Burgess sees him as essentially a miniaturist, happiest with short stories that he sometimes allowed to run on. His ambition was to detach written language from its traditional sanctuary in the head and heart, and anchor it instead to ‘the nerves and muscles’.

Hemingway’s long trail of exile began at the age of nineteen when he volunteered to fight in World War I and was subsequently wounded and decorated as an ambulance driver in the north Italian campaign. Having survived the war he set out for 1920s Paris where he took up boxing, and made some unexpected friends, including Gertrude Stein, James Joyce and Ezra Pound. There was a honeymoon period in his friendship with the first which led to Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas, during the early Paris years, taking an affectionate if improbable interest in golden Bumby, Hemingway’s baby son.

Anthony Burgess built his portrait by a judicious selection of incidents and anecdotes made with such skill that further comment is unnecessary. And the portrait he paints is frequently very funny. So we have Hemingway confronting a critic who had claimed that his writing style was like ‘false hair on the chest’ by ripping open his shirt to display the magnificent pelt with which nature had endowed him. Then there is Hemingway on safari, and in a sulk because his second wife had just shot his lion. Or we see Hemingway, jealous lover and man of action, machine-gunning a photograph of his latest rival and causing a bathroom flood in the Paris Ritz.

And in one of the supreme comic moments of literary vainglory, there is the confrontation in newly-liberated Paris in 1944 between Hemingway and André Malraux, the two great literary spoofers of their age. Hemingway posing at the head of his dubious band of ‘Irregulars’ as the city’s liberator facing up to Malraux, legendary ‘Squadron Leader’ of the French section of the International Brigade, who had never piloted a plane in his life – since he had never learned how to fly.

As Anthony Burgess notes, ‘Hemingway the man was as much a creation as his books, and a far inferior creation’, but it was this absurd side to his personality, his weakness for improbable fantasy, his aggression and self-glorification, his need to dominate the room, that provided Burgess with the key to understanding the connection between his subject’s life and his work.

The novelist’s obsession with killing and with the rituals of death drove much of his writing. He was by his own account a man of violence. Fighting, weapons and sudden death had a fascination for him, and it seemed almost inevitable that he should have eventually died by the gun – but nonetheless shocking when he pulled the trigger himself. From early days his usual response to adverse comment was to threaten to ‘knock the hell out’ of the critic in question. (Though he could not do this – as Burgess dryly observes – when Gertrude Stein savaged him in her memoirs.)

Now and again the biographer allows himself to enter the narrative. He checks up on Hemingway’s drinking habits at the Gritti palace in Venice, supplies a brisk analysis of Hemingway’s nominal Catholic identity during the Spanish Civil War and tactfully notes his own irritation as a ‘British soldier who served out the whole five and a half years’ with Hemingway’s boastful account of his own rather slim record in World War II. This last comment was particularly forbearing in view of the brutal mistreatment suffered by Burgess’s wife during the war at the hands of four US army deserters, a crime that was eventually to inspire A Clockwork Orange.

Ernest Hemingway by Anthony Burgess is one novelist’s unsentimental, clear-eyed insight into another novelist’s life. One of the few passages from Hemingway’s work that Burgess selects for quotation in this slim, elegant, steel-tipped Life is from the acceptance speech Hemingway wrote when he was awarded the Nobel:


[A writer] does his work alone and if he is a good enough writer he must face eternity, or the lack of it, each day. For a true writer each book should be a new beginning where he tries again for something that is beyond attainment […] A writer is driven far out past where he can go, out to where no one can help him.



Certainly Ernest Hemingway never lacked the type of courage needed to face those hazards. It took him to the limits of his genius, and he eventually paid for it with his life.


Preface

The literary reputation of Ernest Hemingway has not notably diminished in the seventeen years since his death. He still seems capable of administering the aesthetic shocks that, in a time of artistic innovation, jolted his first readers. He made narrative prose into a physical medium shorn of the cerebral and fanciful, apt for the Hemingway hero – tough, stoical, suffering, exhibiting the kind of Hemingway courage that we have been taught to call ‘grace under pressure’. Once established as one of the major American writers of his age, he was much imitated and he was found easy to imitate. He himself was not above imitating himself on his bad days. But the kind of rattled-off typewriterese that is called Hemingway prose has little to do with the terse style of his best books, a medium he slaved to perfect over years of poverty and ascetic dedication.

Hemingway the man was as much a creation as his books, and a far inferior creation. That he differed from most of his fellow-writers in being a strong and handsome man of action is a matter of verifiable fact, but Hemingway was not content with mere excellence as a hunter, fisherman, boxer, and guerrilla leader. He had to turn himself into a Homeric myth, which meant posing and lying, treating life as fiction, and while some of his lies are transparent (like the one about sleeping with Mata Hari) it is difficult to sort out the self-made legend from a reality less glamorous, though still glamorous enough. We know Hemingway the man not from letters and diaries but from tales told by himself in bars, on shipboard, on safari, tales in their turn retailed by others, reminiscences which truckle to the legend and are – growing all the time less reliable as their subject recedes into history – still coming in.

The most reliable compendium of facts about Hemingway’s life is the biography by Carlos Baker, Woodrow Wilson Professor of Literature at Princeton University, of whom I was once a lowly and disregardable colleague. Though Hemingway himself spoke once with scorn (or is said to have so spoken) of Baker’s scholarly appetite for the facts, that rigid concern with the biographical truth has served Hemingway better than the adoring memoir of A.E. Hotchner (on which, nevertheless, I have drawn once or twice). Hemingway the legend is treated sceptically by Professor Baker, but the portrait of Hemingway the man that emerges does not diminish the writer, hunter, warrior, bullfight aficionado. I acknowledge with gratitude the help I have received from Carlos Baker’s nine hundred close pages and recommend his Ernest Hemingway unreservedly to any who wish to pursue the story beyond the limits allowable in a sketch as brief as my own.

I wish also to pay tribute to a book written by another old colleague of mine – Professor Arthur Waldhorn of the City College of New York. His A Reader’s Guide to Ernest Hemingway is the most useful brief critical survey of the Hemingway œuvre that I know, and it has influenced in a salutary way the somewhat naïve view of Hemingway that I carried with me from boyhood to the point of undertaking this short biography. There are many other books on Hemingway, man or work or both, and I duly acknowledge at the end those I have read and found valuable. But it would be unjust if I did not, here and now, voice thanks to two genuine scholars from one ungenuine – even though he flaunted the plumes of Visiting Senior Fellow at Princeton and, in New York, that of Distinguished Professor.




Monaco

2 July 1977
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