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SPEAKING AROUND
THE UNSPEAKABLE
PROSE STYLE, NOVELISTIC FORM, AND
THE C OMPULSION TO N ARRATE A F AREWELL TO ARMS
This essay was peer reviewed and originally appeared in Ernest Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms:
Critical Appraisals edited by Pinaki Roy (Kolkata: Books Way, 2012): 139-145.

IN 1966, IN THE FIRST SCHOLARLY STUDY OF THE ENTIRE HEMingway oeuvre, Philip Young targeted A Farewell to Arms for particular
praise. Ernest Hemingway‟s prose, he wrote, “has never been finer
or more finished than in this novel. Never have those awesome,
noncommittal understatements, which say more than could ever be
written out, been more impressive” (91). The style, of course, is vintage Hemingway, characterised by short, often monosyllabic words;
by terse, stilted sentences; and by the minimisation of what Ray
West calls “the ordinary [literary] dimensions of exposition and description” (173). For West, such minimisation allows Hemingway to
successfully convey “the full quality of [an] emotional experience”
(173) so that, as James Phelan describes it, Hemingway‟s “impressive
control of [the] narration... allows the reader to build the appropriate
inferences from [the narrator‟s] tight-lipped descriptions” („Distance‟ 53). What are these „appropriate inferences‟? At present, a
critical consensus recognises them as being that the two most prominent aspects of the story narrated by Frederic Henry — his wartime
exploits on the Italian front and his subsequent love affair with
Catherine Barkley — are finally only masks for the deeper and more
subtle story of his prolonged traumatisation. Michael Reynolds, for
instance, has suggested that, despite its focus on war and love, A
Farewell to Arms is much more than “a study in war, love or initiation” (First War 271), while Millicent Bell has similarly suggested
that it is “about neither love nor war; it is about a state of mind”
(111). More recently, Trevor Dodman has argued that the prose
style not only evokes the emotional and psychological import of the
narrative events but is itself a consequence of those events. “From the
very first page,” he writes, “Frederic suffers from shell shock; his
voice is always already the voice of a traumatized survivor of grievous wounds and losses” (251) — a survivor who “suffers from the
compulsion to remember and retell his traumatic past” even as he
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remains “both unable and perhaps unwilling to put that very past
into words” (249).
It is unsurprising that critics should have arrived at this view of
the novel. As Anne Whitehead observes, “[n]ovelists have frequently found that the impact of trauma can only adequately be represented by mimicking its forms and symptoms, so that temporality
and chronology collapse, and narratives are characterised by repetition and indirection” (3); and, insofar as A Farewell to Arms readily
employs each of these representational strategies, the novel itself
suggests the conclusions that the above critics have drawn. It is surprising, however, that there should be such critical consensus on the
source of the trauma that compels Frederic to narrate his experiences.
Without probing any further, Reynolds, Bell, and Dodman all agree
that, in Reynolds‟ words, Frederic “has been changed by his violent
wounding” and that “his behavior [after his wounding] let[s] the reader see” the ways in which he has been changed („Doctors‟ 119). I am
not so convinced of this. Although Frederic‟s wounding obviously
disrupts his psychological stability, it seems to account only for his
outbursts of irrationality — the cold-blooded murder he commits in
Italy and his intermittent anger at Catherine, his lover — and thus
stands distinctly at odds with the calm and patient articulation of experience that he presents on the page. In other words, as I see it, the
wounding that Reynolds, Bell, and Dodman identify as the source of
Frederic‟s narrative is more accurately only the source of the experiences recounted in the narrative rather than the source of the compulsion to recount them. Taking the form of Frederic‟s first-person
testimony, A Farewell to Arms comprises a series of narrative events
which are conveyed via something of a speech act, an act of narration, which begins only after the events themselves have ended. Although the novel famously concludes with Frederic left alone in the
rain, he has already been left alone and has possibly even sheltered
himself from the rain before he begins offering his testimony and
explaining how he came to be in the situation from which he speaks.
As a result, while Frederic‟s battlefield wounding may well be the
traumatic source of the narrative events that follow, it is not necessarily the same trauma that invests Frederic with the compulsion to
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recount those events. Where, then, does he receive the compulsion
to narrate? If his is the testimony of a traumatised man, what sort of
trauma facilitates his transition from traumatised protagonist to
traumatised narrator — and how can we identify it?
I think that the trauma that compels Frederic to narrate his
story is occasioned by a crisis of identity, and I think this crisis becomes perceptible when we move beyond the prose style of A Farewell to Arms to examine the tension between that style and the novelistic form. Frederic‟s limpid, taciturn, reticent voice suggests that he
endures great difficulty in recounting his various experiences, almost
as if he is reluctant to recount them at all. Yet his testimony billows
out to several hundred pages in length — indeed, the length of a
novel — almost as if he is unable to stop himself from speaking and
cannot maintain the brusqueness evident in his tone. Frederic thus
hangs suspended between understatement and logorrhoea, effectively incarnating the disembodied narrator of Samuel Beckett‟s The
Unnamable — “you must go on, I can‟t go on, I‟ll go on” (408) —
which suspension points towards the trauma that compels him to
narrate. If the style of A Farewell to Arms suggests that Frederic is a
reluctant narrator while the novelistic form shows that he narrates at
great length, the tension between the style and the form indicates to
me not that Frederic resists narrating per se but that he resists reaching the end of his narrative once he has begun it. Since he begins
recounting his narrative after the events at the end have taken place,
it is likely that the trauma associated with those events is what first
invests him with the compulsion to narrate the events that have
preceded them. As he narrates those preceding events, however, he
continually foreshadows the trauma towards which they inexorably
and fatefully sweep him, and yet, at the same time, he postpones and
defers addressing that trauma in a way that would entail the cessation of his act of narration. In short, Frederic knows how traumatically his narrative will end from the moment he begins narrating it,
but his knowledge of that trauma leads him simultaneously to resist
addressing the trauma itself and to tint his recounting of other, earlier events with his helpless anticipation of the trauma to come.
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What precisely is that trauma, and how does it raise its head
throughout Frederic‟s narrative even as he defers addressing it? Michael Reynolds goes some way towards naming it when he classifies A
Farewell to Arms as “a study in isolation” (First War 271). More specifically, however, the novel is a study of isolation in isolation, as Frederic Henry finds himself utterly alone in the world and attempts to
explain — to himself, if no-one else — how he came to be that way.
As Reynolds observes,
Frederic‟s progress [throughout] the novel is from group participation to total isolation. ... When the novel begins in the fall of
1915, Frederic Henry is an ambulance driver with the Italian Second army, which was a key link in the defences of the Italian
army. The Italian front, in turn, was an extension of the western
front in France; Italy was part of the alliance that placed
Frederic at the end of a long chain of command. By the end of
the novel Frederic is totally alone and in another country. He
owes allegiance to no chain of command; he has no friends; he
has no prospects. (First War 271-272)

Finding himself in such a state of isolation and looking back on the
disintegration of his group participation, Frederic seems to suffer a
crisis of identity, as the isolated narrator who looks back recognises
that he is no longer the same man as the protagonist he looks back
upon. The trauma of this crisis is, I think, what compels Frederic to
assemble a narrative simultaneously understated and logorrhoeic. It
is understated insofar as Frederic is troubled by the gradual erosion
of his social self, an erosion that intensifies as he continues recounting his journey towards isolation. It is logorrhoeic insofar as Frederic is equally troubled by the outright demise of his social self — a
demise upon which his very act of narration is predicated — such
that he both defers discussion of the deaths of Catherine and her unborn child which ultimately brought him into isolation and, as Ben
Stoltzfus points out, attempts to retrospectively reassert and reinforce
his faltering identity in the face of intensifying isolation. “It is not
until Chapter 5,” writes Stoltzfus, “that the narrator is identified [as]
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an American in the Italian army, and not until Chapter 12 that his
first name is mentioned in Italian: Federico. The narrator‟s full
name, Frederic Henry, does not appear until Chapter 13” (67). The
narrator, then, more definitively recognises the protagonist as „Frederic Henry‟ the closer the protagonist comes to entering the state of
isolation that differentiates narrator from protagonist, generates a
crisis of identity, and compels the act of narration. It is as if he
strives to stand against recounting his inevitable traumatisation, the
very traumatisation he has suffered before he even begins to speak.
More than that, because this traumatisation forms both the basis
of his act of narration and the culmination of the events he narrates,
he repeatedly foresees it even as he endeavours not to confront it so
that it colours even those events that do not directly relate to it.
How so? Conceptualising Frederic‟s trauma as a “disruptive experience that disarticulates the self,” Trevor Dodman argues that, as
Frederic‟s narrative “shifts unpredictably between past and present,
between the time of the action and the time of the telling,” Frederic
attempts to reassert and reinforce his selfhood by “confront[ing] the
„holes‟ in his subjective experience of the war, despite the fact that
he might not have full mastery over the memories” (251). What
Dodman overlooks, however, are those shifts between past and
present that Frederic is unable to confront — shifts that in fact enable him to defer or evade a confrontation with the traumatic events
he must ultimately discuss. Consider, for example, his abrupt recollection of the time he threw an army of ants in a campfire:
Once in camp I put a log on top of the fire and it was full of
ants. As it commenced to burn, the ants swarmed out and went
first towards the centre where the fire was, then turned back and
ran towards the end. When there were enough on the end they
fell off into the fire. Some got out, their bodies burnt and flattened, and went off not knowing where they were going. But
most of them went toward the fire and then back toward the
end and swarmed on the cool end and finally fell off into the
fire. I remember thinking at the time that it was the end of the
world and a splendid chance to be a messiah and lift the log off
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the fire and throw it out where the ants could get off onto the
ground. But I did not do anything but throw a tin cup of water
on the log, so that I would have the cup empty to put whisky in
before I added water to it. I think the cup of water on the burning log only steamed the ants. (252)

The narrator decides to outline this recollection in the form of a
lengthy monologue while the protagonist sits on the very cusp of
isolation, waiting for a doctor to deliver the news that the narrator
has already received regarding the death of Catherine and her unborn child. Inserted there without explanation and without immediate relevance to the concurrent narrative events, this recollection
effectively amounts to the narrator‟s resistance of the inevitable: it
bespeaks his desire to extend his narration, to simply keep talking,
rather than to narrate the events that plunged him into isolation and
invested him with the compulsion to narrate. In short, then, the narrator speaks from a state of isolation that he does not want to speak
about, but he must speak about it because it lies at the conclusion of
his narrative, so that he attempts simultaneously to definitively reassert and reinforce the identity he lost via isolation and to forestall a
recollection of the moment at which his entry into isolation rendered his identity more ambiguous than it once was. The novel‟s particular tension between understatement and logorrhea derives from
Frederic‟s being at once eager and unwilling to reconcile his twin
identities as actor and as spectator of his own actions, to narrate the
entry into isolation by which the protagonist loses agency and becomes both the product and the narrator of his own inevitable
traumatisation.
In recognising that the narrator appropriates his earlier self as
his narrative subject but construes that subject as one distinct from
his present self, the hidden centre of the novel emerges and foregrounds the conceit around which the entire narrative revolves. As
the novel progresses, it repeatedly points towards this centre even
when it seems to be directing our attention elsewhere. For instance,
given that Frederic speaks within and towards an isolation occasioned
by the dual deaths of his lover and child, even Frederic‟s recollection
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of the ants in the campfire at once anticipates and avoids the events
that are destined to occur: it offers a meditation on the senselessness
of death even as it provides a distraction from the two senseless
deaths whose discussion is then imminent. Additionally, as Philip
Young points out, there are two clearer examples of this same phenomenon in two of the novel‟s best-known sequences. The first appears in the opening pages. Throughout the novel, writes Young,
“the use of [the] rain... cannot be called symbolic so much as portentous,” since it continually signals impending disaster (92). In
Chapter 19, of course, Catherine has a vision of herself dead in the
rain and confesses to Frederic that she fears she will actually die that
way (99-100), while Frederic, as Young writes, “professes a disbelief
in signs, and tells himself that Catherine‟s vision... is meaningless. But
she [does eventually die] in [the rain] and actually... a short introductory scene at the very start of the book [presents] an ominous conjunction of images — rain, pregnancy and death,” which tacitly look
ahead to the climax (92). Those images appear at the very end of
Chapter 1 when Frederic remembers watching soldiers drenched
with rain as they march towards their deaths, all of them carrying
artillery beneath their cloaks “as though they were six months gone
with child” (8). Here, the protagonist is as far away as he can possibly be from the deaths that plunge him into isolation, but the narrator, who has only just begun speaking, has very recently experienced
those deaths and so entered his state of isolation, leaving even this
distant recollection tinged with the causes of his fresh traumatisation. The second example of this phenomenon appears in one of
Frederic‟s most famous musings in Chapter 34:
If people bring so much courage to this world the world has to
kill them to break them, so of course it kills them. The world
breaks everyone and afterward many are strong at the broken
places. But those that will not break it kills. It kills the very good
and the very gentle and the very brave impartially. If you are
none of these you can be sure that it will kill you too but there
will be no special hurry. (193)
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“Catherine Barkley, as it happened, was very good, very gentle, very
brave,” writes Philip Young, and so, “unlike [Frederic], who broke
and survived to become eventually quite strong, she would not
break and so she was killed” (94). When the above thoughts occur
to Frederic, Catherine is in fact still alive and lying beside him in
bed; but, insofar as these thoughts suggest that the narrator is musing on how the world has already treated Catherine before the protagonist witnesses Catherine being treated that way, Catherine‟s death
and the death of her child and Frederic Henry‟s subsequent isolation
again tinge the narrative ahead of any depiction of the deaths themselves and the actual isolation that Frederic experiences.
The two deaths that plunge Frederic into isolation make him a
different man to the man he was when involved with Catherine,
thus compelling him to recount his exploits as the protagonist of a
narrative and yet, in the act of narration, to enforce a distinction
between the protagonist and his narratorial self. As he does so, then,
those deaths are always at the back of his mind: it is towards them
that he knows his words will finally lead, and so he adjusts his words
to proceed as gently as possible towards that raw, troubling memory. This is why the novel is the way it is — why Hemingway describes events, as Philip Young writes of the author‟s oeuvre, “in
terms of chronologically ordered, mechanical, deliberate movements
which begin to wear on one‟s nervous system” (45). The stilted
prose style and the novelistic form together stand as outcomes of
the narrative events — in some sense, the narrative is about how a
man could become so traumatised as to tell his story in a prose style
at odds with his narrative form — as they disclose the trauma victim‟s simultaneous compulsion and unwillingness to recount precisely what has left him traumatised. Frederic‟s story is the story of
the man he has ceased to be by virtue of telling the story, such that
the very telling of the story is a perpetual reminder to him that the
man he is now is not the sort of man he was or wants to be. The
tension between the style and the form bears out the narrator‟s dilemma — and, as a result, it suggests that his compulsion to narrate
originates from his yearning once again to be the protagonist whose
exploits he narrates, and not to be a narrator at all.
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