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Cather and Hemingway’s “theories” of writing – summary

Although Hemingway may have loathed One of Ours, by 1925 Cather's vision of
the war to end all wars had essentially come to resemble his own: by suggesting that
four years of unprecedented carnage and destruction had hopelessly fractured modern
history and crippled the means by which traditional narratives interpreted the past.
Cather's novel The Professor's House uncannily dealt with many of the same themes as
Hemingway's short-story collection In Our Time, published the same year. Moreover, as
Love1 has demonstrated, by the mid-1920s Hemingway and Cather were in general
agreement (though perhaps without knowing so) regarding the aesthetics of serious
fiction: both produced narratives rich in suggestive nuances and implied meanings
(while maintaining an appearance of directness and transparency that separated their
work from that of high modernists such as Joyce or Woolf); both experimented with the
intentional removal of important information from the text—what Susan Beegel has
called, in regard to Hemingway, a "craft of omission." Indeed, Hemingway's famous
description of his writing as an iceberg with nine-tenths of the meaning concealed below
the surface, invisible to all but the most astute reader, sounds curiously like Cather's
emphasis, established in her 1923 essay "The Novel Démeublé," on the crucial
importance of "the thing not named." Thus, if we set aside Hemingway's infamous
critique of One of Ours and look beyond the profound experiential and temperamental
differences that separate these writers, the two emerge as fellow modernists who
reached many of the same conclusions about World War I and whose methods of
storytelling proceeded from similar assumptions about the nature of their craft. As I will
demonstrate through a comparison of two of their finest works of the 1920s, these two
literary icons are hardly antithetical in either their choice of subject or their technique.

Hemingway's In Our Time and Cather's The Professor's House stand out from
other literary responses to World War I through, among other things, the subtlety with
which they evoke the conflict as a central subject. Shared aesthetic values—articulated
first by Cather, then by Hemingway—account for this subtlety. In "The Novel Démeublé"
(composed, ironically enough, while she worked on One of Ours, a book that many
readers regard as unnecessarily lengthy or "over-furnished"), Cather expressed
impatience with the "mere verisimilitude" (40) achieved by authors, such as Sinclair
Lewis, who cluttered their texts with lengthy descriptions of physical settings and
cultural milieus. "High quality" in fiction, she insisted, stems less from what an author
states than from what is left unsaid—from "the inexplicable presence of the thing not
named" (41). In other words, the fictional world that mattered most to Cather was not

1 Glen A. Love, "The Professor's House: Cather, Hemingway, and the Chastening of American
Prose Style,” 1990.
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the one that a writer builds, block by block, through the actual content of the narrative,
but the one that a reader creates by engaging with the text, by responding to the work's
"mood" or "emotional aura," as opposed to the mere things it describes, and then
actively filling in what an author has omitted or only obliquely suggested (41).

Hemingway offered no such manifesto; even his oft-cited description of his work
as an iceberg is fairly brief and lacks the theoretical complexity of Cather's arguments.
However, when Hemingway looked back on his early career decades later in A Moveable
Feast, his posthumously published memoir of Paris in the 1920s, he recounted the
development of his craft along lines strikingly similar to Cather's. Consider, for example,
the process of unfurnishing that Hemingway describes in his account of writing "Out of
Season," one of the stories in In Our Time. In paradoxical language reminiscent of "The
Novel Démeublé," Hemingway explained that he had removed the "real end" of the
story—in which Peduzzi, the drunken fishing guide, commits suicide—based on the "new
theory that you could omit anything if you knew that you omitted [it] and the omitted
part would strengthen the story and make people feel something more than they
understood" (75). Make people feel something more than they understood—here
Hemingway sounds very much like Cather by describing, in his own way, the elevation
of an "emotional aura" above "mere verisimilitude." At the same time, his remarkable
reference to the absent suicide as the "real ending" places the artistic truth of his story
beyond the actual words on the page. What is "real" and important in "Out of Season,"
or any other Hemingway work for that matter, exists only as a kind of phantom
signature or shadowy trace—in other words, as "the thing not named."

Hemingway's and Cather's aesthetics of absence and indirection play out on a
grand scale in In Our Time and The Professor's House, where each writer establishes
the overwhelming and terrifying significance of the Great War by, paradoxically,
refusing to address that significance head-on. In both texts, the horror of a global
conflagration that claimed eight million lives (and prepared the way for a global
pandemic that claimed twenty-one million more) is simply a given. By moving the war
out of direct sight—into the lower mass of the iceberg, if you will, or into the shadowy
subtext implied by Cather's phrase "the thing not named"—these works imply that the
defining event of early-twentieth-century history is too monstrous, too nihilistic in its
implications, to be faced directly.


