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THE LORD OF HEROES: 
HEMINGWAY AND THE CRUCIFIED CHRIST 

Kathleen Verduin 

In a letter to Allen Tate written during the Second World War (31 
Aug. 1943), Hemingway remarks that his friend Winston Guest, "think- 
ing he ought to have some spiritual influence in his life in these grave 
times," was reading Renan's classic Life of Jesus. "I had to warn him," 
Hemingway quips, "not to skip to the end to see how it came out. As 
a matter of fact it turned out, finally, that they nailed Jesus in the 34th."1 

In itself this anecdote is trivial, a not uncharacteristic lapse into ado- 
lescent irreverence. But the story seems to have been one of Hem- 

ingway's favorites - his son Jack recounts his own version in the Fore- 
word to Peter Griffin's recent biography (vi) - and it is provocative in 

light of continuing critical debate regarding Hemingway's engagement 
with the figure of Christ. Throughout his correspondence, Hemingway 
invokes Christ and especially the Crucifixion in predictably similar ways. 
The mock seriousness, the element of rhetorical parody implicit in 

phrases like "these grave times," collapse again and again into the comic 

register, frequently in images of sport and combat. "They talk about 
our Lord haveing [sic] a bad time on that tree," Hemingway wrote 
in 1945 (14 April) to Col. Buck Lanham, "... but nobody has ever 
been anywhere that hasn't been in the Infantry" {Letters 586). "I wouldn't 
kid Our Lord if he was on the cross," he allowed to Harvey Breit in 
1952 (21 June). "But I would attempt a joke with him if I ran into him 

chaseing [sic] the money changers out of the temple" {Letters 767). 
As in the letters, Hemingway's fictional references to Christ often 

flirt with blasphemy: "There's no hole in my side," Frederic Henry 
teases in A Farewell to Arms (1929) when Catherine Barkley examines 
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his blistered palms (284). If Hemingway was not unwilling to "attempt 
a joke" with Christ, however, his very flippancy may have been defen- 
sive, concealing a deep-rooted attraction the writer was reluctant to 
acknowledge. Scholars have long recognized the recurrence of cruci- 
fixion motifs in Hemingway's fiction: in 1955 Melvin Backman asserted 
the pervasiveness of "the matador and the crucified," and more recently 
Wirt Williams has called the Crucifixion Hemingway's "great meta- 
phor of human existence" (157) in the later novels, from Across the River 
and into the Trees (1950) to the posthumous Islands in the Stream (1970). 
Though Hemingway himself denied any "symbolysm" {Letters 780) in 
The Old Man and the Sea (1952), crucifixion parallels have remained cen- 
tral, if controversial, to critical interpretation of that novel.2 

What to make of all this continues to present a difficult problem. 
All too often, attempts to Christianize Hemingway have been super- 
ficial and naive: decades ago John Killinger correctly defined Hem- 
ingway's world view as a matter of existentialism and dead gods. Nor 
has it been easy to reconcile Hemingway's putative Christian symbolism 
with his thematic emphasis on machismo: as Joseph Waldmeir has writ- 
ten, each of Hemingway's heroes "must face his struggle alone, with 
no recourse to otherworldly help, for only as solitary individuals can 
they assert their manhood" (148). Yet Hemingway's attention to the 
Crucifixion is inseparable from what Gay Talese in Esquire has termed 
his "great exploration of the male mystique" (259), and his easy familiar- 
ity with "Our Lord," as he preferred to call Jesus, underscores themes 
that profoundly define his fiction: pain, suffering, death, and heroic 
manhood. Indeed, the portrayal of Christ in "Today is Friday" (1926), 
Hemingway's dramatization of the Crucifixion {Stories 356-59), may 
be taken as a paradigm for Hemingway's subsequent heroes, nearly 
all of whom bear in some way the imprint of Calvary. 

Hemingway's imaginative involvement with the Passion seems at 
first far removed from his rejection of conventional piety, especially 
in the variety he had come to know as a child in the prosperous Chicago 
suburb of Oak Park. "The wonder to me . . . and to a lot of other Oak 
Parkers," one of Hemingway's former teachers told Charles A. Fen- 
ton, "is how a boy brought up in Christian and Puritan nurture should 
know and write so well of the devil and the underworld" (2). Never- 
theless, this very culture inculcated images of the suffering Christ to 
which Hemingway held throughout his career - images confirmed, 
rather than superseded, by the Crucifixion paintings he would later 
contemplate in the Prado and other museums (see Letters 768, Death 
203-4, Castillo-Puche 284). Narrow and intellectually limited though 
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it may have been, the middle-class Protestantism into which Hemingway 
was born produced, like all subcultures, its heroes and its visions; and 
it answered in its own way to the needs of the human imagination. 
"I'm not in His Kingdom," mutters the young man in "Soldier's Home" 

(Stories 151), and very likely Hemingway felt the same way. Yet he 

perceived in the Crucifixion an archetype and emblem of heroic suf- 

fering and male valor: and an important source for that emblem lies 
in the popular religious literature of his first world. 

I 

The "Christian and Puritan" nurture of Hemingway's boyhood is 
a well-established fact. His sister Marcelline Hemingway Sanford was 
the first to document Hemingway's early religious training: the piety 
of his maternal grandfather Ernest Hall, who was called "Abba" after 
the biblical fashion (4); his paternal grandfather Anson T. Heming- 
way's association with evangelist D. L. Moody and the YMCA (18); 
his father's disapproval of drinking, dancing, smoking, gambling, and 
bobbed hair (143, 206). The memoir of another sister, Madelaine Hem- 

ingway Miller, includes a full-page photograph of Hemingway as a 

distinctly cherubic choirboy (93; see also Leicester Hemingway 21-25). 
Not surprisingly, a classmate of Hemingway's at the Oak Park High 
School could describe the Hemingway family as "churchy" (Crist). 

One might readily see this early environment as a stilted and 

squeamish respectability, drawn like a skin over complex depths of all 
too human egotism and insecurity. Griffin's biography and The Young 
Hemingway by Michael S. Reynolds have lately striven to explore the 

troubling dynamic of dominance and submission between Hemingway's 
mother and father, and to Daniel Pawley, in an article in Christianity 
Today, Hemingway's childhood reveals an "evangelical tragedy." Clearly 
Hemingway's parents could not embrace their son's authentic portrayal 
of life beyond Oak Park. "I can't stand filth," Hemingway's mother 
lamented upon reading her son's books. "Why does he want to write 
about such vulgar people and such messy subjects?" (Sanford 240-41). 
When Hemingway sent his family copies of In Our Time in 1925, San- 
ford records, "Daddy was so incensed that a son of his would so far 

forget his Christian training that he could use the subject matter and 

vulgar expressions this book contained that he wrapped and returned 
all six copies to the Three Mountains Press in Paris" (219). Small 

wonder, perhaps, that Hemingway, in a letter to his sister Carol (c. 
5 Oct. 1929), condemned the "cheap, cheap, petting vacantness that 
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has come to such a perfect flowering in Oak Park" {Letters 308) and 
pilloried the limited perspective of small-town Protestantism in such 
stories as "Soldier's Home" (Stories 143-52). 

But other letters, particularly from Hemingway's father, suggest a 
more ambiguous situation, one complicated by a genuine love. Though 
Clarence Edmonds Hemingway was obviously troubled by his son's 
writings and tended rather frequently to fall back on the cliches of 
bourgeois morality ("I . . . will trust your development will continue 

symetrical [sic] in harmony with our highest Christian ideals," he wrote 
Ernest in 1915 [20 July]), he was also eager to sustain the paternal 
bond. If he was shocked by In Our Time, he disguised his disapproval, 
however transparently: "Many compliments every day viz. 'In Our 
Time.'- Trust you will see and describe more of humanity of a dif- 
ferent character in future Volumes. The brutality you have surely 
shown the world. Look for the joyous uplifting and optimistic and 
spiritual in Character" (2 Dec. 1925). 

One senses in Hemingway's early correspondence with his parents 
a desire to have it both ways, to explore life on his own terms without 
sacrificing the approval of home and family. It is evident that he was 
schooled in the catchwords and folkways of middle-class conservative 
Protestantism: "Don't worry or cry or fret about my not being a Good 
Christian," he reassured his mother in 1918 (16 Jan.); "I am just as 
much as ever and pray every night and believe just as hard so cheer 
up!" (Letters 3). If there is a hint of prevarication here, the quotation 
serves at least to document that the nineteen-year-old veteran knew 
what was expected of him, and we may assume that he had been steeped 
in the popular religion of his parents' generation (see also Letters 4, 671 , 
725). Surely Hemingway was well able to understand the young soldier 
in In Our Time who begs Christ to "get him out," promising "I believe 
in you and I'll tell everyone in the world that you are the only one that 
matters" (67). 

It is particularly fruitful, therefore, to examine the crucifixion motifs 
in Hemingway's work in the light of literature integral to his religious 
milieu. Reading the long-discarded "Lives of Christ" that proliferated 
in England and America from the mid- Victorian period to the First 
World War, one immediately notices a prominent and recurring theme: 
Christ is almost invariably portrayed as the arch-exemplar of heroic 
manhood, his human courage confirmed in meditations tracing every 
successive agony of the Crucifixion. As Warren S. Kissinger's bibliog- 
raphy makes clear, Lives of Christ were common long before the nine- 
teenth century. But the genre displays a distinctly new direction after 
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the appearance of Ernest Renan's Vie de Jesus (1863), which was trans- 
lated almost immediately into English. Unlike David Friedrich Strauss's 
scholarly Leben Jesu (1835), Renan's book was easy to read and en- 

couraged appreciation of Jesus's human nature. Especially moving is 
Renan's treatment of the Crucifixion, and the nobility of spirit with 
which he invests his subject. Jesus rejected the customary intoxicating 
drink, vinegar mingled with gall or myrrh (Matt. 27.34, Mark 15.23), 
Renan maintains, because the "mournful consolation of ordinary suf- 
ferers did not accord with his exalted nature. He preferred to quit life 
with perfect clearness of mind, and to await in full consciousness the 
death he had willed and brought upon himself (287). Renan's Christ 
is no hardy peasant; he expired relatively soon, Renan believed, because 
of his "delicate organization" (291). But Christ emerges nevertheless 
as a hero, a "noble initiator" (291) whose death was an act of will, seen 

through to the end. 
Victorian divines deplored Renan's unorthodoxy, but they do not 

appear to have scorned his style. As Daniel Pals points out in his survey 
of the genre, John Robert Seeley's seminal Ecce Homo, anonymously 
published in Britain in 1865, also stressed Christ's personal magnetism 
(39). But the model for Victorian biographies of Jesus was established 

by Frederic W. Farrar, whose Life of Christ appeared in England in 
1874 with a frontispiece by Holman Hunt.3 Relatively brief and highly 
readable, Farrar's book is often reminiscent of Renan. But while both 
include the physical details of death by crucifixion, Farrar's emphasis 
on Christ's pain goes far beyond Renan's account; he is clearly eager 
that the reader participate fully, if vicariously, in the suffering of the 
master. 

His arms were stretched along the cross-beams; and at the centre of the open 
palms, the point of a huge iron nail was placed, which, by the blow of a mallet, 
was driven home into the wood. . . . And then the accursed tree - with its liv- 
ing human burden hanging upon it in helpless agony, and suffering fresh tor- 
tures as every movement irritated the fresh rents in hands and feet - was slowly 
heaved up by strong arms, and the end of it fixed firmly in a hole dug deep 
in the ground for that purpose (2: 401-2). 

Death by crucifixion, Farrar points out, provided the most exquisite 
and prolonged torture, its pains "all intensified just up to the point at 
which they can be endured at all, but stopping just short of the point 
which would give to the sufferer the relief of unconsciousness" (2: 403). 
Especially powerful are his remarks on Christ's rejection of the sponge 
soaked in vinegar -for Farrar, as for later writers, the ultimate test 
of courage: 
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The refusal was an act of sublimest heroism. The effect of the draught was to 
dull the nerves, to cloud the intellect, to provide an anaesthetic against some 
part, at least, of the lingering agonies of that dreadful death. But He, whom 
some modern skeptics have been base enough to accuse of feminine feebleness 
and cowardly despair, preferred rather "to look Death in the face" - to meet 
the king of terrors without striving to deaden the force of one agonising an- 
ticipation, or to still the throbbing of one lacerated nerve (2: 400). 

Obviously Farrar was battling a cultural stereotype, the meek and 
mild Jesus whose "feminine feebleness" rendered him ill-suited to an 
age of action and achievement. For Farrar, the Christian religion had 
been born in extreme moral and physical courage - the courage of the 
Cross, and also of the early church, as he emphasizes in his later his- 
torical novel Darkness and Dawn: or Scenes in the Days of Nero (1891). But 
his emphasis on Christ's manliness was hardly idiosyncratic, and his 
Life of Christ was quickly followed by a train of imitations: J. Cunning- 
ham Geikie's The Life and Words of Christ (1877), James Stalker's Life 
of Jesus Christ (1879), Studies in the Life of Christ by A.M. Fairbairn 
(1880), and Studies in the Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah (1883) by 
Alfred Edersheim, a Viennese Jew turned Presbyterian minister.4 Like 
Farrar, these writers, all of them clergymen, stressed Christ's heroic 
endurance on the cross. Geikie's description of the physiology of cruci- 
fixion, for example, surpasses even Farrar's in its dogged pursuit of 
detail: 

The blood, which could no longer reach the extremities, rose to the head, swelled 
the veins and arteries in it unnaturally, and caused the most agonizing tortures 
in the brain. As, besides, it could no longer move fully from the lungs, the heart 
grew more and more oppressed and all the veins were distended. . . . The numb- 
ness and stiffness of the more distant muscles brought on painful convulsions, 
and this numbness, slowly extending, sometimes through two or three days, 
at last reached the vital parts, and released the sufferer by death (2: 565-6). 5 

Despite Christ's excruciating pain, Geikie writes, "no sigh escaped His 
lips, no cry of agony, no bitter and faltering word" (563). Christ "would 
meet Death, even in his sternest and fiercest mood," according to Eder- 
sheim, "and conquer by submitting to the full" (2: 590). Stalker, in 
his later book The Trial and Death of Jesus Christ (1894), also notes the 
importance of Christ's refusal to drink the vinegar, a detail by now 
de rigueur in the tradition: "It was a simple act, yet full of heroism. He 
was face to face with outrageous torture. . . . But He would not allow 
His intellect to be clouded. His obedience was not yet complete; His 
plan was not fully wrought out; He would keep His taste for death 
pure" (160). 
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Though the purpose of these works was essentially devotional, one 
notices as well a strong, even romantic emphasis on suffering and death, 
and the bravery of which all Victorian gentlemen were hey to be 

capable: Christ is held up less as divine Redeemer than as an icon of 
manhood and a mirror for intense self-communion. As the ultimate 
ordeal, solitary and protracted, the Crucifixion provided the most per- 
fect self-consciousness, the heightened awareness best accessible to 
those in pain. Most absorbed in this inwardness of the Crucifixion is 
Fairbairn, who confesses himself "spell-bound" by the Cross. aIn every 
moment of the Passion Jesus stands before us as the calm self-conscious 
Christ. He knows Himself, and no event can unsettle His knowledge 
or disturb His spirit. The hour of greatest prostration is the hour of 

supreme solitude. . . . Suffering can be to Him no ultimate evil, it is 
rather the condition of perfect obedience and perfect power7' (317-18). 
Christ's agony, fully experienced in mind and body, was thus his finest 
hour, the apotheosis of his manhood, and Fairbairn accordingly re- 
iterates the triumphant rejection of opiates: aHis death was of too uni- 
versal significance to be suffered in stupor. He must know both dying 
and death; conquer not by drowned senses, but by victorious spirit" 
(320). 

To a considerable degree, these and similar treatments of the Cruci- 
fixion by British writers reflect a concurrent movement, the so-called 
"muscular Christianity" inspired by Charles Kingsley and Thomas 

Hughes, author of the popular Tom Brown's School Days (1857). Farrar 
himself had written Eric, or, Little by Little (1858), a public school novel 

along the lines of Hughes's book. As Norman Vance points out in his 
recent study The Sinews of the Spirit, "Christian manliness" came to be 
"a common Victorian preacher's catch-phrase: a strategy for commend- 

ing Christian virtue by linking it with . . . more interesting secular 
notions of moral and physical prowess" (1). Indeed, Hughes explicitly 
identifies Christ - "the Lord of heroes," as he puts it in his famous novel 

(338) - as the model for Christian manhood in a series of lectures titled 
The Manliness of Christ (1880). For Hughes, "Christ's whole life on earth 
was the assertion and example of true manliness - the setting forth in 

living act and word what man is meant to be, and how he should carry 
himself in this world of God's - one long campaign, in which 'the temp- 
tation' stands out as the first great battle and victory" (67). Though 
Hughes in this work makes only brief mention of the Crucifixion, he 
stresses the heroism of Gethsemane and of the trial before Pontius 
Pilate: "in all the world's annals there is nothing which approaches, 
in the sublimity of its courage, that last conversation between the peas- 
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ant prisoner, by this time a mass of filth and blood, and the Roman 
procurator ..." (131). 

Similarly concerned with fostering manliness, American religious 
writers readily absorbed the tradition of Christ's heroism on the cross 
along with the muscular Christianity of Hughes and the English public 
schools. George Shipman Pay son, for example, in The Vital and Vic- 
torious Faith of Christ (1913), quotes Hughes (203) and includes a lengthy 
disquisition on Christ's manliness (197), and in The Life of Our Lord 

upon the Earth (1891) Samuel J. Andrews reiterates the familiar apprecia- 
tion of Christ's refusal to numb his pain: "He would not permit the 
clearness of His mind to be thus disturbed, and, in the full possession 
of his consciousness, would endure all the agonies of the Cross" (552). 
Fictionalized Lives of Christ also promoted the heroic virtues, as is 

immediately evident in titles like Catherine Robertson McCartney's 
The Hero of the Ages (1896). In Lew Wallace's immensely popular novel 
Ben-Hur (1880), Christ is again heroically silent: "And withal not a 
groan, or cry, or word of remonstrance from the sufferer: nothing at 
which an enemy could laugh; nothing a lover could regret" (545). 

Nowhere, however, is the tradition of Christ's manliness more vital 
than in books intended for younger American readers, especially in 
the publications disseminated by the YMCA. Jesus was not, as Swin- 
burne had charged, a "pale Galilean," Harry Emerson Fosdick insisted 
in The Manhood of the Master (13), a YMCA publication appearing in 
1913. On the contrary, the life of Christ "sounds a courageous call to 
all of us: Stop whining; stop pitying yourself; see what you can do, 
by the help of God, with your unideal situation, for God would never 
have given it to you without some fine possibilities" (61). In the juvenile 
literature as well, Christ's rejection of the vinegar is not overlooked. 
William Byron Forbush, author of several books for boys, writes simply 
in The Boy's Life of Christ (1905) that Christ would not "stupefy himself" 
with vinegar because he "thought it cowardly to die unconscious" (255). 
And Robert F. Horton, in The Hero of Heroes: A Life of Christ for Young 
People (1911), repeats the pattern by now predictable: "A cup of myrrh 
and wine was put, by the thought of mercy, to the lips of Jesus. But 
he would not take it. He had some words yet to speak, and would not 
be stupefied in order to lessen his pain." As Horton quotes Browning's 
"Prospice," Christ merges with the best tradition of Victorian resolve: 

I was ever a fighter: so, one fight more, 
The best and the last! 
I should hate that death bandaged my eyes, and forebore, 
And bade me creep past. (300) 



KATHLEEN VERDUIN 29 

If these passages seem now to verge on parody, they are mild in 
comparison with other works. Dr. R. W. Conant, in The Manly Christ, 
A New View (1904), argued that despite the androgynous Christs of 
Victorian painting, the personal appearance of Jesus must necessarily 
have been "manly and striking" (27), attracting women as well as men. 
Nor did Jesus betray embarrassing Semitic origins: "Born of a race 
which had always been characterized by great excitability and volu- 
bility, he was more like the best type of modern Anglo- Saxon in his 
perfect self-command, his cool steady eye, his capacity for reticence, 
and his love of brevity" (57). Having established Christ as a present- 
able Anglo- Saxon model, Conant is able to display the Crucifixion to 
greater advantage. In his death, Conant says, "the manliness of Jesus 
Christ assumes heroic proportions. . . . Christ elected to show how a 
strong man should die; how an ambitious man should deny his dearest 
ambition; how a man instinct with all the energies and talents for suc- 
cess should patiently accept failure for the sake of principle" (153). 

The image of Christ as virile and heroic was thus pervasive in Anglo- 
American religious culture. Hemingway could well have encountered 
the notion in the person of the Rev. William Eleazer Barton, minister 
of the First Congregational Church during the Hemingway family's 
attendance there from 1916 on. That Barton was familiar with many 
of the Victorian Lives of Christ already discussed is clear from his 
Day by Day with Jesus: A Book for Holy Week (1914), essentially a skillful 

pastiche of quotations, duly acknowledged, from Farrar, Stalker, Fair- 
bairn, Edersheim and a number of others. An energetic and produc- 
tive man who was also friendly with Thomas Hughes (Autobiography 
166), Barton reveals his view of Christian manhood in his own Life 
of Christ, Jesus of Nazareth (1903). Traditional arts, Barton complains 
in that book, had rendered Christ as unmanly, and popular concep- 
tions of Christianity had unfortunately fallen into step. But "Jesus was 
not weak. . . . The astounding claims which he made concerning him- 
self, the bitter controversies in which he engaged, the fierce denuncia- 
tions which he hurled, the vigor with which he used the whip of cords, 
all these are foreign to the popular thought of him as expressed in art 
and literature" (504-5). 

For Barton, whose bookplate bore the legend "Fide et Fortitudine," 
courage was the hallmark of the Christian, and Barton sought persis- 
tently to reconcile Christianity and masculine vigor. In 1912 his Lenten 
series included a sermon titled "Christ and Modern Manhood" (Fore- 
word, "Religion in its Relation to Righteousness"); and in "The Glory 
of Fatherhood" (1910) he condemned the "mawkish sentiment" (126) 
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that made women custodians of the spiritual virtues. "We need a new 
affirmation of the dignity and supremacy of manhood; we need to 
deliver ourselves from the utterly indefensible notion that while the 
feminine element in the home is sweet and pure, there is something 
inherently gross in its masculine complement" (128). In the war years, 
Barton wrote regularly to servicemen from his congregation and seemed 
exhilarated by the conflict. "I read with great admiration of how our 
American boys are fighting in France, 

" he wrote the young Hemingway 
(25 June 1918). "It is just the kind of thing that might have been ex- 
pected of them."6 

By the time Hemingway was a young man, then, the tradition 
established by Canon Farrar had undergone a degree of seculariza- 
tion. Never losing touch with their sacred prototype, Anglo-American 
portrayals of the Crucifixion shifted their emphasis, often blatantly, 
from Christ as Savior to an equally absorbing vision of heroic manhood, 
of solitary courage, and of death as an experience to be met, perhaps 
even savored, with unclouded mind and sense. Like the chivalric tradi- 
tions that, as Mark Girouard and Jackson Lears have shown, deeply 
informed Anglo- American culture during the same period, the Crucifix- 
ion served to idealize virility. And it is no doubt significant that the 
scrapbook (now in the Kennedy Library) of Anson Hemingway, the 
Civil War soldier whose integrity and military bearing Hemingway 
celebrates in For Whom the Bell Tolls (335-38), includes a piece of dog- 
gerel titled "The Meaning of Pain." "Shall I take away pain," asks the 
voice of God, "and with it the power of the soul to endure, / Made 
strong by the strain?" Not surprisingly, since it is the offspring of a 
whole tradition of popular religious literature, the poem ends with the 
image of "the Christ on His Cross." 

II 

Paul Fussell has documented the extraordinary fascination with 
Christ in the literature of World War I (1 17-20), and Hemingway was 
not the only writer of his generation to respond to the crucified Christ. 
One might cite Faulkner's A Fable (1954) or Ezra Pound's "Ballad of 
the Goodly Fere," in which Christ is radiantly masculine, indeed, "a 
man o' men" (9-11). Like Hemingway, several American authors re- 
tained a respect for Christ long after they had abandoned formal re- 
ligion: one sees this in E. E. Cummings, whose "King Jesus" is "made 
of nothing except loneliness" (455), or in Sherwood Anderson's Wines- 
burg, Ohio (1919), where Dr. Parcival's insight is that "everyone in the 
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world is Christ, and they are all crucified" (57). Even the energetic 
Frank Harris, better known for his erotic adventures, wrote a one-act 

play, "The King of the Jews" (1913), in which Christ's bravery is en- 

thusiastically celebrated: "When they nailed him to the Cross he did 
not even groan - not a sound. And when they lifted the Cross up - the 
worst torture of all - he just grew white, white ..." (56). 

In their tacit acceptance of Christ's masculinity and deep personal 
isolation, and in their imaginative entry into the physical immediacy 
of Christ's pain, these writers reflect the popular religious tradition I 
have described. Hemingway's absorption of the tradition, however, was 

clearly deeper and more lasting. We see its influence first and most 

obviously in "Today Is Friday," where the successive tortures of crucifix- 
ion are enumerated as methodically as in any of the Lives of Christ. 
"The part I don't like is the nailing them on." "It isn't that that's so 
bad, as when they first lift 'em up. ... When the weight starts to pull 
on 'em. That's when it gets 'em" (357-58) Like Harris, in the passage 
quoted above, Hemingway had acquired some idea of how it felt to 
be crucified, and both writers cite, as did many of the Lives of Christ, 
the raising of the cross as the "worst torture of all." 

One is reminded of nineteenth-century Crucifixion scenes too in 

Hemingway's detailed, even reverent commentaries on the wounds of 
bull and matador. It is interesting, for example, to compare Geikie's 

relentlessly clinical description of crucifixion with this passage from 
Death in the Afternoon (1932) - a title, one is tempted to add, that would 
do as well for both events: 

Bulls are not killed properly by a sword thrust through the heart. The sword 
is not long enough to reach the heart, if driven where it should go high up be- 
tween the shoulder blades. It goes past the vertebrae between the top of the 
ribs and, if it kills instantly, cuts the aorta. (235) 

Similarly, Hemingway is minutely attentive to the wound of Antonio 
Ordonez in The Dangerous Summer (1960, 1985): "The horn had gone 
in just beside the rectum, almost touching it, and had ripped through 
the muscles up to the sciatic nerve" (96). Like the Crucifixion, the 

bullfight is a tragic spectacle whose properties - wounds, blood, spears, 
even "veronicas" {Death 65) - recall what is often taken to be its origin, 
the ritual death of the sacred victim. Goya's Cristo Crucificado (1780), 
which Hemingway had seen in the Prado, could serve, he writes, "as 
a poster for the announcement of a crucifixion in the manner of a bull- 

fight poster. A crucifixion of six carefully selected Christs will take 

place at five o'clock in the Monumental Golgotha of Madrid, govern- 
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mental permission having been obtained" (208; see also Letters 768). 
In such a ritual, either man or beast might realize the victim's role: 
and the body of each becomes accordingly a sacred object, at once 
immanent and numinous. 

In Hemingway's imagination, then, the immolated Christ merges 
naturally with matador, soldier, fighter- not as the passive antithesis 
of these figures but, in a kind of double dicho, as their divine prototype. 
It is perhaps significant that Hemingway wrote "Today is Friday" in 
Madrid - and within twenty- four hours (see Writers at Work 232) of "The 
Killers," in which professional thugs plot the murder of their own 
scapegoat, a prizefighter {Stories 279-89). One of Hemingway's favorite 
stories, he insisted (Preface, Stories v), was "The Light of the World" 

(384-91), where the uncouth boxer Steve Ketchel is systematically 
paralleled, as Matthew Bruccoli has shown, with Jesus: "He was like 
a god, he was" (389). The blond prostitute swears, indeed, that she 
loved Ketchel "like you love God"; but Ketchel's "own father shot him 
down like a dog" (388). The story is little more than an in-joke; as 
Michael S. Reynolds has pointed out ("Holman"), it may also contain 
a barb at Hemingway's mother, who had presented a copy of Holman 
Hunt's famous painting "The Light of the World" to the Third Con- 
gregational Church in 1905. 

Yet however ironically, "The Light of the World" establishes Hem- 
ingway's characteristic link between Christ and the world of the ring. 
"He was pretty good in there today," the First Soldier intones throughout 
"Today is Friday," and we recall Hemingway's line to Tate, quoted 
at the beginning of this essay, "They nailed Jesus in the 34th." Several 
critics have sensed a symbolic Communion service in "Big Two-Hearted 
River" {Stories 207-32; see Stewart) when Nick makes his "coffee ac- 
cording to Hopkins" (218); but it is also worth noting that the dead 
Hopkins was another man of action, a polo player, who consorted, 
rather like Ketchel, with a "Blonde Venus" (217). It is perhaps going 
too far to cite Nick's lazy profanity - 

" 
'Chrise,' Nick said, 'Geezus 

Chrise' " 
(216) - but like the harlot's similar "Oh, my sweet Christ" in 

"The Light of the World" (386) it serves to compound the vaguely re- 
ligious mood. Taking the name of Christ in vain thus functions as 
another screen, a red herring of ostensible apostasy to cover the Chris- 
tian trail. 

We need not take too seriously Hadley Richardson's complaint before 
their marriage that Hemingway could act as though he were "nailed 
to the cross" (qtd. in Griffin 195), or the avowal of his Spanish friend 
Jose Castillo-Puche that the very name of Christ gave Hemingway 
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gooseflesh (87). 7 But that Hemingway was in some way haunted by 
Christ is borne out again and again in his writings. He might joke to 
Dos Passos that Christ had "yellowed out on the cross" {Letters 354); 
but the identification with Christ is explicit in nearly every one of his 
brave men who will die. In For Whom the Bell Tolls (1940), for exam- 

ple, Pilar sarcastically links Robert Jordan with Christ when he in- 
vites his lover- aptly named Maria- to dry his feet with her hair: "First 
he is the Lord of the Manor. Now he is our ex-Lord Himself (203). 
But again, this is to mask, not to deny, the underlying pattern: Jor- 
dan, whose name recalls the biblical river (438), is soon to perish on 
his own hill. As Patrick Cheney has shown, the comparison is sus- 
tained through references to the two thieves of the gospel narrative 

(112), and Jordan's betrayer is called a Judas (391); aware of his in- 
evitable fate, Jordan also recalls the "cup" Jesus dreads in Gethsemane 

(181). Though Hemingway handles them clumsily, the archaic pro- 
nouns confer a biblical aura on the narrative, and Jordan's last promise 
to Maria - "I will go with thee wherever thou goest" (463) - easily sug- 
gests not only the Book of Ruth (1.16) but also Christ's "Lo, I am with 

you always" (Matt. 28.20). 
If Jordan's story conforms at least in part to the christic pattern, the 

protagonist of Hemingway's fifth novel Across the River and Into the Trees 
seems more appropriately cast as a sinner. "One half a hundred years 
old" and dying of heart disease, Colonel Richard Cantwell is arrogant 
and irascible, describing himself as "The unjust bitter criticizer who 

speaks badly of everyone" (229). By this point in Hemingway 's career, 
however, the crucifixion pattern was deeply entrenched, associated with 
moral as well as physical endurance. Cantwell's mutilated hand, as critics 
have pointed out almost with embarrassment, reminds his worshipful 
lover Renata of "the hand of our Lord" (84) - and for her, as perhaps 
ultimately for the author, the implied comparison betrays no shade of 

irony. Cantwell's wounds, approximating the stigmata, are both his 
mark of initiation and the insignia of the Man of Sorrows who, as 
Melville judged a century earlier, "saw what made him weep" (qtd. 
in Matthiessen 184). Like Cantwell, perhaps, Hemingway "only loved 

people . . . who had fought or been mutilated" (71). The Crucifixion 
elevated all such suffering and imparted meaning to the tragedy of 
human existence. As Maria ministers to Jordan in For Whom the Bell 
Tolls, moreover, Renata "serves" (143) the Colonel, her role to ful- 
fill the hero's suffering by sorrowing, as it were, at the foot of the 
cross. In a sense many of Hemingway's women are prefigured by the 

Magdalene - "his girl," as the Roman soldier describes her in "Today 
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is Friday" (358). Like the blowzy whores who venerate Steve Ketchel's 
memory in "The Light of the World," a hero's women will be faithful. 
"Just the women stuck by him," the First Soldier reports in "Today 
is Friday" (358). 

Like Hemingway's heroes, Christ could take it. But to appreciate 
the endurance of Christ and his unimpeachable manhood was less im- 
portant, surely, than probing his consciousness, the supremely isolated 
inner world of the dying man, as indeed some Victorian writers had 
tried to do. What was it like to face imminent death? Hemingway was 
to ponder this question repeatedly in his fiction, particularly after the 
suicide of his father in 1928 offered a negative example of cowardice 
(Bell 66, 469). Like the protagonist in "The Snows of Kilimanjaro" 
(Stories 52-77), Hemingway appears to have been obsessed by death - 

perhaps, like sex, a kind of knowing. In an odd passage in Green Hills 
of Africa (1935), Hemingway permits his imagination to enter the body 
of a wounded animal: "I thought suddenly how a bull elk must feel 
if you break a shoulder and he gets away and in the night I lay and 
felt it all, the whole thing as it would happen from the shock of the 
bullet to the end of the business ..." (148). A generation of clergy- 
men had encouraged a similar immersion in the Crucifixion, and as 
the ultimate encounter with the absolute, protracted and absorbing, 
the Crucifixion reverberates whenever Hemingway's characters ap- 
proach their consummation. 

Even as an expletive, one senses, Christ hovers over Hank Morgan's 
death in To Have and Have Not (1937), as pictured by his sorrowing 
wife Marie (whose name again recalls the gospels): "I was glad he died 
easy because Jesus Christ he must have suffered in that boat. I wonder 
if he thought about me or what he thought about. I guess like that you 
don't think about anybody. I guess it must have hurt too bad" (260). 
As we know, however, Morgan's suffering was excruciating: "At first 
he tried to brace himself against the roll with his good hand. Then he 
lay quietly and took it" (175). Morgan's ordeal, like Christ's, is intensely 
private, but we are permitted to share it: "He lay there, trying hard 
in all of him not to die long after he could not think. He was in the 
shadow now, as the boat drifted, and it was colder all the time" (181). 
The removal of Morgan's body from his boat is treated with all the 
solemnity of a Descent from the Cross (247); banked by three daughters, 
Marie is transfigured into a Mater Dolorosa whose first expression of 
grief unwittingly invokes the paradigm: 

" 'Oh Christ,' said Marie" (254). 
The Christ of his imagination provided Hemingway with a com- 

pelling and endlessly potent exemplum of man in extremis, holding tight 
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against pain and submitting unwhimperingly to the inevitable. It is 
in his explorations of the hero's pain, fully experienced in mind, blood, 
and bone, that Hemingway draws most specifically on the Crucifixion 
scenes of Farrar, Geikie, Fairbairn, and their imitators. Unlike their 
victim, the Roman soldiers in "Today is Friday" can face their ordeal 
only by getting drunk, thereby heightening by contrast Christ's rejec- 
tion of opiates. The dying man in "The Snows of Kilimanjaro" goes 
out in a haze of whiskey and soda. But Jordan - who has previously 
drunk absinthe, associated with the biblical wormwood and gall (51) - 
must face death sober: "the flask was not there when he felt for it" (467). 
And all the old Victorian narratives merge, blur, and revive again dur- 
ing Thomas Hudson's last moments in Islands in the Stream: 

The Sky was the blue sky of the eastern part of the island where the waves 
blow strongest and Thomas Hudson lay there and watched it and tried to hold 
his pain in control. He had refused the hypodermic of morphine that Henry 
had brought him because he thought he might still have to think. He knew he 
could always take it later on. ... 

"You want some water in your mouth, Tommy. Just nod your head." 
Thomas Hudson shook his head and looked out at the lake that was the in- 

side passage. (462) 

III 

As far as orthodox Christianity was concerned, Hemingway seems 
clearly to have categorized himself as an outsider, a lost sheep; and his 
doubtful alliance to Roman Catholicism after his marriage to Pauline 
Pfeiffer in 1927 did not diminish his sense of exclusion. "I know that 
no one writing as I write can be or has any right to be a member of 
any religious organization," he wrote in 1933 (letter to Hall, 16 Oct.). 
"Especially would I not wish to embarrass the church with my presense" 
[sic]. For most of his characters, similarly, the option of Christianity 
is implicitly rejected - but often regretfully, even wistfully. Jake Barnes, 
in The Sun Also Rises (1926), is "sorry he's such a rotten Catholic" (97), 
and Robert Jordan, moments from his death, takes time to wonder, 
"Who do you suppose has it easier? Ones with religion or just taking 
it straight?" (468). 

From time to time, Hemingway seems to have wondered the same 
thing, and his detachment from the piety of his youth was never quite 
complete. Was it better to "run as a Christian," in Cantwell's phrase 
(291)? Ezra Pound, Hemingway noted in A Moveable Feast (1964), "was 
kinder and more Christian about people than I was" (108); his dis- 
approval of Zelda Fitzgerald appears to be sealed, in the same book, 
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when she calls AI Jolson "greater than Jesus" (186). "Am feeling rough 
again today," he lamented to Charles Scribner in 1949, "just on the 
morning when I was going to try truly hard to be a Christian non-rough 
talking gent" {Letters 671; see also 181, 725). This is of course a pose, 
a shared irony between two men of the world; but it reflects again 
Hemingway's trick of bringing Christianity to the foreground of his 
discourse, as if once more to contemplate the subject under the cover 
of a joke - the same strategy he had adopted with another painful mat- 
ter, his father's suicide.8 When close friends pressed him about his be- 
liefs, he was elusive, cagey. Having goaded Castillo-Puche to ask who 
knew him best, Hemingway "appeared lost in thought for a moment, 
and I was quite certain that he was about to utter the word God; but 
he realized that that was what I was expecting him to say, so as he 
often did he turned the whole thing into a joke and said, 'My cat' " 

(24). 
Similar silliness pervades the correspondence of the early Fifties, when 

references to "Our Lord" cluster. "It would be awful if you were left 
up there alone like Our Lord, with both Mizener and Schulberg effed 
off," Hemingway wrote companionably to Malcom Cowley in 1951 
(19 Nov.). Cowley's Christmas message, Hemingway objected the same 
year (31 Dec), "didn't seem to have much to do with the birth of Our 
Lord which was the occasion we were all more or less celebrating. I 
kept waiting for my turn to look into the manger." Hemingway was 
still invoking Christ in reference to physical courage in 1952 (13 July), 
when he complained to Charles Fenton that novelist Irwin Shaw knew 
"about as much about combat as Our Lord Jesus Christ knew about 
the cross before they loaded it on his back and started him up that hill." 

It can hardly be mere coincidence either that these letters follow 
closely upon the time that Hemingway was drafting The Old Man and 
the Sea, for to no other modern novel have Crucifixion patterns been 
so widely attributed. Critics have noted ad nauseum that Santiago col- 
lapses under his mast and that he utters "a noise such as a man might 
make, involuntarily, feeling the nail go through his hands and into the 
wood" (107). Others, such as G. R. Wilson, Jr., have sought to ex- 
tend the symbolism further with reference to the liturgical year or the 
master-disciple relationship of Santiago and Manolo. In themselves, 
these elements hardly constitute an imitatio christi; as Theodore Ziel- 
kowski has complained with regard to the novel, not every character 
who stretches out his arms can be a Christ figure (28). Wolfgang Witt- 
kowski, in The Hemingway Review, insists that the Crucifixion model 
in The Old Man and the Sea is in fact subsumed by one more aggressive, 
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the professional fighter (17). As we have seen, however, the crucified 
Christ and the fighter in the ring were blended in Hemingway's mind; 
and though The Old Man and the Sea is neither allegory nor cryptic con- 
fession of faith, it is rightly considered the culmination of Hemingway's 
lifelong involvement with Christ. No matter that Santiago has lost his 

prize: "It is in defeat that we become Christian," as Frederic Henry 
proposes in A Farewell to Arms. "I don't mean technically Christian. I 
mean like Our Lord. We are all gentler now because we have been 
beaten. How would Our Lord have been if Peter had rescued him in 
the Garden?" (178). 

For Hemingway, whose early world of vested choir and Plymouth 
League was long gone, formal and confident identification with the 
Christian religion was no longer possible. What was left of his Chris- 

tianity had gone underground, surfacing cautiously from time to time 
in nervous banter, in the name of his Cuban cat, Crazy Christian 

(Hotchner 15), or in the slightly drunken ramblings of some of his let- 
ters to Mary Welsh (Sept. -Oct. 1944).9 But he never relinquished his 
sense of what was best in Christianity, and he retained to the last a 

private vision of manhood as exemplified in the Christ that his heritage 
had engrained. Lord of heroes and master of death, the crucified Christ 
of Victorian popular literature furnished Hemingway with an endur- 

ing image of courage: the eternal pattern, in the words of Santiago, 
of "what a man can do and what a man endures" (66). 

Hope College 

NOTES 

1 . Selected Letters (550). Unless otherwise indicated, citations from unpublished letters 
to and from Hemingway refer to manuscripts in the Hemingway Collection, John 
Fitzgerald Kennedy Library. Copyright Mary Hemingway, John Hemingway, Patrick 
Hemingway, and Gregory Hemingway. Quoted by permission of the Hemingway 
Foundation. I am grateful to Joan O'Connor, Curator of the Hemingway Collection, 
for her assistance, and to the staff of the First United Church of Oak Park, Illinois, 
for making available to me the published writings of the Rev. William E. Barton. 
Finally, I owe a debt of gratitude to my former student Matthew A. Fike, whose 
research and suggestions were invaluable to me in the preparation of this essay. 

2. On Christian symbolism in The Old Man and the Sea, see Baker, Gurko (159), 
Hamilton, Killinger (79-80), Moseley (205-13), Pawley (27), Williams (182-86), Wilson, 
and most of the essays collected in Jobes. Scott Donaldson offers an excellent survey 
of Hemingway's religious views (222-40); book-length discussions include Grimes, 
Isabelle, and Killinger. 
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3. Headmaster of Marlborough College and Chaplain to the Queen and House 
of Commons, Farrar was already a prominent clergyman and writer; his Life of Christ 
sold twelve thousand copies the first year and soon ran through thirty editions {Pals 
78-79). 

4. Kissinger's bibliography lists more than six hundred Lives of Christ published 
in England and America between 1874 and 1920. The authors I cite here are those 
most frequently quoted and apparently most influential. 

5. Interestingly enough, one of Hemingway's critics picks up an element in the 
Crucifixion narratives I do not find in Hemingway, the view that Christ literally died 
of a "broken heart" (Killinger 80). Abraham Coles furnishes the following note: "In 
case of Rupture of the Heart, the contraction which should drive the blood into the 
arteries, forces it into the Pericardium, filling and distending it, and if the rent is large 
death follows immediately. . . . Should the containing sac be punctured under such 
circumstances, there would necessarily be an escape of gore and serum, popularly de- 
scribed as blood and water. ... It is singular that the great painters make the mistake 
of picturing the wound on the right side instead of the left" (322). Barton, who rejects 
the idea, locates its source in an 1847 work by a Dr. Stroud (Day by Day with Jesus 273). 

6. Barton's success in rehabilitating Christ's manhood is perhaps confirmed by the 
fortunes of his son Bruce. Though he failed to follow his father's calling, the younger 
Barton, a friend of Hemingway's, achieved a more thorough approximation of the 
American ideal by establishing himself on Madison Avenue. His own contribution 
to religious literature was The Man Nobody Knows: A Discovery of the Real Jesus (1924). 
Like Conant, Bruce Barton imagined a Christ radiant with virility: men followed him, 
but women worshiped him, commanded by "the calm assurance of those blue eyes . . ." 
(45). In Barton's picture, Christ's transformation into a red-blooded American is con- 
summate; as the book develops, Christ is presented rather ingeniously as "The Founder 
of Modern Business" (Chapter 6). A letter to Hemingway from his father (21 June 
1928) includes a clipping from an article in The Oak Parker which complains, "it is in- 
congruous that Ernest Hemingway should have been born in Oak Park, the village 
of churches and the birthplace of Bruce Barton" (Ovitt). In fact Bruce Barton wrote 
a sympathetic review of The Sun Also Rises for the Atlantic (April 1927). 

7. Scott Donaldson points out that Hemingway was markedly superstitious (230-34), 
and the contemporary religious fiction Hemingway knew- The Robe (1942) by Lloyd 
C. Douglas (see Mary Hemingway 164), and "The Other Wise Man" by Henry Van 
Dyke (Letters 758) - conventionally treated the Crucifixion with a half-superstitious 
awe. According to Michael S. Reynolds's inventory (Hemingways Reading 93), Hem- 
ingway also owned The Nazarene by Sholem Asch (1939). 

8. In late December 1928 Hemingway wrote to John Dos Passos, "Every other 
day we shoot snipe for the day after. My old man shot himself on the other hand (not 
in the other hand. In the head) as you may have read in the paper." He confided 
later to Max Perkins (3 Oct. 1929), "I couldn't pay any attention when my father died- 
because I would get out of the book [A Farewell to Arms] and lose it. . . ." 

9. The letter contains the following verse: "Onward Christian soldiers / Marching 
to a whore / With the cross of Mary Welsh / Going on before. / You must do it all 
alone / (Throw your love away) / You must do it slowly now / Slowly now and pray 
/ Pray to all of nothing / Pray to all of nil / Throw away your own true love / Walking 
up a hill." As Mrs. Hemingway remarks in How It Was, "It didn't read finished" (120); 
but the lines are arresting in their evocation of the isolation and nada that tend to 
characterize Hemingway's uses of the Crucifixion. 
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