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Cambridge VCE English Units 3&4
New text resource: A Farewell to Arms

Area of study 1: Reading and responding

Set texts: novels
A Farewell to Arms (Ernest Hemingway)
Overview


First published in 1929, Ernest Hemingway’s novel A Farewell to Arms is widely regarded as the finest war novel published about the First World War. The novel is somewhat autobiographical, since it is based, in part, on Hemingway’s experiences as an ambulance driver stationed in Italy and the unhappy outcome of the love affair that he had there.

The story is told by the mature Frederic Henry who recalls his youthful love affair and experiences during the First World War.  The story, therefore, is told as a retrospective tale, with the older Henry reflecting upon this turbulent period. While the older Henry is the narrator, the protagonist is the young Henry an American who enlists with the Italian Army because the United States has not yet entered the war. The novel considers the life-changing powers of two separate events:  the power of love and the effect it can have on a man’s life and, secondly, the destructive effects of the war.


Located in the frigid mountains around the Italian border the story we meet Frederic as he serves with the Italian army in the ambulance brigade. The army’s job at this point is to prevent the Austro-Hungarian forces from assisting the Germans on the Western Front.

After a period of leave Frederic returns to the unit and, accompanied by his room-mate Rinaldi, meets the British nurses Catherine Barkley and Helen Ferguson. Both women are independent thinkers and Frederic is drawn to Catherine due to a mix of her physical attractiveness and her assertive opinions on the war. She reveals that her fiancé has been killed in combat. It is not long before Catherine and Frederic pursue a relationship.

While hiding from the enemy, in a dugout, Frederic and his fellow ambulance drivers are bombed. One driver is killed and Frederic receives a leg injury that requires substantial treatment. He is transferred to a hospital in Milan for recuperation. Catherine is transferred to the same hospital and they resume their relationship. Ultimately, however, what starts as a flirtatious game becomes serious and they declare their love for each other before having sex in one of the hospital beds.


The summer months are idyllically spent in Milan as Frederic recovers from surgery on his leg. During this time they eat and drink in restaurants and spend nights together, effectively experiencing a honeymoon. After Frederic is recalled to the Front, Catherine reveals that she is three months pregnant. It is during this period that ambulance driver Frederic ominously buys a gun for personal protection signally a change in his attitude towards the war.

Stationed at Caporetto, Frederic experiences the chaos of the German assault and, when the Italian defensive lines are broken, he and the rest of his unit flee to safety. When his ambulance is bogged in the mud it seems that Frederic and his passengers will be overtaken by the invading German forces. When Frederic, as a lieutenant, orders the engineers to assist in moving the ambulance and when they refuse to do so, Frederic shoots the deserting sergeant using the gun he has purchased in Milan.


Lurching from one disaster to another Frederic and his companions leave the ambulance behind and flee on foot. In the distance they see German soldiers and this creates further chaos. The Italian forces are now firing on their own men, both through accident and for the crime of desertion. Fearing that he will be shot or seen as a spy Frederic decides to dive into the Tagliamento River. When he finally surfaces, Frederic realises that all parties will believe that he is dead and that this is his opportunity to be reunited with Catherine. His desertion, therefore, is not premeditated but a product of the circumstances in which he finds himself. He feels that he has done his duty, survived the chaos and can therefore begin a new phase in his life with Catherine and their baby.


Frederic arrives in Milan to find that Catherine and Helen have gone to Stresa. He follows her there and they are reunited. When it becomes apparent that he will be arrested for desertion he seeks the aid of the barman Emilio, who provides them with a boat for the journey across the lake to Switzerland. In this neutral country they feel that they have left the war behind them.


After spending the winter in Montreaux they move to Lausanne where Catherine is taken to hospital. The baby is stillborn and Catherine dies from haemorrhaging. Frederic, speechless and heartbroken wanders alone into the rain.

Characters

Lieutenant Frederic Henry


When we meet Frederic he is portrayed as underdeveloped, although we must remember that we see him through the interpretation of his older self and the many experiences that older man brings to the novel.  Many characters suspect that there is a deeper aspect to his personality, but at this point it is hidden behind his participation in “manly pursuits” and a devotion to personal duty that has seen him travel to Italy to participate in a war that his own country is not involved in.


Frederic declines nominations for personal awards for bravery as he believes not in honour but in duty. This is a concept typical of the Hemingway hero. Typical too is that Frederic has spent his holiday in the brothels indulging his base instincts and forgetting the war for a short time.


On the other hand Frederic is the only member of the unit who will discuss abstract notions with the Priest and who does not participate in the slightly malicious taunting of the spiritual man. For his part, the Priest sees in Frederic the potential for both love and devotion, although at this point Frederic himself is adamant that he is incapable of feeling either of these things.


When he meets Catherine he is attracted both by her beauty and her straight talking about the realities of the war. Initially he treats Catherine as a participant in a game of bridge “I did not love Catherine Barkley, nor had any idea of loving her.” Their relationship is a diversion from the realities of the war that surrounds them and nothing more. As she nurses him, and their relationship deepens, Frederic becomes aware that he has fallen in love with her.

Similarly, although he has been at the front line of the war it is not until he is injured and until he witnesses war first-hand in the death of his comrade that he begins to question his involvement. In essence, through the injury, the uncertainty of recovery and the growth of his love Frederic emerges into a more rounded, mature and worldly man. The “baby” Rinaldi knows and “good/nice boy” Catherine first refers to becomes aware of the horror of the war and senseless waste of the slaughter that he has witnessed.

Catherine Barkley


The female lead character in the novel is Catherine Barkley, an English nurse who has volunteered to serve in Italy. The death of her fiancé has changed the way in which Catherine views life and conventional morality. When we meet her she has been engaged for eight years and remains a virgin, a state she clearly intends to rectify as soon as possible.


Catherine admits that her grief has made her “crazy” during this time, her behaviour has a hint of the hysterical and she still carries her fiancé’s riding crop around with her for example. She is clear that she has lost her faith in God and the afterlife, believing only in the here and now. Catherine is more mature than Frederic and is initially aggressive in her pursuit of him; it is she who initiates the “game” of seduction between them. Catherine engages in the relationship willingly and is worldlier than she appears – their “game” provides a respite from the horrible reality of the war that surrounds them. 

Despite her intentions Catherine falls in love with Frederic although she is realistic about his feelings for her “You don’t have to pretend you love me,” she tells Henry “You see I’m not mad…”


Critics have decried Catherine’s transformation in the text from independent woman to dependent, pregnant homemaker. Once she falls in love, however, Catherine becomes dedicated to Frederic and dedication to him replaces traditional religious devotion in her life “You’re my religion” she tells him. Catherine faces each challenge presented to her on equal footing with Frederic. She faces the social opprobrium represented by Helen with grace.


In a world torn apart by war Catherine is aware that the old certainties are under attack. Her life is drastically altered by the war: her fiancé is dead; she is working as a nurse, living independently in a foreign country. The reality of death is one she is familiar with in both her personal life and her work.

Lieutenant Rinaldi


The surgeon Rinaldi is a committed philanderer, a man of the flesh.  Rinaldi is the first of the unit to meet Catherine and he is drawn to her in his usual light-hearted manner “I am now in love with Miss Barkley.”


Once, however, he introduces Frederic to Catherine and notices their mutual attraction he stands aside to allow Frederic to pursue her. Rinaldi’s attitude is a contrast to that of the priest; he represents the physical aspects of life. He appears to have no ideals or belief in a higher power, relying on his skills as a surgeon to save lives.

The Priest


The priest represents a spiritual life and challenges Frederic to consider other, less tangible more abstract, aspects of life such as glory and honour. Unlike the other men in the unit, Frederic does not mock the priest and his beliefs. They become friends of a sort and have a number of conversations about the meaning of love and life. The priest reassures Frederic of his innate ability to love. When he tells him that he does not love anyone, and certainly does not love God the Priest says “You will…I know you will.” 

Helen Ferguson


Helen Ferguson is a Scottish nurse and friend of Catherine Barkley. She operates in the text as a counterpoint to Catherine and represents a more conservative attitude towards women’s roles, sexuality and social norms. It is Helen who warns Frederic about getting Catherine pregnant when they begin their affair, just as she castigates him for Catherine’s situation when they meet again in Stresa. Helen is, however, a loyal friend who genuinely wishes the best for Catherine, even though she is critical of her choices.

DIY

1. For each of the characters listed above draw a figure like the one below on a sheet of A4 paper. You are asked to think about the feelings, attitudes and beliefs that you experience throughout the play
a) In the head, list your thoughts.
b) In the chest, list your feelings.
c) Draw speech bubbles and write down key quotes from the play
d) In the legs, write down the major actions that your character endures.
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Cultural, historical and social setting


A Farewell to Arms is set during World War I When it was published in 1929, this experience was still fresh in the minds and hearts of many of the readers. The Great War as it was known commenced in August 1914 following the assassination of the Archduke of Austria Francis Ferdinand in the Balkan city of Sarajevo. This event triggered a war that lasted until the Peace Armistice was signed on November 11, 1918. The horror and destruction that followed was not like any other war that the world had ever seen.

DIY

2. Use the internet to research the causes of the First World War and present your findings to the class.

3. On a map, locate the following places that are significant in the text:

· Julian Alps

· Milan

· Stresa

· Lake Maggiore

· The Swiss Alps

· Caporetto

4. What impact did the development of mechanised warfare have on perceptions of the ‘glory’ of war?

5. Why did the United States of America remain neutral for much of the First World War? Why did this change?

6. Research the role of nurses during the First World War and the history of battlefield nursing.

Themes

War


Clearly a novel set during the World War I will have something key to say about the human condition and its glorification of violence on a mass scale. Hemingway’s generation were exposed to war on an unprecedented scale and as a result, by the end of the 1930s had produced a collection of texts that reflected their experiences on the killing fields of Europe. For many soldiers war was seen as a ‘great adventure’ and young men were exposed to horrors for which they were totally psychologically unprepared as a result of this glorious depiction of war. A Farewell to Arms is not a pacifist novel nor, however, does it glorify war. Hemingway seems to be telling us that war is a part of the human condition.


Frederic’s experience of war is one of steady disillusionment.  While his sense of duty has compelled him to go to war the language that he uses to describe the experience removes himself, and the reader, from the experience and thus from glamorising it.  Instead we witness the brutal and trying conditions that the soldiers face and are privy to the harsh realities of the daily waging of war. Often the situations seem to spiral out of control with little regard for rational or even moral behaviours. Even Frederic himself becomes violent when his own safety is at risk. Hemingway does seem keen to remind us that there is no glory or glamour in war - Frederic, for example, is wounded while eating cheese and discussing the war in a dugout with his comrades.
Love


What begins as a way of escaping the grim realities of the war by commencing an affair becomes a critical and life-affirming experience for Frederic and Catherine. We watch as their relationship deepens, from a physical diversion into something that shapes the lives and philosophies of both participants.

Frederic does not believe that he is capable of the kind of love described by the Priest “What you tell me about in the nights. That is not love. That is only passion and lust. When you love you wish to do things for. You wish to sacrifice for. You wish to serve.” While the Priest is, of course, describing his love for God and the commitment that vocation demands, Frederic learns that this same principle also applies to his relationship with Catherine. This equating of religious love and romantic love occurs at several points in the novel. Count Greffi for example also affirms this belief, as does Catherine in her famous words to Frederic when she declares “You’re my religion.”

Love changes both Frederic and Catherine, both find a reason to live amongst the daily exhibitions of death. Frederic wants to live so that he can get back to Catherine and he deserts because he feels it is time to be with her, that he has done his duty to the war and it is now his duty to be by her side. Catherine, deprived once already of love, has a second-chance and plans with Frederic an idyllic life together with their child. They believe that nothing can harm them, even though they defy social conventions by being together without benefit of marriage.


The tragedy of the text is that their love is in fact doomed by death. While they are safe in Switzerland from the human interventions of war and police, they cannot be free from the vagaries and uncaring vicissitudes of nature. Ultimately, as Hemingway has foreshadowed for us, death will win out. Catherine and her child die, leaving Frederic alone. In terror and desperation he beseeches a God he does not believe in, to spare Catherine’s life. Hemingway, however, reassures us that there is no divine intervention, no caring or uncaring God, simply an unordered universe that neither man nor love can control.
DIY
7. For each of the themes above collate important quotes, key events and key character moments.
8. Who or what else in the text offers use insights into these themes.
Text structures and features

Writing style


Hemingway’s writing is celebrated for its clear, minimalist style. The following features are most often identified:

9. Stark style using minimal description and focusing on nouns and verbs than on adjectives and adverbs

10. Simple clear grammar

11. Limited vocabulary

12. Short, sharp sentences

13. Repetition of certain expressions

14. Common accessible language.

DIY

15. Pick your favourite scene and identify these features within it.
16. Pretend you are Catherine, recording events in your diary. Use Hemingway’s style to record your experiences.

The Hemingway Code Hero


Hemingway’s characters live a particular code that is predicated on the concept of death. Life, according to the code, must be lived to the fullest possible extent because the possibility of death looms at all times. Hemingway is very clear on the idea that there is no afterlife, for him death is the end. Hemingway Code Heroes, therefore, live for physical gratification and earthly rewards. Under the code there is no god or grand plan, therefore the universe is unordered and man can only control those things within his personal domain. The characters, therefore, act because they are impelled by personal impetus rather than universal laws or rules of behaviour.
Symbols

Rain


Rain symbolises death in A Farewell to Arms. Hemingway shows us the disintegration of happiness or an omen of suffering and death. “I am afraid of the rain, because sometimes I see myself dead in it...and sometimes I see you dead in it.” Many of the deaths in the novel occur when rain is falling.

DIY
17. Locate the following examples in the text and explain how Hemingway uses the rain as a motif:
· The outbreak of cholera
· Their farewell in Milan

· The fall of Caporetto

· Frederic’s fugitive train journey 

· Henry and Catherine’s night together in the hotel

· Their retreat across Lake Maggiore

· The birth of their baby

· Catherine’s death

Catherine’s hair


Catherine’s hair operates as a shield in the text, hiding and sheltering the lovers during periods of intimacy and helping to cover Catherine’s shame when she feels like a whore due to her moral transgressions. One of the first, few, physical details we have about Catherine is that her hair is striking and blond.

DIY
18. Make a list of the times that Catherine’s hair is mentioned in the text. What is she doing when it is referred to and how does she feel?
DIY – Text response topics
19. A Farewell to Arms is more about love than about war.  Do you agree with this interpretation of the text?

20. A Farewell to Arms tells us that true meaning is found in our relationships with others. Discuss.

21. Catherine is the true hero of the novel. Is this statement about A Farewell to Arms true?

22. Does loyalty override morality in A Farewell to Arms?

23. Although Frederic is a flawed hero, he is a hero nonetheless.  Do you agree?

24. Hemingway uses contrasts in A Farewell to Arms to tell his readers that there are no absolutes in life. What other techniques does Hemingway use to tell his story?

25. Is Frederic a reliable narrator?
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