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One of Ernest Hemingway’s great talents, of course, was his ability
to create the illusion of first-hand experience: “That is natural,”
Hemingway explained, “because while you were making [experiences]
up, you had to make them happen to the person who was telling them.
If you do this successfully enough you make the person who is reading
them believe that the things happened to him too” (Reynolds 10). And
this passage sounds strikingly like Nick Adams, whose own theory of
writing is explained in the original ending of “Big Two-Hearted
River,” eventually published by Philip Young in The Nick Adams
Stories as “On Writing":

The only writing that was any good was what you made up,
what you imagined. . . . Everything good he’d ever written
he’d made up. None of it had ever happened. . . . Nick in the
stories was never himself. He made him up. Of course he’d
never seen an Indian woman having a baby. That was what
made it good. Nobody knew that. He’d seen a woman having a
baby on the road to Karagatch and tried to help her. That was
the way it was. (237-38)

Both of these “theories,” however, beg several fundamental questions.
Hemingway’s and Nick’s easy and clear-cut distinctions between “the
way it was” and the “made up,” between life and art, strain
credibility; and their insistence on the distinctions smacks of
evasiveness and defensiveness rather than naiveté. Without extensive
qualifications, who, now, believes either of them?

That what Hemingway and Nick call “making up” can be more
accurately termed “making over”—both of the experiences and of the
tellers of those experiences—has become a critical commonplace, one
solidified by the opening of the Hemingway materials in the Kennedy
Library. Hemingway’s surviving drafts and revisions generally

61






