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“Who has an idea as to what Hemingway was going for in this paragraph?”


The cluttering hum of the air conditioner in the back offered its take on the teacher’s prompt.  It largely consisted of determined yet subservient droning.


While not much of a scholastic answer, it was more effort than any of the students were putting in.


In recognition, Dr. Richards read, “It was late and every one had left the café except an old man who sat in the shadow the leaves of the tree made against the electric light.  In the day time the street was dusty, but at night the dew settled the dust and the old man liked to sit late because he was deaf and now at night it was quiet and he felt the difference.”  She looked up, “Can anyone tell me, after having read this short story, why he would bother speaking of this shadow that the leaves are casting?”


Hummm ahummm ahummm, went the air conditioner.


A male hand was raised.


“Yes?” Dr. Richards said.


“The tree, which is large enough to hang over a man sitting at a table, is a symbol of a long-endured life, and the shadow it makes is the sorrow and despair that comes as a result of it,” the student said.  “He’s sitting in the shadow as an allegory of his hopeless outlook; a theme which we get to see repeated in a bunch of metaphors throughout the piece.”

Another student raised her hand.


“It, like, talks about how the old man is sad, so maybe, like, he’s sitting in the shadow because of that.”


“Very good,” Dr. Richards commended her.  “Now, we move on to the beginning of paragraph 19.”  She pushed her thick block glasses closer up her nose and dictated, “‘You should have killed yourself last week,’ he said to the deaf man.  The old man motioned with his finger. ‘A little more,’ he said.  The waiter poured on into the glass so that the brandy slopped over and ran down the stem into the top saucer of the pile.  ‘Thank you,’ the old man said.”  She looked round the class at the few students who were bothering to gander inside the text.  “What does this tell us about this waiter’s personality?”

After the ritual of the air conditioner’s overture and the awkward ascension of the lone hand, it belonged, this time, to another of the girls.

“He’s mean,” she introduced and concluded in two words.


The boy looked around at the sparse collection of blank bodies, their very beings like dull clay, too difficult to sculpt.  Dr. Richards, herself, looked ready to go on without even touching on the intricate beauty lain within the passage.


He couldn’t resist.  He raised his hand.


“When the old man says, ‘A little more’, I don’t think the old man was referring to the brandy,” he said.

“Oh?”


“Look, he says it in direct response to, ‘You should have killed yourself last week.’  Perhaps he was asking for a little more time—or even, both.  The alcohol could very well be another symbol of living and having the time to live.

That’s why, later, after the old man is kicked out of the café and the younger waiter suggests they just sell him a bottle of booze to take home, the older waiter replies, ‘It’s not the same.’  He knows that the time we’re given isn’t something to be squandered away in loneliness and self destruction; if you’re going to do it, you ought to do it in good company.


And, from another approach, reference is made later on as to how clean the old man is…so why, then, would he order the younger waiter to pour him so much brandy as to have it spill over the sides of the cup and into the saucer beneath?  He wants time—now—in his darkest hour—as much as he can get of it without causing too much of a mess!”

Another girl raised her hand.


“Uhmm, see,” she said, “that doesn’t work because right here, it says the old man’s deaf, so he must’ve just wanted to have more alcohol.”


The outside of his head nodded in polite submission, but the insides fumed with explanations regarding analogies between the old man’s deafness and the battle scars and tribulations he’s experienced which have lead him to his depression.


Dr. Richards continued for several minutes.  The class allowed her to analyze the literature for them, while he allowed the class to allow her to analyze the literature for them.

Finally, she read aloud the triumphant climax with a saddening lack of passion, “‘Good night,’ the other said.  Turning off the electric light he continued the conversation with himself.  It is the light of course but it is necessary that the place be clean and pleasant.  You do not want music.  Certainly you do not want music.  Nor can you stand before a bar with dignity although that is all that is provided for these hours.  What did he fear?  It was not fear or dread.  It was a nothing that he knew too well.  It was all a nothing and a man was nothing too.  It was only that and light was all it needed and a certain cleanness and order.  Some lived in it and never felt it but he knew it was all nada y pues nada y nada y pues nada.  Our nada who art in nada, nada be thy name thy kingdom nada thy will be nada in nada as it is in nada.  Give us this nada our daily nada and nada us our nada as we nada our nadas and nada us not into nada but deliver us from nada; pues nada.  Hail nothing full of nothing, nothing is with thee.”

The class considered this with thoughts as pure and simplistic as the mechanical lull above them.
“This is a very sacrilegious theme that Hemingway is taking.  What do you think he means by it?”

“What does he mean?” the student asked his mind.  “He’s speaking of having nothing.  He’s taking the Lord’s Prayer and rather than using an Almighty Power to place all his faith into, he’s putting it into nothing.  And this poor, sweet old waiter believes this and offers this café which declares this very philosophy:  in one spot, a tree, a life, and the misery, the shadow, that is a result of it, while everywhere else is a clean, well-lighted place—or, more importantly, a place that has NOTHING and makes no qualms about hiding it.  THAT is what he means.

But the younger waiter doesn’t respect or understand this.  All he wants to do is go home to his bed and his wife and his sleep.  Does he care to comprehend, to understand, to feel?

It’s essential!  What could be more?  When you find something, you fucking well pick it up, move it around in your fingers!  You touch it, lick it, toss it, fondle it, beat it, kiss it, believe in it!  You DO NOT just give it a glance and toss it aside!  There are things to be learned, and what are you all doing?  Regurgitating MLA format and giving typical, superfluous, obvious answers!
I UNDERSTAND you, Mr. Hemingway, and I appreciate that you were clever enough to write it and I am clever enough to read it and understand it, even if it’s in my own way.  But where are you now?  Where are you to hear the words, ‘Here, sir, you’ve done very nicely with this—it has touched me,’ or, ‘I think I have known something like what you have described here…if so, I am sorry, sir’?

Who amongst us shall stand and try on these fragments of life without ruining a pyramid by observing it, pebble by pebble?  Who, indeed, has the wit to travel to the country where said pyramid is to look at it, in the first place?

Honest?  I like to think of myself as being that older waiter in the café…but I fear this outlook makes me more akin to the deaf old man, wallowing in gloom.  Yet if that is my road, then so be it; and maybe the understanding of all this ridiculousness is what’s keeping me on it, but I can’t quite envision being on any other.
So answer her question in your vague and thoughtless ways, my classmates.  You’re obviously not put here to grasp the same way I am, but perhaps the fact that you at least try to cut down a tree using a toothpick is good enough for you.”

A girl raised her hand.

“Hemingway means, like, he doesn’t like God,” she said.

“Ah,” thought the boy, “I guess things are as they should be.”
