Defining And Understanding Hemingway's Iceberg Theory

Author Ernest Hemingway was known for his lean, concise prose that relied primarily on dialogue and action to tell a story. It was Hemingway's stated belief that a writer should not write about everything he or she knows, but should keep superfluous information hidden as a way of strengthening the tension in the story. This style of writing came to be known as the iceberg theory of prose. Also known as the theory of omission, its characteristic use of short sentences and minimal description became a style that, although uniquely identifiable with Hemingway, also influenced other writers who followed. 

Origins of the Iceberg Theory

Hemingway began his writing career as a journalist, which is where he learned to write in a brief, straightforward style, objectively dealing with facts and omitting any information was not directly involved in the events he reported. When he began writing fiction, he found that many of the elements of journalistic writing lent themselves well to fiction. He set out to create a new theory of writing, one that differed greatly from the verbose literary forms of the 19th century. He called this new style of writing the iceberg theory, likening the story to an iceberg in which only the tip is visible, but under the surface there is an unseen mass.

Hemingway's Definition

As he began to write short stories, Hemingway discovered that you can do more with less. Hemingway believed that you could choose to omit certain elements of the story in such a way that, with good writing, those elements would still shine through. In his 1932 book, Death in The Afternoon, Hemingway describes his iceberg theory by explaining that if you truly know the subject you are writing about, inside and out, you are then free to omit things. He goes on to say that the use of this theory cannot be used as an excuse for you not knowing your subject.  

Examples of the Iceberg Theory in Hemingway's Writing

Hemingway's use of the iceberg theory was present in his early works. His early short stories, such as "Indian Camp," "Hills Like White Elephants," and "A Clean Well Lighted Place," are each driven by action and devoid of narrative exposition.  In "A Clean Well Lighted Place," a mundane conversation between two cafe waiters at closing time reveal a wealth of information about the characters and those around them. The Sun Also Rises, Hemingway's first major literary success, was simultaneously praised and criticized for its use of minimalist, short sentences and brief descriptions. While some critics found Hemingway's style of stripped prose refreshing and accessible, others felt the style of writing was oversimplified and devoid of substance.

Legacy of the Iceberg Theory

By moving literature away from the prose of the 19th century, Hemingway's iceberg theory has had a major impact on American literature that followed. His influence is apparent in works as wide ranging as crime novels and pulp fiction that rose to prominence in the years following WWII, to contemporary writers. Even writers who are not fans of Hemingway's subject matter have acknowledged the influence of the iceberg theory. 
