
the snows of kilimanjaro by ernest hemingway

The Snows of Kilimanjaro is a poignant and thought-provoking short story by Ernest Hemingway, first

published in 1936. This masterful piece delves into themes of mortality, regret, and the human

experience through the lens of a dying man, Harry, who reflects on his life while facing the inevitable.

Hemingway's unique writing style, characterized by its economy and profound symbolism, invites

readers to explore not only the surface narrative but also the deeper meanings underlying the

characters' interactions and their environment.

Overview of the Story

Set against the backdrop of the African wilderness, "The Snows of Kilimanjaro" tells the story of Harry,

a writer who is afflicted by a gangrenous leg wound while on safari in Tanzania. Accompanied by his

wealthy wife, Helen, Harry grapples with his impending death and the regrets that come with it. As he

lays in the shadow of Mount Kilimanjaro, he reflects on his past, particularly his choices and missed

opportunities.

Thematic Exploration

Hemingway's story is rich in themes that resonate with readers on multiple levels. Some of the most

significant themes include:

Mortality: The awareness of death looms large over Harry as he contemplates his life and the

inevitability of his fate.

Regret: Harry's reflections reveal a deep sense of regret for not fully utilizing his talents and the



paths he did not take.

Isolation: Despite being surrounded by the vibrant African landscape and his wife, Harry feels

profoundly isolated, both physically and emotionally.

Nature vs. Civilization: The story juxtaposes the raw, untamed beauty of nature with the

constraints of civilized life, presenting a conflict between the two realms.

Character Analysis

The characters in "The Snows of Kilimanjaro" are intricately developed, with Harry and Helen serving

as the central figures in this exploration of human consciousness.

Harry

Harry is a complex character defined by his inner turmoil and existential reflections. As a writer, he

possesses a sharp intellect and sensitivity, but he is plagued by self-doubt and a sense of failure. His

physical suffering from the gangrene symbolizes his deeper emotional and spiritual decay. Key aspects

of Harry's character include:

- Pride and Arrogance: Harry often exhibits a sense of superiority, particularly in his disdain for those

he perceives as less artistic or intelligent.

- Regret and Reflection: Throughout the story, Harry's reflections reveal a man who recognizes his

squandered potential and the superficiality of his past pursuits.

- Despair: As he confronts his mortality, Harry's despair becomes palpable, capturing the essence of a

man who feels trapped by his own choices.



Helen

Helen, Harry's wife, plays a critical role in the story, representing both love and the societal pressures

associated with wealth. Her character contrasts sharply with Harry's, as she embodies a sense of

practicality and resilience. Key aspects of Helen's character include:

- Compassion: Helen's devotion to Harry is evident as she attempts to comfort him during his suffering,

showcasing her love and commitment.

- Frustration: Despite her efforts, Helen is often frustrated by Harry's attitude and his unwillingness to

embrace life or accept help.

- Symbol of Civilization: Helen represents the civilized world that Harry rejects, highlighting the tension

between art and commerce, as well as between love and despair.

Symbolism in the Story

Hemingway's use of symbolism enriches the narrative, allowing readers to engage with the text on a

deeper level. Some prominent symbols include:

Mount Kilimanjaro

The titular mountain serves as a multifaceted symbol throughout the story. It represents:

- The Pinnacle of Achievement: For Harry, Kilimanjaro symbolizes the heights of artistic and personal

achievement that he has failed to reach.

- Death and the Afterlife: The snow-capped peak evokes thoughts of purity and transcendence,

contrasting sharply with Harry's decaying body.

- Nature's Indifference: The mountain stands as a reminder of nature's permanence and indifference to

human suffering, emphasizing the theme of isolation.



The Hyena

The hyena that appears in Harry's fevered dreams represents:

- Predatory Nature of Life: The hyena embodies the harsh realities of existence, lurking as a reminder

of death and decay.

- Harry's Internal Struggle: The creature symbolizes Harry's own fears and regrets, manifesting the

darkness that resides within him.

Writing Style and Techniques

Hemingway's distinctive writing style is characterized by its precision and economy, often referred to as

the "iceberg theory," where the surface narrative only hints at deeper truths. Notable techniques

include:

- Minimalist Prose: Hemingway employs short, declarative sentences that convey complex emotions

with clarity and precision.

- Stream of Consciousness: The narrative often shifts between past and present, reflecting Harry's

thought processes and internal monologue.

- Dialogue: The dialogue between Harry and Helen serves to reveal character dynamics and emotional

tension, often laden with subtext.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Upon its publication, "The Snows of Kilimanjaro" received mixed reviews, though it has since been

recognized as one of Hemingway's significant works. Critics have praised its exploration of existential

themes, the depth of character development, and the vivid portrayal of the African landscape.



Hemingway's influence on modern literature is undeniable, and this story exemplifies his mastery of the

short story form. It has inspired countless writers and continues to be studied in academic settings for

its thematic richness and stylistic innovation.

Conclusion

In "The Snows of Kilimanjaro," Ernest Hemingway crafts a powerful narrative that traverses the

complexities of life, death, and the human condition. Through the character of Harry, readers are

invited to reflect on their own lives and the choices they make, while the symbolism of Kilimanjaro

serves as a poignant reminder of the heights of aspiration and the depths of despair. Hemingway's

ability to convey profound truths through minimalist prose ensures that this short story remains a vital

piece of literature, resonating with readers across generations. The themes of mortality, regret, and the

search for meaning continue to spark conversation and introspection, making "The Snows of

Kilimanjaro" a timeless exploration of the human experience.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'The Snows of Kilimanjaro'?

The main themes include the inevitability of death, the struggle for artistic integrity, the conflict between

civilization and nature, and the concept of regret over unfulfilled potential.

How does Hemingway use the setting of Kilimanjaro in the story?

Hemingway uses Kilimanjaro as a symbol of unattainable dreams and the ultimate goal of life,

contrasting the majestic snow-capped peak with the protagonist's deteriorating condition.



What is the significance of the protagonist's reflections on his past in

the story?

The protagonist's reflections serve to highlight his regrets and missed opportunities, providing insight

into his character and illuminating the theme of mortality and introspection.

How does Hemingway's writing style contribute to the narrative in 'The

Snows of Kilimanjaro'?

Hemingway's terse and economical prose enhances the emotional weight of the story, allowing for

deep psychological exploration while maintaining a sense of immediacy and realism.

What role do the secondary characters play in the story?

The secondary characters, particularly Helen, serve to reflect and contrast the protagonist's internal

struggles, providing a lens through which his fears and desires are magnified.

How does 'The Snows of Kilimanjaro' reflect Hemingway's personal

experiences?

The story mirrors Hemingway's own struggles with health, creativity, and existential concerns, as well

as his love for Africa and the natural world, making it a deeply personal narrative.
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