ICEBERG PRINCIPLE

If it is any use to know it, | always try to write on the principle of the iceberg. There is seven-eighths of
it underwater for every part that shows. Anything you know you can eliminate and it only strengthens your
iceberg. It is the part that doesn't show. If a writer omits something because he does not know it then there
is a hole in the story [Minimalism].

Ernest Hemingway, Interview, Writers at Work
The Paris Review Interviews (Second series), 1963

If a writer of prose knows enough about what he is writing about he may omit things that he knows and
the reader, if the writer is writing truly enough, will have a feeling of those things as strongly as though the
writer had stated them. The dignity of movement of an iceberg is due to only one-eighth of it being above
water.

Hemingway, Death in the Afternoon (1932) 192

EXAMPLES

Krebs went to the war from a Methodist college in Kansas. There is a picture which shows him among
his fraternity brothers, all of them wearing exactly the same height and style collar. He enlisted in the
Marines in 1917 and did not return to the United States until the second division returned from the Rhine in
the summer of 1919.

There is a picture which shows him on the Rhine with two German girls and another corporal. Krebs
and the corporal look too big for their uniforms. The German girls are not beautiful. The Rhine does not
show in the picture. [He outgrows all that is represented by the two uniforms, before and after, and the war
was not romantic.]

from “Soldier’s Home” (1924)

He wished he had brought something to read. He felt like reading. He did not feel like going on into the
swamp. He looked down the river. A big cedar slanted all the way across the stream. Beyond that the
river went into the swamp.

Nick did not want to go in there now. He felt a reaction against deep wading with the water deepening
up under his armpits, to hook big trout in places impossible to land them. In the swamp the banks were
bare, the big cedars came together overhead, the sun did not come through, except in patches; in the fast
deep water, in the half light, the fishing would be tragic. In the swamp fishing was a tragic adventure.
Nick did not want it. He did not want to go down the stream any further today....

There were plenty of days coming when he could fish the swamp. [He is trying to recover from a
nervous breakdown that is a consequence of his experiences in the war, which is not mentioned because he
does not want to think about it.]

from “Big Two-Hearted River” (1924)

“All right. But you’ve got to realize--"

“I realize,” the girl said. “Can’t we maybe stop talking?”

They sat down at the table and the girl looked across at the hills on the dry side of the valley and the
man looked at her and at the table.

“You’ve got to realize,” he said, “that | don’t want you to do it if you don’t want to. I’m perfectly
willing to go through with it if it means anything to you.”

“Doesn’t it mean anything to you? We could get along.”

“Of course it does. But | don’t want anybody but you. | don’t want anyone else. And | know it’s
perfectly simple.”

“Yes, you know it’s perfectly simple.”

“It’s all right for you to say that, but | do know it.”



“Would you do something for me now?”

“I’d do anything for you.”

“Would you please please please please please please please stop talking?”

He did not say anything but looked at the bags against the wall of the station. There were labels on them
from all the hotels where they had spent nights. [She kills his bull about an abortion, which is never
mentioned.]

from “Hills Like White Elephants” (1927)
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