ENGLISH: A FAREWELL TO ARMS

‘Frederic Henry’s life is most difficult, but Catherine suffers more deeply.’ Discuss.

Ernest Hemingway’s thought-provoking novel, ‘A Farewell to Arms’, explores the journey of his
American protagonist, Frederic Henry, through the war-torn Italian battlefront of World War I, as well
as the passionate romance he discovers along the way with the English nurse, Catherine Barkley.
While Henry’s experiences, ranging from the bloodshed he witnesses as a soldier to his own near-
death experience at the hands of his own army, may be more difficult to overcome, it can be argued
that Catherine suffers to a greater extent through the course of the novel. Her emotional trauma and
eventual death form a basis for a deep-seated anguish that runs much deeper than Henry’s ever
could.

In terms of physical obstacles that present themselves to Henry and Catherine throughout the
course of ‘A Farewell to Arms’, the challenges that Henry faces can be said to be much more
demanding and thus difficult to overcome than those of Catherine. As a soldier in the Italian army,
Henry endures bitter coldness, uncomfortable living conditions and witnesses firsthand the horrors
of war. He himself experiences the pain of being “blown up”, suffers from jaundice (albeit as an
effect of his overconsumption of alcohol) and later must flee for his life from the “battle police” of the
Italian army. Contrasted with Catherine’s relatively comfortable life as a foreign nurse, Henry’s
experiences are far more physically grueling and are much more difficult to deal with and ultimately
overcome.

However, it can be argued that Catherine undergoes a much greater quality of emotional suffering
to Henry, owing to her circumstances. Where Henry must cope solely with missing Catherine while
he is at war, Catherine is the victim of misfortune that has left an enormous emotional impact.
Having lived through her fiancé’s death at the Battle of the Somme, she is scarred by her loss, to
the extent that she must use Henry’s love as a means to fill the void left by this tragedy. Such
events have left her extremely vulnerable, and as she confides in Henry, “a little bit crazy”. She
cannot bear to lose another lover to war, and so the depth of her concern for Henry while he is gone
is to some extent even greater than that Henry possesses for her throughout the novel. While
Catherine may not endure the same level of physical difficulty and harshness as Henry, the depth of
her emotional suffering is at a level far beyond his.

While Catherine may suffer emotionally on a greater scale than Henry, these roles are reversed
during Catherine’s ill-fated childbirth. Henry is forced to bear witness to his ‘wife’s immense pain and
to watch the stillbirth of his son; events that profoundly affect him on an emotional level. But the
most upsetting and traumatizing event that occurs for Henry is Catherine’s death. While Catherine
calmly accepts this fact, Henry is much more emotionally distraught, pleading with a God he does
not believe in to “save (Catherine)”. This reversal of roles is also present in the physical pain that
Catherine must endure. The pain of childbirth, as well as the ever-looming threat of death, brings
about a much more intense physical pain than any battle injury that Henry has sustained,; it is such
that she must resort to large doses of anesthetic to dull her reality. It is only in this one event that
Henry’s suffering is greater than that of Catherine, and where Catherine must overcome a greater
physical hardship than Henry does.

Through ‘A Farewell to Arms’, Ernest Hemingway displays the many physical and emotional
hardships that his protagonist, Frederic Henry, and his lover, Catherine Barkley face throughout
their journeys. While Henry may have a more physically demanding life for the most part, Catherine
must face more powerful and traumatic emotional tribulations through the course of the novel. It is
only at the end of the novel that we see Henry suffer in a similar way to Catherine, and where
Catherine undergoes a similar level of physical hardship to her lover.
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