
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Sin and Redemption in The Garden of Eden 
 
 
“Most of Ernest Hemingway’s creative writing grew out of his 
need to cleanse himself, to go through a form of self-catharsis.”1 
This evaluative portrait, offered by one of Hemingway’s critics, 
provides valuable insight into the motives and methods behind 
the writer’s legacy. Whether journalistic, nonfictional, or 
imaginative, Hemingway’s work routinely embraces the themes of 
personal loss and renewal. For Hemingway’s characters, this 
personal loss may take the form of a doomed relationship, a dead 
country, a wounded body, or a wounded ideal. The road back to a 
state of grace is often enacted symbolically: blow the bridge, stick 
the bull, catch the fish. In Hemingway’s fiction, the personal 
dilemmas resulting in moral ambivalence or spiritual apathy have 
external correlatives, arenas where characters find the vital 
“second chance” needed to regain a sense of self-worth and 
meaning. The Garden of Eden, published posthumously in 1986, 
retells the fall from grace from a writer’s point of view. Through 
the character of David Bourne, Hemingway posits his own theory 
of sin, how it is manifested in the life of a writer, and how the 
artist redeems himself through his craft. 
 Although a modern take on the concept of sin, The 
Garden of Eden revisits the mythic biblical tale with painstaking 
fidelity. Fresh and innocent, David and Catherine Bourne are 
newlyweds spending their honeymoon on the French Riviera. The 
local villages are scenes of plenty, and the young couple frolics 
through them with fervent abandon. The novel’s first few chapters 
are sensually rich as David and Catherine enjoy each other’s 
company, the sea, fresh food and wine, and afternoon naps in 
shaded hotel rooms. In spite of this Edenic bliss, the Bourne union 
appears precarious. Conversations once laced with endearments 
turn into word games pricked by sarcasm and misunderstanding. 

For all their nuptial happiness, David and Catherine are 
fundamentally dishonest with each other. A successful writer with 
two novels to his credit, David discovers that his marriage might 
alienate him from his art. Three weeks into his honeymoon, the 
novel reflects, 

He hated to think about it, the work, starting 
when they were as they were now. It could 
never start of course without the clarity and he 
wondered if she knew and if that was why she 
drove beyond what they had for something 
new that nothing could break. 
 

 Again, Hemingway consults the Eden myth. Like Eve’s 
suggestion to Adam, the “something new” that Catherine chooses 
reflects the free play of her imagination. She experiments with her 
gender identity, and far from sealing the Bournes in their paradise, 
prepares the way for the failure of her marriage. Cross-dressing, 
Catherine sports the costume of the local fishermen, cuts her hair 
short in “the Eton style,” and assumes a theatrical male role in and 
out of bed. These antics are, at first, exciting for both lovers, yet 
they point up the couple’s dilemma. Stunting both creativity and 
identity, marriage proves a constraint for David and Catherine, and 
both realize its limitations. After love-making one night, Catherine 
broaches the subject: 

“David, you don’t mind if we’ve gone to the devil, do   
you?” 

“No, girl.” 
“Don’t call me girl.” 
“Where I’m holding you, you are a girl.” 
“They’re just my dowry. The new is my surprise.” 
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 Transformed by marriage, David and Catherine attempt 
to reconcile their individual sensibilities. The “clarity” of thought 
so coveted by the writer must be located in this new and mutable 
relationship. David begins a written account of the honeymoon to 
understand the perplexing turn his marriage has taken. This 
“narrative” evolves slowly as the couple travels from France to 
Spain. It has been said of Hemingway that “his forte was not to 
describe what he saw, but to describe himself seeing, to convey 
the complex of feeling which is involved in him or in an invented 
character when that character was placed in any appropriate 
situation of tension.”2  
 Like Hemingway, David is not an objective observer of 
this drama, but a subjective accomplice. Therefore, in order to 
comprehend the chaotic free form of his marriage, he must 
anticipate clearly the consequences of his own choices. 
Completing the first portion of the “narrative,” David notes: 

It had gone so simply and easily that he 
thought it was probably worthless. Be careful . . 
. it is very well for you to write simply and the 
simpler the better. But do not start to think so 
damned simply. 

Unfortunately, David is helpless in the wake of Catherine’s ever-
changing personality. Neither he nor his “narrative” can keep up 
with her. While in Spain, Catherine reveals that she has an aching 
need to paint the countryside. David chides her: 

“The country is here. You don’t have to do anything 
about it.” 

“I don’t want to die and it be gone.” 
“But you know what you felt and it’s yours.” 
“What about when I’m dead?” 
“Don’t let it happen till it happens. Look at things and 

listen and feel.” 
“But what if I can’t remember?” 
 

 Afraid to answer her question, David is silent. How 
faithful has he been as an artist—to his own memories and the 
lessons they at one time offered? Drinking African wine in Madrid, 
Catherine laughingly recalls, “They always say that Africa begins 
at the Pyrenees.” David replies, “That’s one of those easy sayings, 
it’s more complicated than that.” Certainly memory is more 
complicated, defying a facile translation of experience into 
understanding. This talk of Africa acts like a Proustian madeleine, 
resurrecting painful memories of a youth spent in Africa with his 
father. Fraught with misunderstanding, David’s relationship with 
his father, as revealed later in the novel, is strained by cross-
purposes, closely resembling his marriage.  
 Might those experiences as a child in Africa correlate 
with adult truths about himself and his relationships with others—

truths that the honeymoon “narrative” obscures? Coming to this 
conclusion, David forsakes the “narrative” for a pair of short 
stories set in Africa, reflecting: 

He knew it was bad to interrupt any work he 
was engaged in . . . but he thought he could 
leave the longer narrative and write the short 
story which he believed he must write now or 
lose. 

Hemingway, in his own words, echoes his character: 
You make something through your invention 
that is not a representation but a whole new 
thing truer than anything true and alive, and 
you make it alive, and if you make it well 
enough, you give it immortality.3 
 

 Clearly, what David wants to achieve by writing is the 
aforementioned “clarity” of thought—a captured moment of 
knowledge, of meaning, ascribed to persons, places, and events. 
Catherine intuitively knows that such knowledge is only a fleeting 
revelation that can just as easily be lost to time if left unrecorded. 
David, the writer, strives for this “clarity.” It is the conclusion 
made, the self-knowledge gleaned from making this or that 
choice. When that self-knowledge, or the experiencing of it, dries 
up, the most important aspect of an artist’s life is, indeed, dead. 
 As in the Eden myth, Hemingway’s novel has its snake. In 
ancient lore, the snake represents the evil force that lures 
mankind away from an unfettered and perfect innocence. 
Hemingway’s version, on the other hand, is pro-human, defining 
the snake as the catalyst that compels David and Catherine to 
choose a course of action based upon their preexisting inner 
conflicts. In The Garden of Eden, that serpentine catalyst is Marita, 
a lovely and rootless française. She is attracted to the handsome 
American couple, and they to her. As David and Catherine grow 
apart, they each come to rely on Marita for support and 
gratification. In the ensuing affair, what Catherine terms “a vast 
undertaking,” Marita accomplishes what the marriage cannot. As 
David concentrates his efforts on the Africa stories, Marita is there 
for him, praising his results and seriously considering his reasons 
for writing about the past. Catherine, redefining her sexual 
identity and self-concept, finds an eager partner in Marita. As 
might be expected, Hemingway portrays David’s personal 
exploration as an internal journey, chronicled in the Africa stories. 
Catherine’s exploration is observed from the outside, as alienation 
from reality that results in a mental breakdown. 
 This authorial bias perpetuates the misogynist legacy of 
the Eden myth. David fares better than Catherine, and almost 
arbitrarily so; yet, an artist might argue that David’s success in 
working through his personal dilemma results from his privileged 
circumstance as an artist with an expressive medium through 



3 

which to explore life. Hemingway has stated that “fear is the 
greatest catharsis that there is; the difficulty is in controlling the 
dose and having the prober plumbing fixtures handy.”4 David is 
certainly afraid of tackling the memories of his youth by writing 
“the hardest story he can write.” His choices are organized in sets. 
By attempting to work through his haunted childhood, David 
chooses the short stories over the honeymoon narrative and, by 
extension, Marita over Catherine. It’s a package deal, and all three 
are aware of the consequences in the balance. Once the decision 
to write the Africa stories is made, David progresses quickly, albeit 
with great (cathartic?) distress. His first effort is telling: 

He wrote it in simple declarative sentences 
with all the problems ahead to be lived 
through and made to come alive. The very 
beginning was written and all he had to do was 
go on. You see how simple what you cannot do 
is? 
 

 With ritualistic zeal, David consecrates each morning at 
his writing desk. In notebooks, he puts down two stories in 
longhand. They capture two phases of the same experience—a 
hunting expedition with his father in Central Africa. The latter half 
of The Garden of Eden is dedicated to the text of these stories or, 
rather, an unusual fusion of David’s memories (told in present 
tense) and his reflections on the process of writing. In fact, the 
dramatic action of the hunt virtually replaces the 
David/Catherine/Marita intrigue, which at this point in the novel 
serves as an offstage diversion between David’s writing sessions.  
 The first story is preparatory. A writer writing about 
writing, Hemingway uses this moment to describe how 
experiences, via memory, achieve everlasting life in fiction. As the 
eight-year-old Davey moves across the African plain with his 
father and the native guides, the reader is unable to distinguish 
the boy Davey from David the writer. Although the two are 
separated by several decades, their points of view merge. David, 
the writer, describes this phenomenon: “It was not him, but as he 
wrote it was—and when someone read it, finally, it would be 
whoever read it.” Hemingway’s voice is unmistakable. In an 
interview with George Plimpton while writing The Garden of Eden, 
the author reiterates the presentness of fiction. “If you make it up 
instead of describe it, you can make it round and whole and solid 
and give it life.” 5  The key to living fiction, therefore, is the 
accurate re-creation of feelings. When filtered through the present 
tense of the writer, those feelings take on new vitality. 
 Focusing his imagination on the African plain, David 
prepares the stage for the tense confrontation of the second story. 
Comparing the fictional tension to photography, he writes, “Like 
the diaphragm of a camera . . . it could be concentrated to the 
point where the heat shone bright and the smoke began to rise.” 

The hunt is a tense journey of self-discovery. Davey’s father is 
tracking an old bull elephant. One evening, the boy discovers the 
magnificent beast on a moonlit walk. His news helps the tracking 
party bag their prey but not without a profound change of heart in 
the young Davey. Wondering why his father needlessly kills 
innocent creatures, the boy is self-critical: 

Why didn’t you help the elephant when you 
could? You never should have told them. 
Never, never tell them. Try and remember that. 
Never tell anyone anything ever. Never tell 
anyone anything again. 
 

 David is particular in re-creating young Davey’s change 
of heart. He tries to recall the exact timing of it in order to 
anticipate the shift of feeling. Bracketing this transformation, he 
writes: 

In the morning he was on the far slope of the 
mountain again. He had no love for the 
elephant yet. He must remember that. He had 
only a sorrow that had come from his own 
tiredness that had brought an understanding of 
age. 

Following the brutal and merciless shooting of the old elephant, 
David summarizes the significance of this transformation from his 
father’s point of view: 

[H]e had known how [Davey] felt about the 
elephant and . . . had tried if not to convert him 
to bring him back to the boy he had been 
before he had come to the knowledge that he 
hated elephant killing. 

In light of his current marital problems, it is no coincidence that 
David writes a story about the choices made by a loved one, 
carefully delineating the consequences of his own complicity. 
 Satisfied with the results of his work, David resigns 
himself to the fate of his marriage. “Only one person can change it 
back,” David muses, “and she can’t know how she will feel.” 
Abandoning Catherine, he tries to save himself through his work, 
noting, “You have to make sense there. You don’t make any in this 
other.” Catherine, however, has not given up. Just as David finds 
“clarity” in his work on the stories, Catherine comes to depend on 
the honeymoon narrative for guidance and meaning. Calling it the 
one thing “that meant so much to all of us,” Catherine tries to 
refocus David’s work by setting fire to the story manuscripts. 
Explaining this treachery, she pleads with David, “Someone has to 
show you that the stories are just your way of escaping your duty.” 
Clearly, their individual duties cannot be reconciled and Catherine 
flees, leaving only a note: 

I did it and I can’t undo it. It’s too awful to 
understand. But it happened. I love you and I 
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always will and I am sorry. What a useless 
word.  

Undergoing her own change of heart, Catherine can no longer rely 
on her husband (and his writing) to give meaning to the choices 
she makes. 
 Critic J. F. Kobler estimates the devastating import of 
David’s loss by anticipating Hemingway, who “believed that once 
re-created in fiction, previously felt emotion was lost and could 
not be re-created a second time.” 6  Regardless, David is 
determined to recover his work. “Alright, you have three choices,” 
he considers. “Try to remember one that is gone and write it 
again. Second, you can try a new one. And, third, write on the god-
damned narrative.” Distraught, the wounded writer turns to Marita 
for support: 

“You’re only allowed so many in your life.” 
“So many what?” Marita asks. 
“So many good ones.” 
“But you can remember them. You must.” 
“Not me and not you and not anybody. They’re 

gone. Once I get them right they’re gone.” 
 
 What does David mean when he says “only so many 
good ones”? Hemingway has relied on the Eden myth at key 
points throughout the novel, and a reference can be made here as 
well, substituting writing for the allegorical apple. The “good 
ones” David refers to are those creative works that result from 
moments of “clarity” (plucked from the tree of knowledge). For the 
artist, this fragile perspective is broadened by the combination of 
subjective experience and objective reflection. In David’s case, 

this perspective has taken decades to develop, and its subsequent 
loss represents a second loss of innocence that he had reclaimed 
through his Africa stories.  
 Hemingway, however, counters his own experience as a 
writer and chooses, instead, to restore David’s innocence (through 
a redemptive, novelistic act of grace). David is encouraged by 
Marita to recover the stories and, miraculously, he does. Indeed, 
the process seems to flow from a divine hand: 

Not a sentence was missing and there were 
many that he put down as they returned to him 
without changing them. He wrote on a while 
longer and there was no sign that any of it 
would ever cease returning to him intact.  
 

 Any reading of The Garden of Eden demands a reference 
to the biblical Eden myth and exploration of the allegorical 
concepts of sin and redemption. And yet, this may ultimately 
abstract and confuse the central issues in the novel. David and 
Catherine are faced in marriage with a perplexing series of 
transformations, of lifestyle and of personal identity. Each 
character relies on different internal resources to understand 
those changes. The craft of the writer is similar. Subjective 
experience is often confusing in the moment of its happening. The 
writer relies on an objective perspective developed over time to 
lend motives, values, and meaning to subjective experience. That 
Hemingway chooses to symbolize these aspects of a writer’s craft 
as “sin” and “redemption” (mediated by grace) suggests an artist 
committed—morally, if not tragically—to his art. 
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