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Ernest Hemingway’ s A Moveable Feast, published posthumously in 1964, is a memoir that vividly captures 

his life as a young writer in Paris during the 1920s. The book’ s style, themes, and characters are profoundly 

shaped by Hemingway’ s biography—his formative years, personal relationships, expatriate experiences, 

and later-life reflections. Below, I provide a detailed exploration of how these biographical elements 

influenced the creation of A Moveable Feast, its distinctive style, the topics it explores, and the portrayal of 

its characters, answering why Hemingway wrote this memoir and how his life imprinted itself on the work. 

Why Hemingway Wrote A Moveable Feast 

Hemingway began working on A Moveable Feast in 1957, during a tumultuous period marked by physical 

decline, mental health struggles, and a reflective turn toward his past. Several biographical factors 

converged to inspire the memoir: 

 Nostalgia and Rediscovery of the Past: 

   - In the late 1950s, Hemingway was grappling with health issues, including liver problems, depression, 

and the effects of multiple injuries from his adventurous life (e.g., plane crashes in 1954). These challenges, 

coupled with his waning creative output, prompted a nostalgic return to his early years in Paris 

(1921– 1928), a time when he was a hungry, ambitious writer full of potential. The rediscovery of two 

trunks of manuscripts, notes, and mementos at the Ritz Hotel in Paris in 1956, as documented in letters and 

biographies, catalyzed this project. These materials—containing drafts, journals, and ephemera from his 

Paris days—sparked memories of his youth, leading him to craft a memoir that immortalized this formative 

period. 

   - The title, A Moveable Feast, reflects this nostalgia. Hemingway reportedly told his friend A.E. Hotchner, 

“ If you are lucky enough to have lived in Paris as a young man, then wherever you go for the rest of your 

life, it stays with you, for Paris is a moveable feast.”  This sentiment frames the memoir as an attempt to 

preserve the vibrancy and inspiration of his 20s, contrasting sharply with his troubled later years. 

 Crafting a Literary Legacy: 

   - By 1957, Hemingway was a literary giant, having won the Pulitzer Prize (1953) for The Old Man and the 

Sea and the Nobel Prize (1954) for his body of work. However, his recent works, like Across the River and 

Into the Trees (1950), had received mixed reviews, and he was conscious of his place in literary history. A 

Moveable Feast allowed him to shape how posterity viewed his development as a writer. By focusing on his 

Paris years, when he honed his minimalist “ Iceberg Theory”  style and wrote early masterpieces like The 

Sun Also Rises (1926), Hemingway presented himself as a disciplined artist dedicated to craft over fame. 

The memoir serves as both a personal reflection and a calculated act of self-mythologizing. 
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   - His preface to the book underscores this intent: “ For reasons sufficient to the writer, many places, 

people, observations and impressions have been left out of this book. Some were secrets and some were 

known by everyone and everyone has written about them and will doubtless write more.”  This suggests 

Hemingway’ s awareness of controlling the narrative, selecting memories to burnish his legacy. 

 Processing Personal Relationships and Guilt: 

   - Hemingway’ s Paris years coincided with his first marriage to Hadley Richardson, a period he later 

idealized as a time of love and simplicity. Their divorce in 1927, after his affair with Pauline Pfeiffer, left 

him with lingering guilt, especially as his subsequent marriages (to Pauline, Martha Gellhorn, and Mary 

Welsh) grew more complex. A Moveable Feast is, in part, a love letter to Hadley, portraying her as a 

devoted, supportive partner and their life together as idyllic. The memoir’ s final chapter, “ There Is Never 

Any End to Paris,”  reflects on the end of their marriage with regret, hinting at his infidelity without naming 

Pauline directly. 

   - The book also allowed Hemingway to settle scores with literary contemporaries. His critical portrayals of 

figures like Gertrude Stein, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and Ford Madox Ford reflect personal tensions and his 

competitive nature. Writing the memoir gave him a platform to assert his perspective on these relationships, 

shaped by decades of reflection and rivalry. 

 Capturing the Expatriate Experience: 

   - Hemingway’ s time in Paris as part of the “ Lost Generation” —a term coined by Gertrude Stein to 

describe the post-World War I generation of disillusioned artists—profoundly influenced his worldview. The 

1920s Paris literary scene, with its cafes, bookstores like Shakespeare and Company, and salons, was a 

crucible for modernist writers. Hemingway wrote A Moveable Feast to document this vibrant milieu, 

capturing the creative energy and existential angst of expatriates like himself, Fitzgerald, and Ezra Pound. 

The memoir reflects his desire to preserve the spirit of this era for future generations. 

 Response to External Triggers: 

   - The late 1950s saw renewed interest in the Lost Generation, with scholars and readers revisiting the 

1920s. Hemingway’ s decision to write A Moveable Feast may have been influenced by this cultural 

moment, as well as conversations with friends like Hotchner and publisher Charles Scribner Jr., who 

encouraged him to reflect on his early career. Additionally, his competitive streak—evident in his lifelong 

rivalry with other writers—may have prompted him to stake his claim as a central figure in this literary 

movement. 

 Impact of Biography on Style 

Hemingway’ s signature style—marked by economy, clarity, and emotional restraint—permeates A 

Moveable Feast and is directly tied to his biographical experiences: 

 Development of the Iceberg Theory: 

   - In Paris, Hemingway developed his “ Iceberg Theory,”  the idea that a writer should omit details, leaving 

the deeper meaning beneath the surface, like the unseen bulk of an iceberg. This approach, refined during his 

Paris years under the influence of mentors like Gertrude Stein and his own experiments in short stories (In 

Our Time, 1925), is evident in A Moveable Feast. The memoir’ s prose is spare yet evocative, as in the 

description of writing in a cafe: “ I sat in a corner with the afternoon light coming in over my shoulder and 

wrote in the notebook. The waiter brought me a café crème and I drank half of it when it cooled and left it 

on the table while I wrote.”  The simplicity of the language belies the emotional weight of hunger, 

discipline, and creativity. 

   - His Paris years were when he consciously crafted this style, influenced by his reading of modernist 

writers like James Joyce and his determination to strip away ornate prose. A Moveable Feast reflects this 

aesthetic, presenting his memories with precision and understated emotion. 

 Journalistic Roots: 

   - Before Paris, Hemingway worked as a reporter for the Kansas City Star and later the Toronto Star, where 

he learned to write concisely and focus on concrete details. This training is evident in the memoir’ s vivid, 

sensory descriptions of Paris—its streets, cafes, and seasons. For example, in “ A Good Café on the Place 

St.-Michel,”  he writes, “ It was a cold, clear, windy day in the fall and the leaves were blowing along the 

sidewalks.”  These journalistic sketches ground the memoir in specific moments, making the past feel 

immediate and tangible. 
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 Nostalgic and Lyrical Tone: 

   - Unlike the stoic tone of his novels like A Farewell to Arms (1929), A Moveable Feast has a softer, more 

lyrical quality, reflecting Hemingway’ s nostalgic mindset in the 1950s. His descriptions of Paris, such as 

“ the way the trees were in the winter and the way the wind blew through them,”  carry a romantic warmth 

absent in his earlier fiction. This shift stems from his late-life desire to idealize his youth, a contrast to the 

cynicism of his later years. 

 Subjective Memory and Selective Narration: 

   - Hemingway’ s style in A Moveable Feast is also shaped by his selective memory. As he wrote in the 

preface, he omitted certain details for personal reasons. This selective narration creates a curated, almost 

fictionalized version of his life, blending memoir with storytelling. His biographical 

experiences—particularly his regrets and desire to control his narrative—inform this approach, making the 

memoir feel like a crafted work of art rather than a straightforward autobiography. 

Impact on Topics 

Hemingway’ s life experiences deeply influenced the themes of A Moveable Feast, which center on art, 

love, and the expatriate experience: 

 The Artist’ s Struggle and Discipline: 

   - In Paris, Hemingway lived in relative poverty, prioritizing writing over financial stability. This struggle 

is a central theme in A Moveable Feast, particularly in chapters like “ Hunger Was Good Discipline,”  

where he describes how hunger sharpened his focus: “ You got very hungry when you did not eat enough in 

Paris because all the bakery shops had such good things in the windows and people ate outside at tables on 

the sidewalk so that you saw and smelled the food.”  This reflects his belief, forged in his 20s, that adversity 

fueled creativity, a principle that defined his early career. 

   - His Paris years were also when he developed his writing routine, often working in cafes or his small 

apartment. The memoir details this process, emphasizing discipline and craft, which were central to his 

identity as a writer. 

 Love, Loss, and Regret: 

   - Hemingway’ s relationship with Hadley is a dominant theme, portrayed as a golden period of love and 

simplicity. The memoir romanticizes their life together, as in the description of skiing in Austria: “ Hadley 

and I would ski down through the orchards and come back to the chalet, cold and happy.”  This idealization 

stems from his guilt over leaving Hadley for Pauline, a regret that grew stronger in his later years as he 

reflected on his personal failures. 

   - The memoir’ s closing chapters hint at the unraveling of their marriage, with veiled references to “ the 

rich”  (likely Pauline and her wealthy circle) who disrupted their happiness. This theme of loss reflects 

Hemingway’ s biographical reckoning with his choices. 

 The Lost Generation and Literary Community: 

   - The memoir captures the vibrant literary scene of 1920s Paris, where Hemingway interacted with figures 

like Gertrude Stein, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Ezra Pound, and Sylvia Beach. His experiences in this community 

shaped the book’ s exploration of artistic collaboration and rivalry. For example, his discussions with Stein 

about writing and homosexuality (in “ Miss Stein Instructs” ) reflect their intellectual exchanges, while his 

portrayal of Fitzgerald’ s insecurities (in “ A Matter of Measurements” ) reveals the competitive 

undercurrents of their friendship. 

   - The theme of the Lost Generation’ s disillusionment, a product of World War I’ s aftermath, permeates 

the memoir. Hemingway’ s own experiences as an ambulance driver in the war, though not directly 

mentioned in A Moveable Feast, informed his sense of alienation, which he shared with his expatriate peers. 

 Paris as a Character: 

   - Paris itself is a central “ character”  in the memoir, its cafes, bookshops, and seasons vividly rendered. 

Hemingway’ s love for the city, where he felt free to write and live authentically, shapes this theme. His 

biographical connection to Paris—where he came of age as a writer—makes it a symbol of inspiration and 

possibility. 

 Impact on Characters 

The characters in A Moveable Feast are real figures from Hemingway’ s life, but their portrayals are filtered 

through his subjective memory and shaped by his biographical experiences: 
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 Hadley Richardson: 

   - Hadley is depicted as an idealized figure—loving, supportive, and devoted. In chapters like “ A Good 

Café,”  Hemingway portrays their simple, joyful life together, such as their shared meals or walks along the 

Seine. This romanticization reflects his guilt over their 1927 divorce and his tendency, in later life, to view 

their marriage as a lost Eden. Hadley’ s portrayal is less a factual record than an emotional tribute, shaped 

by Hemingway’ s regret and nostalgia. 

 Literary Contemporaries: 

   - Gertrude Stein: Hemingway portrays Stein as a domineering, opinionated figure who influenced his early 

style but whose dogmatism he came to resent. In “ Miss Stein Instructs,”  he recounts her dismissal of 

certain writers and her controversial remarks about homosexuality, reflecting their falling-out after the 

1920s. His depiction is colored by biographical tensions, including Stein’ s critique of his work and their 

competing claims to modernist innovation. 

   - F. Scott Fitzgerald: Hemingway’ s portrayal of Fitzgerald is complex, blending admiration for his talent 

with criticism of his insecurities and alcoholism. In “ A Matter of Measurements,”  he recounts a humorous 

yet cruel anecdote about Fitzgerald’ s anxiety over his physical adequacy, revealing Hemingway’ s 

competitive streak and tendency to diminish rivals. This portrayal stems from their real-life friendship, 

strained by Fitzgerald’ s personal struggles and Hemingway’ s growing fame. 

   - Ford Madox Ford: Hemingway depicts Ford as a pompous, bumbling figure, mocking his mannerisms in 

“ Ford Madox Ford and the Devil’ s Disciple.”  This unflattering portrait reflects their limited interaction in 

Paris and Hemingway’ s disdain for what he saw as Ford’ s pretentiousness, a product of his competitive 

nature. 

   - Ezra Pound: Pound is one of the few figures portrayed positively, as a generous mentor who supported 

Hemingway’ s early career. This reflects their genuine friendship and Pound’ s role in promoting modernist 

literature. 

Hemingway Himself: 

   - The memoir’ s protagonist is a younger, idealized Hemingway—a disciplined writer, devoted husband, 

and passionate artist. He downplays his flaws, such as his ambition or infidelity, to present himself as a pure 

seeker of literary truth. For example, in “ Birth of a New School,”  he describes rejecting a critic’ s advice 

to make his writing more commercial, emphasizing his artistic integrity. This self-portrait is shaped by his 

late-life desire to control his legacy and counter criticisms of his later work. 

Conclusion 

Hemingway wrote A Moveable Feast as a nostalgic return to his Paris years, driven by the rediscovery of his 

early manuscripts, a desire to cement his literary legacy, and a need to process personal regrets and 

relationships. His biography—his struggles as a young writer, his immersion in the Lost Generation, his love 

for Hadley, and his later-life reflection—shapes the memoir’ s minimalist yet lyrical style, its themes of art, 

love, and expatriate life, and its subjective portrayals of Hadley, literary figures, and himself. The book is 

both a vivid snapshot of 1920s Paris and a carefully crafted self-portrait, revealing how Hemingway’ s life 

experiences molded his literary output and worldview. 

Hemingway’ s biography was not simply a backdrop to his fiction but the driving force behind it. A 

Moveable Feast demonstrates how deeply his lived experiences shaped his writing style, choice of topics, 

and representation of characters. The work serves as both a personal confession and a literary monument to a 

bygone era. Without his years in Paris and his later longing for them, the memoir would not have existed in 

its current form. 
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