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Anderson vs. Hemingway: 2111 Canon 

The literary canon is comprised of the most central literary works of a period. A work in 

this category still has an impact on readers years after its publication. The works considered part 

of the canon are constantly up for debate, and two examples of stories that could be considered 

assets to it in future years are Sherwood Anderson’s “Death in the Woods” and Ernest 

Hemingway’s “Indian Camp.” “Death in the Woods” and “Indian Camp” are both short stories 

published in 1924 and deal with similar situations. In “Death in the Woods,” a nameless narrator 

recounts an event from his childhood as he looks back on it as an adult. The narrator saw a 

woman’s dead body lying in a snowy clearing in the middle of the woods after she had frozen to 

death and, looking back, realizes the event held more significance than he knew at the 

time.  Similarly, Hemingway’s story is an account of a boy’s experience with death. “Indian 

Camp” is about a boy named Nick observing his physician father and accompanied by his uncle. 

Father, son, and uncle set out to an Indian camp where a woman has been experiencing a 

difficult labor for several days. Nick’s father delivers the baby through a caesarian section, but 

after the delivery, Nick’s father finds the woman’s husband has killed himself.  Though the two 

stories have similar subject matter, they have substantial differences in narration, point-of-view, 

and attention to detail. Because these characteristics excel in achieving a connection with the 

reader in Sherwood Anderson’s story, “Death in the Woods” has more potential of being 

considered memorable in 2111 than Ernest Hemingway’s “Indian Camp.” 
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Sherwood Anderson’s short story “Death in the woods” has a general reputation of being 

a great work of modernist storytelling as Anderson does not follow the standard short story 

pattern. Anderson can be quoted as saying, “There was a notion that ran through all story telling 

in America, that stories must be built about a plot…What was wanted I thought was form, not 

plot, an altogether more elusive and difficult thing to come at” (Stouck 306). “Death in the 

Woods” essentially has no clear plot whereas most short stories are plot-driven, and Anderson is 

described as having “deliberately ignored the traditions of mechanics” (Fagin 271). This short 

story does not have a climatic turning point or follow the structure of having the tale start at point 

A and come to the conclusion at point B. The story begins with the line “She was an old woman 

and lived on a farm near the town in which I live,” which introduces a “She” and “I” as if the 

reader should know who the two are and why they are important (Anderson 533). This opening 

gives the reader the impression that the narrator is actually starting the story somewhere in the 

middle instead of a clear-cut beginning. Though the presentation can be slightly confusing 

because it is nonlinear, Sherwood Anderson is able to create a compelling read and draw the 

reader into “Death in the Woods” more fully than Ernest Hemingway is able to do with “Indian 

Camp.” 

 “Death in the Woods” is a story told from an adult’s perspective looking back on a 

childhood event. Because the narrator is recalling an event from childhood, this recollection is 

presented in a nonlinear fashion. After beginning the story with the vague introduction of the 

“she” and “I,” the narrator describes the type of woman she was by saying “such an old woman 

comes into town driving an old worn-out horse or she comes afoot carrying a basket.” After the 

description, the narrator introduces the woman again with “there was such an old woman who 

used to come into town past our house…” (Anderson 533). Throughout the story, details such as 
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these are repeated and questioned, over explained and under explained, which creates a greater 

connection with the reader as it is more realistic.  Because people often have trouble recalling 

specific events and details in the order in which they occurred, Anderson’s narrator seems 

flawed, like a normal person, which gives him more credibility with the reader because all 

people are flawed, thus making the narrator a more likable character. Anderson also has the 

narrator address the reader directly as he admits that he does not remember how he knows certain 

parts of the story since he was not present for some events, including those occurring before he 

was born. Pauses such as this in Anderson’s writing where the reader is addressed has been the 

subject of some criticism, including from Hemingway, because the flow of the story is 

interrupted (Stouck 303). However, because the narrator is able to explain that everything he tells 

is not represented as pure fact, the reader works out what is important, chooses how much of the 

story to believe, and determines why it is significant, which leads to the reader to form his or her 

own opinions and therefore giving a part of him- or herself to the story. The reader also pays 

more attention to the developments in the story because the events are not told as they occur. 

This type of narration creates a more interactive story for the reader, and it also lends to deeper 

thought provocation. 

In comparison, “Indian Camp” is a story of a childhood event as it is unfolding. The 

reader is present for each step of the story. Because it is presented in chronological order, the 

story is easier to follow as there are few confusing moments in which the reader has to work out 

meaning. Though the story may be easier to follow due to this narration, the reader is left without 

knowing whether there is any true significance to the event. The story tells of Nick’s witnessing 

the woman’s struggle with the birth of her child and the husband’s suicide, and though Nick 

questions his father about why the man committed suicide, the reader just leaves the story with 
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Nick’s child-like conclusion that he will never die. No character analyzes what happened, as in 

“Death in the Woods,” and the reader is left with just a story about a boy being present during a 

birth and suicide and no definite indication that these events have had an impact. Nick does feel 

that he will never die though he just witnessed death, but this feeling could just be a passing 

thought. The chronological narration does not contribute to any further understanding of the 

events. The reader could attempt to figure out why the narration could be important, but because 

none of the characters analyze the situation for themselves with any kind of hindsight, the reader 

is not compelled to hypothesize what impact the event could have later. The ending of the story 

leaves the reader feeling as if Nick’s decision is the end, and that the characters, as well as the 

reader, will simply move on. 

Next, the narrator in “Death in the Woods” gives a first-person account. The narrator 

begins the story describing a woman that came to town, who turns out to be the woman who dies. 

The reader thinks the story is going to be an account of a part of the woman’s life, and while in 

part “Death in the Woods” is about the woman, the reader is drawn into the tale more and 

realizes that the story has more to do with the narrator himself than just the woman. The story 

has “great personal and artistic significance” to the narrator, as well as the author, that is 

compelling him to appeal to the reader (Lawry 306). This type of perspective creates a deeper 

resonance with the reader because the reader sees into the mind of the narrator as he works out 

for himself why this event stayed with him for so long and what emotions it evokes in him. The 

narrator rediscovers details as the reader discovers them for the first time, which creates a bond 

between narrator and reader. There is an emotional connection as the narrator, through 

“narratorial difficulties…of expressing inner emotion,” explains to the reader that this event 

affected him deeply and as the reader sees into his mind and knows it had a pronounced impact 



Robinson 5 

 

on him (Madden 366). The first-person account contributes to the realism of the character from 

whom the reader receives the story as he or she tries to work out what it is about the event that is 

significant and how it changed the narrator’s life in such a way. 

On the other hand, Hemingway’s “Indian Camp” is told from a third-person perspective. 

Everything described in the story is presented as fact, which causes a weaker connection with the 

reader than the first-person perspective of “Death in the Woods.” The emotions of the characters 

and their reactions to events are seen from an outside viewpoint with no real insight to any of the 

characters. While “Death in the Woods” essentially also gives the reader a story of which the 

reader was not a part, it comes from the perspective of someone who was involved, and the 

reader forms a bond with a character in Anderson’s tale on a deeper level than in “Indian Camp.” 

With Hemingway’s story, the reader sees Nick experiencing a death, but the experience is 

presented in an almost standoffish way. The reader is not aware of any internal struggle that Nick 

has, if any, or how Nick truly handles the situation. Nick asks his father questions about why the 

man committed suicide, but the questions do not really give any insight into how Nick is taking 

in what has happened. The few questions Nick asks his father, such as “Do many men kill 

themselves, Daddy?” and “Is dying hard, Daddy?” do not suggest that Nick is greatly troubled as 

he moves from one question to another after his father’s simple answers (Hemingway 69-70). 

The story ends with Nick’s deciding that he will never die, but the reader is not sure in what way 

Nick makes this decision. Is it a harmless, child-like, inconsequential passing thought? Is it a 

determined, unrealistic decision spurred by the events of what he just witnessed? The reader is 

left wanting and wondering, and there is a certain lack of emotional connection with the 

characters as the scene is experienced from an outside perspective. 
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In terms of detail, “Death in the Woods” has vivid description of scenes and characters. 

The reader envisions the circular path in the snow the dogs make as they run around the 

woman’s body. The way the woman’s body lies in the snow like a porcelain statue creates a 

beautiful image for the reader. The reader is given the images to share with the narrator, creating 

a greater connection to the narrator and story as a whole. However, where Hemingway leaves out 

details about setting, Anderson leaves out details about the point of the story. At the end of the 

story, he states “I will not try to emphasize the point” after saying that he was dissatisfied with 

the way his brother told the story of seeing the woman’s body (Anderson 548). While this lack of 

explanation may seem frustrating and as defeating the purpose of telling the story, it gives the 

reader more to think about. What is the significance of the woman’s death to the narrator? Is the 

woman’s death significant to the reader in a different way than to the narrator? It may seem 

similar to Hemingway’s omission of how Nick’s experience was meaningful, but because 

Anderson creates a bond between narrator and reader, the reader wants to continue to figure out 

why this event had such an impact on the narrator and why he felt the need to retell it. Having 

built up a relationship between a character and reader throughout the story, Anderson’s lack of 

detail in the ending does a subtle job of evoking a desire in the reader to determine why the 

narrator felt such a connection to this event.  

In contrast, “Indian Camp” has simplistic writing. Short sentences such as “The two 

Indians stood waiting” leave room for the reader to create the scenes for his- or herself 

(Hemingway 67). The reader can simply imagine the physical features of the Indians instead 

remembering the authorial details while taking in new details. The lack of description enables the 

reader to create the scene however he or she wants, which makes the story easier to envision and 

more vivid. However, the ability to be more vividly imagined does not lend much to the 
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importance of the story as a whole. Hemingway could be revealing a “limitation” of only 

describing scenes he has seen himself (Small 13). Perhaps this limitation is the reason for the 

lack of emotional detail of the characters that leaves the reader somewhat disconnected from the 

story. Does the reader feel anything for characters who seem to have little emotion themselves? 

“Indian Camp” is easier to dismiss rather than have cause for prolonged evaluation because it is 

uncertain how Nick interprets the event. He is somewhat indifferent to the situation involving 

birth and death, and because there is no revelation other than Nick’s conclusion that he will 

never die, the reader does not know whether to spend time trying to figure out how Nick truly 

took in the experience or if his indifference is all there is. Hemingway’s minimalist writing style 

creates greater imagery for the reader in terms of scenery, but the emotions of the characters 

remain a mystery that causes a loss of connection with the reader. The story can be easily set 

aside with no further consideration because if the characters themselves are left unmoved, why 

should it be any different for the reader? 

Through quantifying the number of articles, books, scholarly articles, dissertations, and 

newspaper articles each work amassed since its publication, it was found that there is a total of 

272 published works discussing Hemingway’s “Indian Camp” and a total of 170 published 

works discussing Anderson’s “Death in the Woods.” Closer to their publications “Death in the 

Woods” had more discussions than “Indian Camp,” but after Hemingway’s death and continuing 

into today, “Indian Camp” is clearly the more discussed work of the two. Though the numbers 

indicate that Hemingway holds a greater popularity than Anderson and some scholarship claims 

“the fluidity, the color, the simplicity, the tangibility of his diction, began to pale as his freshness 

vanished,” other scholarship states that Anderson has “the kind of formal craftsmanship for 
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which he has received insufficient credit” (Flanagan 507, Schevill 234). As the literary canon is 

based mostly on opinion, Anderson is still able to hold his own. 

The connection with the reader that Sherwood Anderson achieves through his story 

“Death in the Woods” is what makes his story so lasting. The childhood experience being retold 

as a memory with half-remembered details creates a credible and relatable character for the 

reader. The first-person point-of-view enables the reader to share in the emotions the narrator is 

feeling, which also creates a bond. The emotional detail provided throughout the story makes up 

for the lack of detail in the ending, where the narrator does not specifically point out why the 

event was significant. The reader is left with room to determine what the narrator may have been 

trying to say with the retelling of the story and has much to consider after the story ends. Though 

Ernest Hemingway’s “Indian Camp” is similar in subject to “Death in the Woods” in that both 

are stories about young boys’ experiences with death, “Indian Camp” fails to create any great 

resonance with the reader that would cause the reader to carry Nick’s story after the last words. 

Lack of emotional detail and an outside point-of-view leave the reader without any meaningful 

feelings for the characters. Because the narration, perspective, and attention to detail excel in 

achieving a connection with the reader, Sherwood Anderson’s “Death in the Woods” will be a 

more representative literary work in the 2111 canon than Ernest Hemingway’s “Indian Camp.” 
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