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Abstract.  This article investigates the role of lexical minimalism and syntactic simplicity 

in Ernest Hemingway’s novella The Old Man and the Sea. By analyzing the author’s distinctive 

narrative style through the lens of stylistics and syntax, the study reveals how Hemingway’s 

concise vocabulary and streamlined sentence structures contribute to the emotional depth, 

thematic resonance, and symbolic strength of the novella. The research highlights how minimal 

language choices shape readers’ perceptions and subtly guide the emotional atmosphere of the 

story. The article contributes to broader discussions on how minimalism in language can yield 

maximum literary impact. 

Key words:  lexical minimalism, syntactic simplicity, Hemingway, stylistics, narrative 

style, emotional effect, literary minimalism. 

Аннотация. В данной статье исследуется роль лексического минимализма и 

синтаксической простоты в повести Эрнеста Хемингуэя «Старик и море». Анализируя 

характерный повествовательный стиль автора с точки зрения стилистики и синтаксиса, 

исследование показывает, как лаконичный словарный запас и упрощенные 

синтаксические структуры Хемингуэя способствуют эмоциональной глубине, 

тематическому резонансу и символической силе повести. Исследование подчеркивает, 

как минимальные языковые решения формируют восприятие читателей и тонко 

направляют эмоциональную атмосферу повествования. Статья вносит вклад в более 

широкую дискуссию о том, как минимализм в языке может обеспечить максимальный 

литературный эффект. 
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Introduction. Ernest Hemingway’s writing style has often been associated with the term 

“minimalist” – a literary approach characterized by clarity, brevity, and understatement. In The 

Old Man and the Sea, Hemingway demonstrates a mastery of lexical economy and syntactic 

reduction, presenting a deeply moving narrative without excessive description or elaborate 

vocabulary. The novella recounts the struggle of Santiago, an aging fisherman, against a marlin 

in the open sea. Though the story is simple in plot, its language holds symbolic weight and 

psychological depth. This article explores how Hemingway’s minimalist language functions as 

a powerful stylistic tool, affecting narrative pacing, emotional tone, and symbolic structure.  

Literature Review. Hemingway’s minimalist approach has been widely discussed. 

Lounsberry (2002) and Fielder (1985) consider his stripped-down narrative style an innovation 

in 20th-century American literature. Leech and Short (2007) argue that minimalism does not 

equate to a lack of depth but often reveals deeper structures beneath the surface. Hemingway’s 

use of simple words, short sentences, and paratactic structures is a central aspect of his “iceberg 

theory,” which posits that the deeper meaning lies beneath the surface narrative. This theory is 

critical for interpreting The Old Man and the Sea, where profound philosophical ideas–

resilience, defeat, dignity, and nature – are conveyed through unadorned language. Critics such 

as Reynolds (1999) and Baker (1972) have noted how Hemingway’s prose reflects both 

journalistic precision and poetic economy, merging factual narration with symbolic 

undercurrents. This paper adds to the body of work by examining lexical and syntactic patterns 

in The Old Man and the Sea as tools for emotional and symbolic expression. 

Methodology. The study employs a qualitative stylistic approach with elements of 

discourse analysis. Key narrative segments from The Old Man and the Sea were selected based 

on their thematic and emotional significance. Sentence structures were analyzed for length, 

clause complexity, and word choice. Special attention was given to Hemingway’s use of verbs, 

adjectives, coordinating conjunctions, and sentence rhythm. Devices such as repetition, 

parataxis, and asyndeton were also examined. A small-scale frequency analysis of selected 

words (e.g., “fish,” “sea,” “old,” “pain”) was used to illustrate lexical consistency. The goal was 

to identify how syntactic and lexical elements contribute to tone, symbolism, and character 

development. 

Results. Short Sentences and Simple Syntax. Hemingway favors parataxis over 

hypotaxis, linking simple clauses with conjunctions instead of subordinating them. For example: 

“He was asleep in a short time and he dreamed of Africa when he was a boy and the long golden 

beaches.”  

This simplicity reflects the mental clarity and nostalgic desires of Santiago. The use of 

“and” to connect thoughts creates a rhythmic continuity that mirrors the natural flow of the sea. 
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Another passage reads: “He was shivering with the morning cold and the dew and the cold of 

the meat”. 

The repetition of conjunctions and simple clauses builds a sense of physical discomfort 

and emotional strain. Hemingway avoids ornate diction. In the line: “Everything about him was 

old except his eyes and they were the same color as the sea and were cheerful and undefeated”, 

the adjectives are plain, yet powerful in conveying dignity. Words like “old,” “cheerful,” and 

“undefeated” are not sophisticated, but loaded with symbolic weight. Santiago’s eyes, a 

recurring motif, serve as the window into his soul-reflecting resilience and vitality despite 

physical decay. 

Repetition reinforces persistence and internal struggle: “He is my brother. But I must kill 

him”. The contrast of affection and duty is stark, and the minimalist structure allows the tension 

to resonate. The repetition of phrases like “I wish it had been a dream” and “I am not religious” 

underlines Santiago’s internal conflicts, despair, and ultimate search for meaning. 

Hemingway’s style parallels the story’s themes: simplicity masks complexity. Santiago 

appears physically fragile but spiritually resilient. The lean prose mirrors this duality–simple on 

the surface, layered with existential struggle beneath. For example, the description of the sea as 

“la mar” versus “el mar” reveals Santiago’s intimate and almost reverent relationship with 

nature, using language to subtly reflect cultural and emotional attitudes.  

Discussion. Minimalism in Hemingway’s prose is not a lack of effort or detail but a 

deliberate choice to reveal character and meaning subtly. The stripped-down style allows 

readers to focus on actions and decisions rather than elaborate descriptions. This syntactic and 

lexical economy invites interpretation and emotional involvement. Hemingway's technique 

encourages the reader to actively participate in unpacking the subtext, thus enhancing the 

narrative experience. 

Furthermore, the novella’s themes–man versus nature, pride, endurance, and loss–are 

reinforced through this simplicity. Santiago’s solitary struggle becomes more universal as the 

language used to describe it is stripped of specific cultural markers and made emotionally 

accessible to a broader audience. The stark syntax draws attention to what is omitted as much 

as what is stated, enabling symbolic interpretations-such as the marlin representing lost glory, 

or the lions in Santiago’s dreams symbolizing youthful strength. 

  Conclusion. Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea exemplifies how lexical and 

syntactic minimalism can deliver profound literary effect. Through short sentences, limited 

vocabulary, and rhythmic repetition, Hemingway builds a narrative that is emotionally powerful 

and philosophically rich. The novella serves as a model of how linguistic restraint can elevate 

thematic depth and reader engagement. Ultimately, Hemingway’s stylistic choices are as much 

about what is not said as what is, inviting deeper reflection on the human condition. 
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