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THE TIMELESS POWER OF THE KILLERS BY ERNEST
HEMINGWAY

Few short stories in American literature have achieved the quiet,
unsettling resonance of The Killers by Ernest Hemingway.
First published in 1927 in Scribner's Magazine, this deceptively
simple narrative has captivated readers, critics, and writers for
nearly a century. At first glance, the story appears to be a
straightforward crime scene: two hitmen arrive in a small town,
take over a diner, and wait for a target who never shows up. But
beneath the clipped dialogue and stark descriptions, Hemingway
explores profound questions about fate, courage, and the human
condition. This article offers a deep dive into the story's plot,
characters, themes, and enduring legacy, providing both new
readers and seasoned scholars with fresh insights into
Hemingway's masterwork.

PLOT SUMMARY: A TENSE AFTERNOON IN SUMMIT

The story opens with two strangers—Al and Max—entering
Henry's lunchroom in the small town of Summit, lllinois. They
immediately disrupt the quiet routine of the diner, intimidating

the counterman George and the young waiter Nick Adams. As
they order food, the audience senses a growing menace through
Hemingway's trademark spare dialogue. The tension escalates
when Al ties up the cook, Sam, and forces Nick to join him in the
kitchen, while Max remains in the dining room with George.

It is soon revealed that the two men are hitmen hired to kill Ole
Andreson, a Swedish heavyweight boxer who is expected to
arrive for dinner. However, Andreson never shows. After the
killers leave, George sends Nick to warn Andreson at his boarding
house. Nick finds Andreson lying on his bed, fully dressed, staring
at the wall. The boxer already knows the killers are coming but
refuses to flee. "There ain't anything to do," he tells Nick. The
story ends with Nick returning to the diner, deeply shaken, and
deciding to leave Summit altogether.

KEY CHARACTERS: THE ANATOMY OF FEAR AND
RESIGNATION

Nick Adams: The Witnhess
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and the Seeker

Nick Adams is Hemingway's recurring alter ego, appearing in
many of his early stories. In The Killers by Ernest Hemingway,
Nick functions as the reader's surrogate—initially naive, then
horrified, and ultimately transformed. He starts the story as a
young man helping in the diner, but by the end, he is confronted
with the brutal reality of premeditated violence and existential
helplessness. His final decision to leave Summit signals a loss of
innocence and a need to escape the moral numbness he has
witnessed.

Al and Max: The Enforcers
of a Ruthless World

The two hitmen are among literature's most chilling minor
characters. Hemingway's description of them is minimal but
potent: they wear identical overcoats, derby hats, and silk
scarves. Their dialogue is marked by a cruel, mocking
tone—especially Max, who seems to enjoy terrorizing the staff.
They are not motivated by personal hatred but by professional
obligation. Their cold efficiency underscores the story's central
theme: death can arrive not as an enemy, but as an indifferent
functionary.

Ole Andreson: The Stoic
Victim

Ole Andreson is a former boxer who has fallen from grace. When
Nick finds him in his room, Andreson is not surprised by the news.
He lies in bed, fully clothed, staring at the wall—a posture of
complete surrender. Yet this is not cowardice. Andreson has
accepted his fate. He knows the hitmen will return, and he sees
no point in running. His resignation is a form of quiet heroism, an

example of what Hemingway would later call "grace under
pressure." He does not beg, panic, or lash out. He simply waits.

MAJOR THEMES IN THE KILLERS BY ERNEST
HEMINGWAY

Existentialism and the
Absurdity of Violence

The story is a textbook example of existentialist literature. The
killers arrive without explanation. The motive for murder is never
stated. Even Andreson refuses to discuss why someone wants
him dead. This absence of reason mirrors the absurdity of
existence itself. In Hemingway's world, violence is arbitrary, and
meaning must be created by the individual. Nick Adams cannot
find that meaning, so he leaves. Andreson cannot change his
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circumstance, so he accepts it. The reader is left to grapple with
the same discomfort.

The Hemingway Code Hero

Ole Andreson embodies many qualities of the classic
Hemingway code hero: he faces death with dignity, refuses to
complain, and does not impose his burden on others. Unlike Nick,
who is shaken and seeks to escape, Andreson remains still,
composed, and resigned. The code hero does not necessarily
win—but he does not whimper. Andreson's greatness lies not in
his ability to fight but in his capacity to endure the inevitable
without self-pity.

Loss of Innocence

For Nick Adams, the afternoon in Summit is a brutal education.
He begins as a boy helping in a diner, and he ends as a young
man who has stared into the void. When he tells George, "I'm
going to get out of this town," he is not just leaving a place; he is
fleeing a worldview. The presence of casual, professional evil has
poisoned his sense of safety. This theme of lost innocence
resonates strongly with readers who have themselves
encountered the sudden, inexplicable cruelty of the world.

HEMINGWAY'S WRITING STYLE: THE ICEBERG THEORY
IN ACTION

Hemingway famously described his method as the Iceberg

Theory—the idea that a story should reveal only a fraction of its
meaning on the surface, while the deeper significance remains
submerged. In The Killers by Ernest Hemingway, this
technique is on full display. The dialogue is terse, the descriptions
are spare, and emotions are never directly named. Instead, the
reader infers fear from the fact that Sam refuses to untie the
ropes, or dread from the way Al and Max stare at the clock.

This minimalist approach forces the reader to become an active
participant. Nothing is explained. Why are the killers after
Andreson? Did he throw a fight? Owe money? Betray someone?
We never know. And that is the point. Hemingway trusts the
reader to feel the weight of the unsaid. The story's power lies not
in what it tells, but in what it withholds.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT: PROHIBITION AMERICA AND
GANGLAND VIOLENCE

Written during the Prohibition era, the story reflects a time when
organized crime and contract killings had entered the American
imagination. The 1920s were marked by bootlegging,
speakeasies, and gangster empires. Hemingway, who worked as
a journalist in Chicago, drew on this atmosphere to create a world
where violence is both casual and professional. The small-town
setting of Summit, lllinois, contrasts sharply with the urban crime
networks that control the killers. This juxtaposition highlights how
corruption can penetrate even the most peaceful enclaves.

LITERARY SIGNIFICANCE AND INFLUENCE

The Killers by Ernest Hemingway is widely regarded as one of



the greatest short stories ever written. It has been anthologized
countless times and taught in literature classes around the world.
Its influence extends beyond literature into film, television, and
popular culture. The story was adapted into a 1946 film noir
starring Burt Lancaster and Ava Gardner, which expanded the
narrative while preserving its core tension. The story's title and
premise have been referenced in works ranging from comic
books to rock songs, testament to its enduring cultural footprint.

The story also marks a pivotal moment in the development of the
modern short story. Hemingway stripped away the ornate
language and moralizing commentary common in nineteenth-
century fiction, replacing them with a hard-boiled realism that
influenced generations of writers, from Raymond Carver to Denis
Johnson. Today, writing instructors still use the story as a perfect
model of "show, don't tell."

KEY QUOTES FROM THE KILLERS BY ERNEST
HEMINGWAY

* "There ain't anything to do." — Ole Andreson's simple,
devastating reply to Nick's warning captures the heart of
existential resignation.

* "I'm going to get out of this town." — Nick's final words
reflect his inability to tolerate a world where such violence
is possible.

e "You'd better not be a wise guy." — Max's repeated
warning to George establishes the dominance and cruelty
of the killers.

e "He's been in his room all day." — The landlady's

remark about Andreson lying in bed, facing the wall,
underscores his passive waiting.

ADAPTATIONS AND CULTURAL LEGACY

Film Adaptations

The most famous adaptation is Robert Siodmak's 1946 film The
Killers. While the movie expands the story significantly—adding a
backstory involving a femme fatale and a heist—it retains the
original's bleak tone and features an unforgettable opening
scene. The film helped launch Burt Lancaster's career and
remains a classic of film noir. A 1964 television adaptation
starred Lee Marvin and featured a young John Cassavetes, while
a 2014 short film by Ryan Moody brought the story into a modern
setting.

Influence on Popular
Culture

The story's title and themes have permeated popular culture. The
punk band The Killers took the name directly from the story,
acknowledging the influence in interviews. References appear in
novels, plays, and even video games. The image of two hitmen
waiting in a diner has become an archetypal scene of American
storytelling, imitated and parodied across media. This cultural
saturation is proof of the story's deep resonance.
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WHY THE KILLERS BY ERNEST HEMINGWAY STILL
MATTERS

it offers a strange, grim comfort: that dignity is still possible, even
when hope is not.

In an age of constant information and graphic violence, a story
that relies on silence and suggestion might seem out of step. But
that is precisely its enduring power. The Killers by Ernest
Hemingway does not need blood to be brutal. It does not need
explanations to be terrifying. It asks the reader to sit in the
discomfort of uncertainty, to feel the weight of a man waiting to
die, and to witness the moment when innocence crumbles.

For students of literature, the story offers a masterclass in
economy and implication. For general readers, it provides a
haunting snapshot of the human condition. And for anyone who
has ever felt powerless in the face of forces beyond their control,

CONCLUSION: THE UNFLINCHING GAZE OF A MASTER

The Killers by Ernest Hemingway is more than a story about a
failed murder plot. It is a meditation on fate, fear, and the quiet
courage of acceptance. Hemingway's minimalist prose, his
unforgettable characters, and his refusal to offer easy answers
make this story a masterpiece of modern literature. Whether you
are encountering it for the first time or returning to it after years,
the story retains its unsettling power. It forces us to look at the
darkness—and to decide, like Nick Adams, what we will do when
we see it.



