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INTRODUCTION

In this Pulitzer Prize winning tale, Ernest Hemingway paints a beautifully detailed portrait of 
Santiago, an elderly Cuban fisherman, during his three-day-long ordeal as he seeks to end a 
lengthy streak of bad luck. Having set out further than ever before but without his friend and 
protege, Manolin, Santiago tracks, hooks, and then fights to protect the catch of a lifetime. 
The battle poignantly reveals the  depth of his character. 

Based on references to current events in baseball, it is clear that The Old Man and the Sea 
is set in September of 1951 just before Fulgencio Batista’s military coup and the Cuban 
Revolution that followed. Baseball figures prominently in the thoughts and conversations 
of the characters, but there is nothing political in this story. Although Hemingway resisted 
naming a specific individual or town as his inspiration for Old Man, he created from his 
personal experiences of the sea a moving portrayal of a fisherman who ekes out a living from 
its often elusive bounty. 

Ernest Hemingway, circa 1953



This guide includes the following:

• A brief biography of Ernest Hemingway

• A glossary of cultural references and terms 

• Practical advice for the teacher

• Discussion questions for sections of the book

• A list of broader questions suitable for larger discussions, closing discussions, and essay 
assignments

BIOGRAPHY

Ernest Miller Hemingway was born July 21, 1899, in Oak Park, Illinois. Following high 
school, he worked as a reporter for the The Kansas City Star newspaper. In 1918, the young 
Hemingway joined an ambulance unit on the Italian front where he was injured by mortar 
fire. He spent several months recovering from his injuries. Returning to the United States, he 
took a position with the Toronto Star. His work with the paper took him to Paris in the early 
1920s to work as a foreign correspondent. There he rubbed shoulders with prominent figures 
in the literary and art worlds, including Gertrude Stein, Pablo Picasso, F. Scott Fitzgerald, 
and James Joyce.

Hemingway was an avid sportsman and enjoyed fishing, a passion developed during childhood 
summers spent with his family on the lakes and rivers of Northern Michigan. During his 
time living intermittently in Cuba throughout the 1940s and ‘50s, Hemingway’s passion for 
deep sea fishing found bountiful satisfaction. He owned a house located outside of Havana 
and fished often on his boat Pilar. In 1950, the Ernest Hemingway International Billfish 
Tournament was established. He won the contest in each of its first three years of existence. 
The annual tournament continues to this day.

Hemingway won the 1953 Pulitzer Prize for The Old Man and the Sea. In 1954 he won the 
Nobel Prize in Literature "for his mastery of the art of narrative, most recently demonstrated 
in The Old Man and the Sea and for the influence that he has exerted on contemporary style.”1

Hemingway died from a self-inflicted gunshot wound in July 1961 after a long struggle with 
depression and other health-related problems. 

1 “The Nobel Prize in Literature 1954.” Nobelprize.org. Nobel Media AB 2014. Web. 12 July 2018. <http://
www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/1954/index.html>.
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A GLOSSARY OF CULTURAL REFERENCES AND TERMS 

Although the story of The Old Man and the Sea is generally accessible to the reader, there 
are some words and terms that may be unfamiliar to the students. Most of these pertain to 
fishing, baseball, and Cuba; others are untranslated Spanish. Whenever possible, pictures of 
the various sea creatures and plants should be used to broaden the students’ imaginations. 
Additionally, teachers should use a map and pictures to provide some introductory knowledge 
of Cuba’s geography and climate. 
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Ernest Hemingway (left) in Havana Harbor with a marlin he has caught

Adolfo Luque and Mike González
Natives of Havana who were some 
of the first Cuban players to have 
long, successful careers in the Major 
Leagues

Agua mala 
Spanish for “bad water”; refers to 
the Portuguese man-of-war (see 
definition below)

Albacore and Bonito
Respectively, species of tuna and 
relative of the tuna; small- to medium-
sized fish not exceeding five feet in 
length; popular for eating

Bonito



©2020 Cana Academy®
4

Before the mast 
A general term for being a low-ranking seaman aboard a ship

Blue Runner and Yellow Jack 
Members of the Jack family, each not exceeding a meter in length; Yellow Jack is eaten;  
Blue Runner is used as bait for larger fish

Bodega 
A convenience store

Brisa 
Spanish for breeze

Broadbill 
Another name for a swordfish; has a long, flat, sword-like snout

Calambre 
Spanish for muscle cramp

Canary Islands 
A group of islands politically independent from but culturally connected to Spain; located in 
the Atlantic off the southern coast of Morocco

Catalan cardel 
Refers to Catalonia, an independently ruled region of Spain; here used in reference to the 
specific kind of line the old man uses

Cienfuegos
City on the southern coast of Cuba

Cross-trees
Horizontal boards toward the top of the mast; used to anchor the shrouds

Dentuso 
Refers to the Mako shark

Dick Sisler 
Baseball player for the Philadelphia Phillies who hit the championship home run in the final 
game of the 1950 season

Dolphin fish 
Also called dorado, dolphin, or mahi-mahi; golden with a mix of green, blue, and gold on fins; 
typically weighs between fifteen and thirty pounds; often found in Sargassum weed

Fathom 
A six-foot measure of water depth
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Gaff 
A pole with a sharp hook on the end to bring large fish into the boat

Guanabacoa
Township in eastern Havana

Gulf Stream 
Trans-Atlantic current that originates in the Gulf of Mexico and passes between Cuba and 
Florida

Gulf weed 
Also Sargassum; brown seaweed

Havana 
Capital of Cuba, located on the northern coast of the island

Joe DiMaggio 
Hall of Fame New York Yankees baseball player; one of the best and most popular players of 
his time

John J. McGraw and Leo Durocher 
Hall of Fame baseball managers; managed the New York Giants during the 20th century

Juegos
Spanish for games

La and el 
The feminine and masculine definite articles in Spanish 

Mako shark
Fastest of the shark species, capable of traveling over forty miles per hour; normally ten feet 
long and weighing 130-300 pounds; known for their gruesome looking teeth

Dolphin fish
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Man-of-war bird 
Species of seabird also called the frigate bird; sports black plumage and feeds on fish and 
squid 

Mako shark

Marlin
A large billfish, closely related 
to the swordfish, possessing a 
large spear-like snout; can grow 
to more than fifteen feet long and 
over eighteen hundred pounds; 
capable of reaching speeds of 
fifty miles per hour; popular 
catch for sport fishing

Mosquito Coast
An area along the eastern coast 
of Honduras and Nicaragua

Phosphorescence 
A dim glow in the water caused 
by microorganisms

Portuguese man-of-war 
Resembles a jelly-fish with 
elongated, venomous tentacles 
typically measuring twenty feet 
but capable of extending to one 
hundred feet

Marlin
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Ptomaine poisoning
Food poisoning

Que va 
Spanish for “no way”

Rigor mortis 
Third stage of death in which the 
corpse stiffens

Sargasso weed 
Sargassum; brown seaweed

Skiff 
A small boat used for fishing or 
leisure

Terminal of the lottery
A lottery ticket

Tiburon 
Spanish for shark

Un espuela de hueso 
Spanish for bone spur

Virgin of Cobre 
A widely venerated image in Cuba 
of the Blessed Virgin Mary

PRACTICAL ADVICE FOR THE TEACHER

The Old Man and the Sea takes place in a fishing town in Cuba, presumably located outside 
Havana. The main character, Santiago, is a poor, elderly fisherman on his eighty-fourth day 
of catching nothing. Nevertheless, he sets out on day eighty-five confident that he will make 
a catch. He sails out into deep water and spends the next three days fighting to conquer a 
giant marlin. Hemingway’s prose takes the reader into the thoughts of Santiago as the old 
man pushes himself to his physical limits, successfully catching the fish only to be defeated 
by the scavenger sharks that ruthlessly tear the marlin apart. 

Santiago is a widower, the friend of a boy in town, and an avid baseball fan. We  recognize 
Santiago; he does not stand for an idea or ideal. Santiago is a poor, tough old man, whom 
Hemingway allows us to accompany on his tremendous adventure. Of his story Hemingway 
said: “There isn’t any symbolysm [sic]. The sea is the sea. The old man is an old man. The 
boy is a boy and the fish is a fish. The shark are all sharks no better and no worse...What goes 

Portuguese man-of-war
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beyond is what you see beyond when you know.”2 Even so, teachers should alert the students 
to some of the religious imagery at play. The discussion questions below include some that 
direct the students to carefully examine descriptions of Santiago and detailed depictions of 
his arduous struggle and perseverance against nature and his own weaknesses.

Most students can read roughly twenty to thirty pages in an hour. Since the text itself is not 
divided into chapters, we have broken up the text into five sections. The questions are meant 
to lead the students deeper into the world Hemingway has created by eliciting concrete 
details and suggesting more consequential topics for reflection. 

Hemingway introduces us to Santiago gradually, and the discussion questions are likewise 
aimed at helping the students understand the old man and his experience as the adventure 
unfolds. Students should be discouraged from jumping to hasty conclusions about Santiago. 
It takes the entire story, the full breadth of his adventure, to reveal Santiago. (Please see the 
Cana Academy Guide Teaching Fiction from the Inside Out for a more detailed explanation 
of the principles that inform this approach.) 

The questions are not meant to test comprehension or to be a guide for reading. They are written 
for the teacher’s use in leading discussions. The narrower questions train the imaginations of 
the students by evoking the particulars of this world. Occasionally, the questions will break 
open larger issues for broader discussion. 

Some questions encourage students to keep track of references to developing imagery so that 
when they reach the culmination of events in the final sections, they will have ready sources 
and citations for a rich final discussion. It is important that the teacher not telegraph meaning 
or preempt the students’ free and open inquiry as the story unfolds. It would be a mistake, for 
instance, to direct the students to look for specific themes. Advising them to keep a watchful 
eye for repeated details for later discussion is not the same as instructing them on what 
those references come to mean over the course of the novel. These are also opportunities for 
training students on how to mark a text for later discussion.

Finally, one of Hemingway’s singular achievements was his ability to compose an incredibly 
powerful scene with spare language, simple sentence structures, and extraordinary 
attentiveness to the report of the senses. The students should monitor his craft occasionally 
and examine how he achieves these powerful moments with such simple tools. 

8
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

Section I: pages 9-28

1. Where does this story take place? What time of year is it? As the story unfolds, keep track 
of the passage of time.

2. Detail the old man’s appearance as described in the first pages of this section. The narrator 
returns to a description later in this section. Pay attention to the description of the old man’s 
eyes throughout the story.

3. Why did the boy stop fishing with the old man? What does the boy think about this 
decision? How is the boy’s father described? What is the importance of the language used to 
describe the boy’s father in contrast to Santiago? Keep this use of hope and belief in mind as 
the story unfolds.

4. What is the old man’s reputation as a fisherman? How do the people in town treat the old 
man? 

5. Name the types of fish the fishermen catch. How big are these fish? Examine some pictures. 

6. Why does the old man remain confident despite not having caught anything for eighty-four 
days?

7. How old is the boy? What is his first memory?

8. Discuss the meaning of this passage: “He was too simple to wonder when he had attained 
humility. But he knew he had attained it and he knew it was not disgraceful and it carried no 
loss of true pride” (13). 

9. Describe the old man’s home. Inventory the contents of his room. How has he decorated 
the room? What do we learn about him? 

10. Examine the conversation between the boy and the old man. What do they discuss? 
How might we characterize their relationship? How does the narrator communicate to us the 
nature of their relationship? For example, what does the boy do for the old man?

11. Why does the old man want to buy a lottery ticket? 

12. What do they discuss when the boy returns with food? What goes on in this conversation? 
What causes the boy to wonder and then to admonish himself? What do they talk about over 
dinner? What does this reveal about their relationship?

13. Is the old man a good fisherman? What evidence do we have?

14. What does the old man dream about? Describe the dream. What did he dream about when 
he was younger?
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15. The names of these two characters are not initially given. What is the effect of this initial 
namelessness?

16. Describe the scene as the second day dawns. How does the boy respond to being awakened? 
What does the old man bring with him in the boat when he fishes?

17. Describe the two as they walk to the beach. What does each feel about this new day? 
What do they discuss? What additional information about their relationship do we gather 
from this conversation?

Section II: pages 28-46

1. In what direction does the old man row? Describe what he sees. Describe what he hears.

2. Summarize his disposition towards the various sea creatures. How does the old man feel 
about flying fish? How does he describe his feelings towards turtles? Why does he feel sorry 
for them? 

3. What does he think about the sea? How is this different from what others think about the 
sea? Why does he think the sea is properly thought of as feminine?  

4. Is Santiago a skilled and capable fisherman? Evidence? Describe his actions. Be specific; 
for example, how many bait lines does he put out and at what fathom? Is there an explanation 
for why the old man has not been catching fish? Keep track of his skill as the story unfolds.

5. What kind of fish come out in September? Describe the man-of-war bird’s actions. What 
other descriptions does the narrator provide? Use your imagination to see and hear what the 
old man sees and hears. Why does he love turtles and hawk-bills?

6. Describe the tuna. Why does the narrator state, “The old man hit him on the head for 
kindness” (39)?

7. How does the old man rationalize talking to himself? Why is it unusual that he talks to 
himself while alone at sea?

8. He often thinks of baseball. Why is he so interested in baseball?

9. Santiago reflects, “Now is the time to think of only one thing. That which I was born 
for” (40). What was he born for? Why is it significant that he believes this about himself? 
Keep track of references to this attitude. Distinguish between the narrator’s assessment and 
Santiago’s self-assessment.

10. What fish takes the bait? How does the old man handle this fish? What conclusions does 
he draw about the size of the fish? How does he know?
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11. Are his references to luck a sign of superstition or of something else? Explain. Luck 
or lack of luck comes up quite a bit in this story. Have the students keep track of those 
references. 

12. How does the contest with this fish begin? What is happening when the old man first 
says, “I wish I had the boy” (45). Keep track of when he says this again.

13. How much time has passed since he first caught the marlin? How is he feeling physically?

Section III: pages 46-68

1. Where is Santiago as night falls? What does he see and note about his location?

2. What does he think about the porpoises? What does this prompt him to feel towards the 
hooked fish, and what story does he recall? What is most striking to him in these recollections 
about sea creatures? What strikes him as sad in the story of the marlins? 

3. Why does Santiago describe what he is doing to the fish as “treachery” (50)? Does he 
believe what he is doing now is treachery? He thinks, “Perhaps I should not have been a 
fisherman” (50). How does this contrast with his earlier thoughts? Why does he think this 
now?

4. Continue to note the old man’s skill. Note his first injury. Keep track of his injuries as the 
contest unfolds.

5. Who does Santiago talk to in addition to himself? What is the subject of these conversations? 
Do these conversations seem odd? Explain.

6. Why does he say, “Fish, I’ll stay with you until I am dead” (52)? Why not until the fish is 
dead?

7. Does the old man feel alone on the sea? How can we tell? What changes this feeling?

8. He thinks, “But a cramp...humiliates oneself especially when one is alone” (62). What 
does this mean? Why is a cramp more humiliating than food poisoning? Why is it more 
humiliating when one is alone?

9.“There are three things that are brothers: the fish and my two hands” (64). What does 
Santiago mean?

10. Describe the marlin in its first rise from the water. Santiago thinks, “I wish I was the 
fish...with everything he has against only my will and my intelligence” (64). What is the 
“everything” the fish has? 

11. Despite recognizing the grandeur of this magnificent marlin and the seeming injustice of 
killing him, Santiago resolves to kill him saying, “I will show him what a man can do and 
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what a man endures” (66). What does he mean by this declaration? How does this shed light 
on his previous ruminations about himself and the fish?

12. Again, he thinks, “Man is not much beside the great birds and beasts. Still I would rather 
be that beast down there in the darkness of the sea” (68). What attitude is he expressing 
toward nature and his relationship with it?

13. Why does he compare himself to Joe DiMaggio?

Section IV: pages 69-95

1. What story does Santiago call to mind? Give the details of this story. What do we learn 
about the old man from this memory? Why does he recall this story at this time?

2. How much time has passed since he put out to sea? What does seeing the stars prompt him 
to reflect upon? What do these reflections reveal about him and what he thinks about being 
a fisherman? 

3. What is the third injury he sustains? How is he injured?

4. At this point in the story, how long has he been awake? When he does slip off to sleep, 
what does he dream about? What is the context, from earlier in the story, for what he dreams 
about now? 

5. When does Santiago realize he is not “being clear-headed”? What is unclear about his 
thinking? To what does he attribute his lack of clearheadedness? Does he do anything about 
it? Describe his actions during these moments of distraction. Why is remaining clearheaded 
so important?

6. Again, Santiago wishes he had Manolin with him. When else has he thought this? Why 
does he particularly desire the boy’s presence at these moments?

7. What does the marlin begin to do? Why, according to Santiago, does the fish do this? As 
the third day dawns, the fish begins to circle. Why is this significant? Describe the fish.

8. What is the fourth wound the old man suffers? What indications are there of his condition 
leading up to and after killing the fish?

9. How does Santiago finally kill the fish? What does he experience after killing the fish? 
Why does he want to feel the fish?

10. Examine and discuss the following passage: “He took all his pain and what was left of his 
strength and his long gone pride and he put it against the fish’s agony and the fish came over 
onto his side and swam gently on his side, his bill almost touching the planking of the skiff 
and started to pass the boat, long, deep, wide, silver and barred with purple and interminable 
in the water” (93). 
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11. As the fish surfaces for the last time, use all the senses to imagine this scene: “Then the 
fish came alive, with his death in him, and rose high out of the water showing all his great 
length and width and all his power and his beauty. He seemed to hang in the air above the old 
man in the skiff. Then he fell into the water with a crash that sent spray over the old man and 
over all of the skiff” (94). What does being “alive, with his death in him” mean?

Section V: 96-127

1. How big is the fish? His eyes are described as “look[ing] as detached as the mirrors in a 
periscope or as a saint in a procession” (96). This seems like an odd description. What does 
this look like? 

2. Santiago and the narrator speak together in the following passage: “Is he bringing me in 
or am I bringing him in? If I were towing him behind there would be no question. Nor if the 
fish were in the skiff, with all dignity gone, there would be no question either. But they were 
sailing together lashed side by side and the old man thought, let him bring me in if it pleases 
him. I am only better than him through trickery and he meant me no harm” (99). What does 
this tell us about the relationship between the marlin and the old man?

3. Describe the first shark attack. How does he attempt to fend it off? What does he think as 
he is battling the shark? Is he successful?

4. “When the fish had been hit it was as though he himself were hit” (103). Why? Why does 
he “wish it had been a dream now and that [he] had never hooked the fish and was alone in 
bed on the newspapers” (103)?

5. He reflects, “But man is not made for defeat. A man can be destroyed but not defeated” 
(103). What does he mean? What is the difference between destruction and defeat?

6. Why does the man conclude that all he has left is thinking and baseball? Why does 
Joe DiMaggio keep coming to mind? Does the old man think he has done a great thing in 
successfully killing the fish? Evidence?

7. Why does Santiago begin to think about sin? Was he proud? Hopeless? Something else? 
He says, “I killed him in self-defense...And I killed him well” (106). In what way was it self-
defense? 

8. He “knew that a very bad time was coming” (106). What is the bad time? 

9. Describe the next shark attack. What is the “translation” for the sound the old man utters 
when he sees the first two sharks?

10. Describe the third and fourth attacks. He says for a third time that he wished it was a 
dream. What does he wish was a dream? Why?
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11. As the third night falls, the old man speaks again of the brotherhood he shares with the 
marlin. What does he say? Why does he say, “I’ll fight them until I die” (115)? 

12. After the final shark attack, “He knew he was beaten” (119). Is he defeated? Destroyed? 
Both? To what does he attribute being beaten?

13. Describe his journey from the skiff to his home. What injuries has the old man suffered?

14. Imagine and reflect on the final image of the man: “He pulled the blanket over his 
shoulders and then over his back and legs and he slept face down on the newspapers with his 
arms out straight and the palms of his hands up” (122).

15. Why does the boy cry when he sees the old man? How long was Santiago gone? What do 
they discuss?

16. The old man says, “In the night I spat something strange and felt something in my chest 
was broken” (125). What has happened to the old man?

17. How do the locals and tourists react to the old man’s catch?

18. The old man is once again dreaming of the lions at the end of the story. What is the 
significance of this recurring dream?
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BROADER QUESTIONS SUITABLE FOR LARGER DISCUSSIONS AND ESSAY 
ASSIGNMENTS

The following questions are aimed at a more comprehensive discussion of the text; they can 
only be properly and thoroughly addressed after a careful reading of the entire story. They 
would be appropriate for a larger discussion at the close of the book, and some could also be 
used as essay questions.

1. At the beginning of the book the old man says to the boy, “I am a strange man.” Then he 
describes the fish and his experience of seeing the fish in the air as strange. What does the 
word strange mean in this story? Is the old man strange? How so?

2. Why does the old man focus so much on remaining clear headed? Is it primarily so that he 
can remain focused on catching the fish? Is it a matter of survival? Is he concerned for his 
sanity?

3. Why did he go so far out? Did he go out that far intentionally? 

4. How is The Old Man and the Sea a fitting title? After all, there is nothing in the title that 
references the battle with the marlin or the shark attacks—the two points of focus in his 
adventure. 

5. “But man is not made for defeat...A man can be destroyed but not defeated” (103). What 
does this mean? What is the difference between destruction and defeat? Was the old man 
defeated? If so, by what? Was he destroyed? How so?

6. What is the old man’s attitude toward nature, the sea, and animals? Is he capable of both 
loving and admiring fish and seeking to kill them? In what way does his conviction that he 
was “born to be a fisherman” inform his understanding? What is the role of luck in the old 
man’s world?

7. Is the old man to be admired or pitied? Use the text to make your case.

8. Examine Hemingway’s spare language, sentence structure, and attention to detailed 
sensory accounts of the action. How do these affect us as readers? 
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