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Introduction to the Novels of Ernest Hemingway
Excerpt: 

….    An understanding of the principles set forth in "Big Two-Hearted River" is perhaps essential to an understanding of the life-in-death/death-in-life philosophy that Hemingway presents in his major novels, particularly in The Sun Also Rises and A Farewell to Arms.  Bringing these principles in advance to The Sun Also Rises enables a reader to see the mythical substructure that lies beneath the apparent simplicity of the story line.  On the face of it, The Sun Also Rises tells the story of Jake Barnes, whose war wound has left him physically incapable of making love, though it has done so without robbing him of sexual desire.  Jake has the misfortune to fall in love with the beautiful and, for practical purposes, nymphomaniac Lady Brett Ashley, who loves Jake but must nevertheless make love to other men.  Among these men is Robert Cohn, a hopeless romantic who, alone in the novel, believes in the concept of chivalric love.  Hemingway explores the frustration of the doomed love affair between Jake and Brett as they wander from Paris and its moral invalids to Pamplona, where Jake and his lost-generation friends participate in the fiesta.  Jake is the only one of the group to have become an aficionado, one who is passionate about bullfighting.  In the end, though, he betrays his aficion by introducing Brett to Pedro Romero, one of the few remaining bullfighters who is true to the spirit of the sport--one who fights honestly and faces death with grace--and this Jake does with full knowledge that Brett will seduce Romero, perhaps corrupting his innocence by infecting him with the jaded philosophy that makes her "lost."  Predictably, she does seduce Romero, but less predictably lets him go, refusing to be "one of these bitches 
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that ruins children."  Finally, she and Jake are left where they started, she unrealistically musing that "we could have had such a damned good time together"--presumably if he had not been wounded--and he, perhaps a little wiser, responding, "Yes. . . .Isn't it pretty to think so." 
    Few will miss the sense of aimless wandering from country to country and bottle to bottle in The Sun Also Rises.  The reader who approaches Jake's condidtion as a logical extension, symbolically rendered, of Nick's situation in "Big Two-Hearted River," however, will more fully appreciate Hemingway's design and purpose in the novel.  As is the case in "Big Two-Hearted River," the death with which The Sun Also Rises begins and ends is less a physical death than it is a living or walking death, which, granted, is most acute in Jake's case, but which afflicts all of the characters in the novel.  They must establish rules for playing a kind of spiritual solitaire, and Jake is the character in the novel who most articulately expresses these rules, perhaps because he is the one who most needs them.  "Enjoying living," he says, "was learning to get your money's worth and knowing when you had it."  In a literal sense, Jake refers here to the practice of getting what one pays for with actual money, but in another sense, he is talking more abstractly about other kinds of economy--the economy of motion in a good bullfight, for example. 
    To see how thoroughly Hemingway weaves this idea of economy into the fabric of the novel, one needs only to look at his seemingly offhand joke about writing telegrams.  On closer examination, the joke yields a valuable clue for understanding the Hemingway code.  When Jake and Bill, his best friend, are fishing in Burguete, they receive a telegram from Cohn, addressed simply, "Barnes, Burguete."  The address was free, and Cohn could have included full name and address, thus increasing the probablility that Jake would get the message.  As a response to Cohn's telegram, Jake and Bill send one equally wasterul:  "Arriving to-night."  The point is that the price of the telegram includes a laugh at Cohn's expense, and they are willing to pay for it. 
    After the Burguete scene, there is no direct discussion of the price of telegrams, but through this scene, Hemingway gives a key for understanding how each character measures up to the standards of the code.  Ironically, Bill, with whom Jake has laughed over Cohn's extravagance and whom Jake admires, is as uneconomical as Cohn.  From Budapest, he wires Jake, "Back on Monday"; his card from Budapest says, "Jake, Budapest is wonderful."  Bill's wastefulness, however, is calculated, and he is quite conscious of his value-system.  In his attempt to talk Jake into buying a stuffed dog, Bill indicates that, to him, things are equally valueless:  whatever one buys, in 
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essence, will be dead and stuffed.  He is a conscious spendthrift who has no intention of conserving emotions or money.  He ignores the fact that letters, cards, and telegrams are designed to accommodate messages of different lengths and that one should choose the most appropriate (conservative) form of communication available.  At first, it seems strange that Jake can accept as a true friend one whose value-system is so different from his, but just as Frederic Henry in A Farewell to Arms will accept the priest, whose code is different, so can Jake accept Bill.  Both the priest and Bill are conscious of their value-systems.  Thus, if Bill's extravagance appears to link him with the wasteful Cohn, the similarity is a superficial one.  Like Jake--and unlike Cohn, who still believes in the chivalric code--he has merely chosen extravagance as a way of coping, knowing that whatever he gets will be the equivalent of a stuffed dog.  Morally, Bill is less akin to Cohn than he is to Rinaldi in A Farewell to Arms, who continues his indiscriminate lovemaking, even though he knows it may result in syphilis.  Just as Frederic Henry remains true to Rinaldi, so Jake remains true to Bill. 
    Standing midway between Bill and Cohn is Brett's fiance Michael, whose values, in terms of the code, are sloppy.  Like Cohn, Mike sends bad telegrams and letters.  His one telegram in the novel is four words long:  "Stopped night San Sebastian."  His one telegram in the novel is four words long:  "We got here Friday, Brett passed out on the train, so brought her here for 3 days rest with old friends of ours."  Michael could have gotten more for his money in the telegram by using the ten allotted words, just as he could have sent a letter without abbreviations for the same price.  The telegram and the letter suggest that although he is conscious of the principle of economy, he simply has no idea how to be economical.  Thus, when Brett says of Michael that "He writes a good letter," there is an irony in her comment which Jake acknowledges:  "I know. . . . He wrote me from San Sebastian."  In juxtaposing the telegram and the letter, Hemingway shows Michael to be a man without a code, a man who, when asked how he became bankrupt, responds, "Gradually and then suddenly," which is precisely how he is becoming emotionally bankrupt.  He sees it coming, but he has no code that will help him deal with his "lostness." 
    Unlike Cohn, Bill, and Mike, both Brett and Jake send ten-word telegrams, thus presumably getting their money's worth.  When Brett, in the last chapters of the novel, needs Jake, she wires him:  "COULD YOU COME HOTEL MONTANA MADRID AM RATHER IN TROUBLE BRETT"--ten words followed by the signature.  This telegram, which had been forwarded from Paris, is immediately followed by another one identical to it, forwarded from Pamplona.  In turn, Jake responds with a telegram which consists of ten words and the signature:  "LADY ASHLEY HOTEL MONTANA MADRID ARRIVING SUD EXPRESS TOMORROW LOVE JAKE."  Interestingly, he includes the address in the body of the telegram in order to obtain the 
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ten-word limit.  The sending of ten-word telegrams indicates that Jake and Brett are bonded by their adherence to the code; since they alone send such telegrams, the reader must see them as members of an exclusive society. 
    Yet ironically, to Jake and Brett, the code has become a formalized ritual, something superimposed over their emptiness.  They have not learned to apply the code to every aspect of their lives, the most striking example of which is Brett's ten-word (excluding the signature) postcard at the beginning of Chapter Eight:  "Darling.  Very quiet and healthy.  Love to all the chaps.  Brett."  The postcard has no word limit, except that dictated by the size of one's handwriting.  Brett, however, in the absence of clearly labeled values, must fall back on the only form she knows:  in this case, that of the ten-word telegram, which is here an empty form, a ritual detached from its meaningful context. 
    Jake and Brett, then, come back full circle to their initial frustration and mark time with rituals to which they cling for not-so-dear-life, looking in the meantime for physical pleasures that will get them through the night.  Yet if this seems a low yield for their efforts, one should remember that Hemingway makes no pretense in The Sun Also Rises of finding a cure for "lostness."  In fact, he heightens the sense of it in his juxtaposition of two epigraphs of the novel:  "You are all a lost generation" from Gertrude Stein, and the long quotation from Ecclesiastes that begins "One generation passeth away, and another generation cometh; but the earth abideth forever. . . .The sun also ariseth, and the sun goeth down. . . ."  As Hemingway maintained, the hero of The Sun Also Rises is the abiding earth; the best one can hope for while living on that earth, isolated from one's fellowman and cut off from the procreative cycle, is a survival manual.  Finally, that is what The Sun Also Rises is, and this is the prescription that it offers:  one must learn to exhibit grace under pressure, and one must learn to get his money's worth.  In skeleton form, this is the foundation of the Hemingway code--the part of it, at least, that remains constant through all of his novels….
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