Robert Cohn, A Pillar Among The Fallen

The novel “The Sun Also Rises”, authored by Ernest Hemingway, depicts characters of the “lost generation”, young adults in the 1920’s who lived through the horrors of World War I. After seeing the butchery of humanity, their values change to discard the traditional ideas of nobility and honour for those of drunkenness and one-night stands. Yet one character seems to defy this order, Robert Cohn, a Princeton graduate.

Robert Cohn’s character is different from the others. He does not conform to the image of masculinity portrayed by Jake, Mike, Bill and especially Romero. Being a man usually means to be strong and to be in control. He has features of strength especially physically since he is “once middleweight boxing champion of Princeton” (Hemingway, 13), but he never asserts his presence. He actually has a certain “feeling of inferiority and shyness” (Hemingway, 13) since he was of the Jewish faith.  It is strongly believed by most critics that Cohn was given these characteristics in addition to him being shy because Hemingway was anti-Semitic. Perhaps to degrade him further, Robert has spectacles (glasses), a clear sign of weakness for that period. Throughout the story, those around him, especially Harvey, Mike and later Brett, always put him down. When Harvey asks Robert what he would rather do at that moment, he answers that he would rather play football. Appropriately, Harvey answers by saying that Cohn was a “case of arrested development” (Hemingway, 51). From all the ideas and dreams he could have chosen, he only wanted to play football. His masculinity and his strength is put into question once more by Jake when Frances is confronting and quarrelling with Robert. Jake is left wondering why he “keep on taking it like that?” (Hemingway, 58). A vivid example of the disrespect he receives from both Jake and Bill was when Robert “did not want any of the second meat course, but [Jake and Bill] did not interpret for him” (Hemingway, 100). Perhaps more importantly, he did not react to this. Robert Cohn has a rather weak personality, not willing to assert himself. He does not change things to conform to him, he prefers to change himself to adapt to the environment. Perhaps a singular exception is his unchanging and traditional values.

His values were also radically different from most other characters in the book. He is a dreamer. He has not participated in the First World War unlike Jake and his comrades, which seemed to have distorted their vision of the world around them. Their new habits contradicted with those of Cohn, who does not drink away his problems with his friends and retains the naïve belief of having one true love. Jake commented on Cohn being too much of a romantic when he said that Cohn had “read and reread ‘The Purple Land’ … splendid imaginary amorous adventures” (Hemingway, 17). Furthermore, Cohn suggests a trip to South America, and was in a “hard, Jewish stubborn streak” (Hemingway, 18). He insisted on going to nowhere else, repeating it four times. This also suggests a certain immaturity with Robert. When Jake expresses his interest with bullfighters during that conversation feeling, he felt that “nobody ever lives their life all the way up except bull-fighters” (Hemingway, 18), a feeling that is not shared by Cohn, calling it “an abnormal life” (Hemingway, 18). As the story continues, Jake becomes more distant from Robert; now that Frances has left Cohn, Jake commented that he was “not bothered by Cohn’s troubles, [he] rather enjoyed not having to play tennis” (Hemingway, 75). Others were also questioning his values like Brett who first is surprised to hear that Cohn would come despite knowing that she and her fiancé Mike would join them for the festival. Later on, she becomes quite irritated; “I don’t like Cohn, God knows” (Hemingway, 150). But the word irritation cannot begin to describe Mike’s attitude towards the Princeton graduate.  His anger is fuelled by Robert’s continuous presence around Brett. Cohn is a longtime believer of the values that dominated the West European and American culture prior to the War. Mike’s medals (on pages 139-140) fascinate him, while Mike himself seems rather mocking of these symbols of valor and courage. His romantic vision of the world leads him to follow Brett everywhere during their trip in Pamplona, resulting first with his confrontation with Mike. He was rather passive, only replying with brief answers, (“Cohn’s face was swollen” (Hemingway, 147) but when came the final confrontation, Cohn finally made his stand. Mike and Jake could have insulted and made fun of him, but they cannot keep his love away. He had sacrificed all of this honour for that woman and he is going to get her. His conviction for this true love is religiously important to him. He might be the most passive of the characters but is takes only one trigger to ignite his aggressiveness, his romanticism. His actions, knocking Mike and Jake and “rescuing” Brett from the corrupt Romero is reminiscent of a knight saving the princess leading to a happy ending. The fight between Romero and Cohn is a very symbolic struggle between the 2 ideologies of the generation that survived the war. Cohn tries continuously to defeat Romero who after blow every blow would still rise just to be beaten once more. He tries to convince Brett to come with him but she refuses. It was then that Robert understands that his values were unfounded and he finally collapses, hit with the physical blow of Romero and the emotional blow of his lost idealism. When Cohn returns to the hotel and Jake talks to him, the latter was rather unemotional about Robert’s condition or situation, he only wanted to go to bed. Robert disappears quickly afterwards and is mentioned only once more when Bill wonders about him. “’I feel sorry about Cohn,’ Bill said, ‘He had an awful time’…’Oh, to hell with Cohn,’ [Jake] said” (Hemingway, 226) and he says it again once more later.

Hemingway cursed Robert Cohn, to be different, to be a Jew in an anti-Semitic era and to be a cast away among the group. He is the personification of older traditions, which has been long discarded by the newer Lost Generation. He is a character that is never meant to succeed in life, forgotten by his classmates, ignored by his friends and his most cherished idealism destroyed. He never seem to be part of the story, always as the black sheep, the outcast but perhaps he was the one that helped spark the happy ending of the story.
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