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SYNOPSIS OVERVIEW

Cooper and Hemingway: The True Gen is an unprecedented look at the bond between two of the most iconic 
artists of the 20th century.

Though Hemingway’s extraordinary life and career has been exhaustively covered, less thoroughly examined has 
been his fascinating friendship with another American legend, film icon Gary Cooper. ERNEST HEMINGWAY: 
Writer, war correspondent, international adventurer, lover, drinker, brawler. The tabloid reputation -- filled with 
truths, half-truths and flat-out untruths -- grows ever wider. If you made up a character like Ernest Hemingway, 
how many would believe it? The mercurial Hemingway left people enchanted, hostile, endeared, confused, 
charmed, bruised, engaged, bitter. He was an extraordinary, unforgettable presence. As more than one person 
remarked: “Hemingway sucked the air out of a room.”

Utter opposites ... nothing in common. The cowboy and the suburbanite. The conservative and the liberal. And yet these two 
artists (a word both men scoffed at) were the best of friends, right up to their deaths a mere seven weeks apart in 
1961. But is the friendship of these two men really so surprising?

A study of these two men is a study of the 20th century. Their internationally renowned careers (Cooper, two 
Best Actor Academy Awards; Hemingway, Nobel and Pulitzer Prizes) were played out over the same turbulent 
decades: the hedonistic 20s, the grim Depression 30s, the war-ravaged 40s, and the deceptively slumbering 50s; 
throughout, their public and private lives connected, parted, re-connected, intertwined, over-lapped, and collided.

It is no small irony that the lives of these two men should suffer untimely ends at the dawn of the erupting sixties. 
Their final, poignant chapter closed at the beginning of a decade which would challenge many of the very ideals 
and precepts which both men so prominently represented.

And yet, decades later, we have Liam Neeson reflecting: “...the character of Bryan Mills (Taken) fits into a 
cinematic iconic figure that we all recognize from way back ... I’m thinking of Gary Cooper in High Noon, who is 
kind of a Bryan Mills. That kind of iconic figure that audiences seem to be attracted to.”

Perhaps Cooper and Hemingway didn’t really pass the torch, perhaps they merely leant it.

Narrated by Academy Award nominee Sam Waterston (Law & Order, The Killing Fields), COOPER AND 
HEMINGWAY: THE TRUE GEN offers an unprecedented look at the bond between two of the most iconic artists 
of the 20th century. Featuring interviews with legendary actors, historians and members of the Hemingway family, 
including:

 KIRK DOUGLAS (Spartacus, 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea). One of the American Film Institute’s Greatest    
    ‘Screen Legends in American History
 CHARLTON HESTON, Academy Award Winner, Best Actor (Ben-Hur, The Ten Commandments, Touch of  
    Evil)
 ROBERT OSBORNE, film historian and actor. Host, Turner Classic Movies
 GEORGE PLIMPTON, American Journalist and Founder, The Paris Review
 PATRICIA NEAL, Academy Award Winner, Best Actress (Breakfast at Tiffany’s, The Day
    the Earth Stood Still)
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In many ways it was the perfect match: Ernest 
Hemingway whose heroes personified his 
definition of courage--”grace under pressure”-- and 
Gary Cooper, the man who often portrayed those 
characters on screen.

Yet in other ways-politically, intellectually, and 
personally-- Hemingway and Cooper were a study 
in contradictions. The story of this extraordinary 
20+ year friendship is the focus of this feature 
documentary.

The film, narrated by Sam Waterson, features 
interviews with such Hollywood & Literary 
luminaries as Kirk Douglas, Charlton Heston, 
George Plimpton, A.E Hotchner, Elmore Leonard 
and Patricia Neal.

A NEW YORK TIMES CRITICS’ PICK

“FOUR STARS...REMARKABLY RICH, 
DETAILED AND MOVING, A FIRST CLASS, 
DUAL CELEBRITY BIO-DOC.”
- James Van Maanen, Trust Movies

“ONE OF THE FEW DOCUMENTARIES THAT 
CAPTURED THE COMPLEX MAN THAT WAS 
MY FATHER.”
- Patrick Hemingway, son of Ernest Hemingway

“REMARKABLE...MOVING.”
- Craig Gilbert, PBS’s An American Family

“SUBJECT MATTER THAT HAS TIMELESS 
VALUE. IT’S MORE THAN HISTORICAL.” 
- Robert Becker, Director, 
Ernest Hemingway Foundation of Oak Park

“GENUINELY GREAT...IN EXPLORING THE 
LIVES OF TWO LEGENDARY AMERICANS, 
THE DOCUMENTARY ALSO EXPLORED 
THE HISTORY OF AMERICA IN THE FIRST 
HALF OF THE 20TH CENTURY. I WAS 
ENTHRALLED FROM BEGINNING TO END.”
- Alphie McCourt, author, “A Long Stone’s Throw”	
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SYNOPSIS
With never seen before photos and footage (in 
HD) from the Gary Cooper estate and JFK Library 
in Boston, COOPER AND HEMINGWAY THE 
TRUE GEN looks back at the fascinating and 
unlikely friendship of Ernest Hemingway and Gary 
Cooper.

From 1940, when they first met, until their untimely 
deaths a mere seven weeks apart in 1961, Cooper 
and Hemingway connected, collided, clashed, and 
reconnected in Idaho, New York, Cuba and Paris.

Seen against the panorama of a turbulent 
American Century, COOPER AND HEMINGWAY 
is more than the story of a unique friendship; 
it is an exposition of the changing ideals of 
what defines a hero, what acts can be called 
courageous and what defines the sometimes 
fragile ideal of masculinity.

Ernest Hemingway: “Coop is a fine man; as 
honest and straight and friendly and unspoiled as 
he looks. If you made up a character like Coop, 
nobody’d believe it.”

And if you made up a character like Ernest 
Hemingway, how many would believe it? The 
mercurial Hemingway left people enchanted, hostile, 
confused, charmed, bruised, bitter.

Utter opposites ... nothing in common. The cowboy 
and the suburbanite. The conservative and the liberal. 
And yet these two artists (a word both men scoffed 
at) were the best of friends, right up to their deaths a 
mere seven weeks apart in 1961.

But is the friendship of these two men really so 
surprising?

Consider this Cooper obituary: “Perhaps with Gary 
Cooper there is ended a certain America. That of the 
frontier and of innocence, which had or was believed 
to have an exact sense of the dividing line between 
goodand evil.” Corriere Della Sera, Rome.

A study of these two men is a study of the 20th 
century. Their internationally renowned careers 
(Cooper, two Best Actor Academy Awards; 
Hemingway, Nobel and Pulitzer Prizes) were played 
out over the same turbulent decades: the hedonistic 
20s, the grim Depression 30s, the war- ravaged 40s, 
and the deceptively slumbering 50s.

It is no small irony that the lives of these two men 
should suffer untimely ends at the dawn of the 
erupting sixties. Their final, poignant chapter closed 
at the beginning of a decade which would challenge 
many of the very ideals and precepts which both men 
so prominently represented.

And yet, decades later, we have Liam Neeson 
reflecting: “...the character of Bryan Mills (Taken) fits 
into a cinematic iconic figure that we all recognize 
from way back ... I’m thinking of Gary Cooper in High 
Noon, who is kind of a Bryan Mills.” That kind of iconic 
figure that audiences seem to be attracted to.

Or Katniss Everdeen, the hero from The Hunger 
Games. For all the modern trappings, the 
extraordinarily courageous and selfless Katniss is 
really just a female updating of the Hemingway/ 
Cooper hero. She’s Robert Jordan. She’s Will Kane.

To understand Ernest Hemingway and Gary 
Cooper is to understand both the genesis of Katniss 
Everdeen and why she and other contemporary 
characters represent what they do to audiences 
today.

Perhaps Cooper and Hemingway didn’t really pass 
the torch, perhaps they merely leant it.

ON THE IMPACT OF 
ERNEST HEMINGWAY 
AND GARY COOPER:

“Among my biggest literary influences would be 
For Whom The Bell Tolls. Robert Jordan is an 
inspiration to me.”
- PRESIDENT BARACK OBAMA

“Gary Cooper was ... a phenomenon – his abil-
ity to take something and elevate it, give it such 
a dignity ... Cooper was such a presence.”
- AL PACINO, actor

“Hemingway. Those sentences just knock me 
out.”
- JOAN DIDION, author

“In the first film to win the Academy Award 
for Best Picture, WINGS, we see the future of 
screen acting in the form of Gary Cooper...He 
does something mysterious with his eyes and 
shoulders that is much more like ‘being’ than 
‘acting’.”
- TOM HANKS, actor

“Robert Jordan was everything I ever wanted to 
be. I was thrilled by him.”
- SENATOR JOHN MCCAIN

“High Noon is my favorite movie. Any time 
you’re alone and feel you’re not getting the 
support you need, Gary Cooper’s Will Kane 
becomes the perfect metaphor.”
- PRESIDENT BILL CLINTON
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Raylan Givens, the hero in Elmore Leonard’s hit 
TV series Justified, is frequently compared by other 
characters to Gary Cooper. Such as:

Randall to Raylan Givens: “I’m gonna put a limp in that 
Gary Cooper walk.”

And with good reason, as the NY Times noted:
“Raylan, the shoot-first, anti-authoritarian sex symbol 
descended from both Gary Cooper & James Dean ...”

Tony Soprano on Gary Cooper: “What ever happened 
to Gary Cooper? The strong, silent type. He was an 
American.”

Who is this man, this Gary Cooper, so admired by Tony 
Soprano, of all people?

Or consider: “High Noon is my favorite picture. And Gary 
Cooper is my favorite actor.”
- President Dwight Eisenhower

“High Noon is my favorite film of all time. I’ve always 
been most proud of Gary Cooper for how he handled 
himself. He is still my favorite.”
- President William Clinton

President George W. Bush on ex-Japanese Prime 
Minister Junichiro Koizumi telling him: “You’re like 
Cooper’ I said, I’m like Cooper?’ He said, Yes.’ I finally 
figured out what he meant.”

Three U.S. Presidents, decades apart, hardly politically 
in synch, and yet, on one issue they are: Gary Cooper.

And consider this, three admiring actors:

“In only one scene in the first film to win the Academy 
Award for Best Picture, WINGS, we see the future of 
screen acting in the form of Gary Cooper He is quiet and 
natural, somehow different from the other cast members. 
He does something mysterious with his eyes and 
shoulders that is much more like ‘being’ than ‘acting’. “
-Tom Hanks

“Gary Cooper was our favorite, growing up. Sergeant 
York, that’s what we wanted to be.”
-Clint Eastwood

 

“I had dreams - fantasies really - about acting. I watched 
Gary Cooper as a boy. That’s who I wanted to be.”
- Djimon Hounsou (Blood Diamond, Amistad, In America) 
Benin, West Africa

Hounsou first glimpsed his destiny in the Gary Cooper 
films that filled the small rural theater in his childhood in 
the 1970s.

Who is this actor, this Gary Cooper?

How about this: Donna Karan, Ralph Lauren, Bill Blass, 
and Givenchy are hardly alike in their fashion statements. 
Yet, all four are in agreement in the most influential mete 
fashion influence in the 20th Century. Yup, Gary Cooper.

And when Peter Wood needed an American ideal to 
represent dignity, manliness and wisdom In contrast with 
today’s bitter, angry social and political landscape in his 
book, ‘A Bee In the Mouth Anger in America Today’ (pub. 
Jan. 4, 2007), he chose none other than Gary Cooper.

Why Ernest Hemingway
& Gary Cooper? r?

Just who is this Gary Cooper, anyway!

Which is exactly what Ernest Hemingway asked 
himself when he met Cooper in 1940 in Sun Valley, 
Idaho: “Can Cooper be this real? Nobody can be this 
real. Nobody can be this natural.”

And while we’re on Hemingway, what about him, 
today, from our perspective?

“Robert Jordan is one of my literary heroes. I go 
back to For Whom The Bell Tolls a lot. Along with 
Shakespeare, it is one of my favorites.”
- President Barack Obama

My favorite character, my ideal, really, is Robert 
Jordan in ‘For Whom The Bell Tolls’. Hemingway really 
understood what it is to be a man, in every sense of 
the word.”
- Senator John McCain

Gary Cooper, of course, played Jordan in the 1943 
film. Interestingly, as Hemingway’s son Patrick, 
says: “My father had Cooper in mind when he was 
fashioning that character.”

“Ernest Hemingway influenced more contemporary 
authors than any other writer. By far. Including me.” 
- Elmore Leonard

“We didn’t just want to write like Hemingway. We 
wanted to live like Hemingway!”
- Robert Stone

“Hemingway was my ideal. As a writer and as a man 
who lived life to the fullest.”
- Gene Hackman

“Hemingway is my favorite.” 
- Tom Stoppard

Nor is Hemingway’s appeal limited to actors and 
writers. Consider this: Decades after his death, he is 
still the most popular tourist attraction in Cuba. And in 
Key West, too. A mere writer!

Who are Ernest Hemingway and Gary Cooper? And 
why do they still resonate, more than half-a-century 
after their deaths?

- John Mulholland, Writer/Director

Why Ernest Hemingway & Gary Cooper
Directors Note Cont. ON THE IMPACT OF 

ERNEST HEMINGWAY AND 
GARY COOPER:

“Even someone like me, who didn’t operate 
consciously under Hemingway’s shadow, was 
still touched by Hemingway’s shadow. He had 
an enormous influence on male writing in 
America, and his echoes ... are to be found almost 
everywhere.”
- JUNOT DIAZ, author

“Gary Cooper was the perfect image for our 
campaign to get people to vote. We’d never had free 
elections in Poland. I am always so touched when 
people ask me to autograph that image of Gary 
Cooper from our campaign poster.”
- LECH WALESA, President of Poland, 
Nobel Peace Prize

“Hemingway created the whole idea of the 
anti-fascist hero. I mean you can’t really have 
Casablanca and Humphrey Bogart and all those 
characters without the Hemingway character. They 
all kind of derive from Robert Jordan.”
- ROBERT STONE, author

“Cooper put his whole career on the block in the 
face of the McCarthyite witch-hunters who were 
terrorizing Hollywood. He was subjected to a 
violent underground pressure campaign by John 
Wayne and others aimed at getting him to leave the 
film...But Cooper believed in me...He was the only 
big one who tried.”
- CARL FOREMAN, screenwriter, director, 
producer (High Noon)

Director’s Note 
John Mulholland
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PRODUCTION CREDITS

CREATIVE TEAM

JOHN MULHOLLAND                                                                                                                       
Writer/Director
John Mulholland is currently working on a 
documentary on Hollywood’s favorite author Elmore 
Leonard. Among Mulholland’s other documentaries: 
On Macbeth, Eastern European Composers, 
Charles Dickens And A Christmas Carol, Liza 
Minnelli On Meet Me in St Louis, and As Time Goes 
By: The Children Remember Casablanca.

He also wrote and directed both Inside High Noon 
(narrated by Frank Langella), on the behind-the-
scenes political controversy over the making of 
High Noon; and Of God & Country: Sergeant York 
(narrated by Liam Neeson). Mulholland served as 
the host of the online program, ICONS 
RADIO HOUR. 

RICHARD ZAMPELLA                                                                                                                                 
Producer 
Zampella also produced Sergeant York: Of God & 
Country. He also produced over 50 episodes of the 
ICONS RADIO HOUR. He is currently working on a 
documentary on author Elmore Leonard with 
John Mulholland.
 
A native of northwest New Jersey,  Zampella is 
founder and Managing Partner of Transmultimedia, 
Inc. Richard has over 20 years of experience in 
technology, entertainment, licensing & marketing 
related fields
 
While on active duty with The United States Army, 
Zampella was stationed at the U.S. Intelligence 
Center and School at Ft. Huachuca, Arizona. He 
spent ten years as an intel analyst with HQ Co. of 
The 50th Armored Division at Fort Dix, NJ.

CRAIG GILBERT
Executive Producer
Craig Gilbert: Created and produced such 
documentaries as: Margaret Mead’s New Guinea 
Journal, The Triumph Of Christy Brown, An 
American Family, William Carlos Williams, etc.

PATRICK HEMINGWAY
Consultant
Patrick Hemingway is Ernest Hemingway’s second 
son and the last living son. He was the first born 
to Hemingway’s second wife Pauline Pfeiffer. 
During his childhood he travelled frequently with 
his parents, and then attended Harvard University,  
graduated in 1950,  and shortly thereafter moved 
to Africa where he lived for 25 years. In Tanzania, 
Patrick was a professional big-game hunter and for 
over a decade he owned a safari business. In the 
1960s he was appointed by the United Nations to 
the Wildlife Management College in Tanzania as a 
teacher of conservation and wildlife. 

MARIA COOPER
Consultant
Maria Cooper Janis is an artist with a special interest 
in parapsychology.  She is married to noted concert 
pianist Byron Janis,  and together they are involved 
in several charities,  among them Pro Musicis,  the 
American Arthritis Foundation,  and the Global Forum 
of Spiritual and Parliamentary Leaders on Human 
Survival.  Mrs. Janis has contributed to several 
television documentaries about her father.
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Gary Cooper and Ernest Hemingway in a documentary directed by John Mulholland. 

By ANDY WEBSTER
Published: October 10, 2013








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Cooper and Hemingway: The True Gen (2013)

Cast includes: Sam Waterston (Narrator)
Writer/Director: John Mulholland (Sergeant York: Of God and 
Country)
Genre: Documentary (120 minutes) 

Gary Cooper and Ernest Hemingway are such icons, it’s hard to separate 

the men from the legacies. Hemingway used a slang expression, “true gen” 

to describe what was true and genuine vs. everything else. With both 

Cooper and Hemingway… there was no “everything else”… there was only 

true gen. On July 2, 1961, Hemingway took his own life. The funeral was 

like a gathering of royalty. They were mourning Hemingway, of course, but 

they were also mourning the end of an era. Hemingway’s best friend, Gary 

Cooper had died only a few weeks earlier. In many ways, the two men 

were on parallel paths, but there was no reason for their paths to have 

become so intertwined. On the surface, they had nothing in common. 

Among other things, both had passionate political views, and they were on 

opposite ends of the spectrum. Yet they became best friends. Before they 

ever met both were hoping for an opportunity to meet. And when they did, 

they developed a bond that would last until the end.

Growing up in Montana, Gary Cooper was a man’s man. But during WWI, he 

was sidelined by an injury. After the war, he planned to go to art school in 

Chicago. While passing through Los Angeles, he learned he could earn some 

spending money as a stunt man for the movies. They could use some extras 

who really could ride a horse. Eventually his exceptional good looks got 

him noticed, and he started getting lead roles… including the lead in 

Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arm, 1932. But the two didn’t meet until 1940. 

By this time, each was possibly the most acclaimed celebrity in his fields… 

Cooper as an actor who reduced characters to just the essentials… and 

Hemingway as the master of verbal simplicity. (It’s hard to overstate how 

original this approach was at the time.) It wasn’t a stylistic thing for either 

of them. It was simply true gen.

Unless you were an adult in the 1930s and 40s, you probably won’t realize 

just how famous these two were. After WWII, Cooper’s career took a hit 

because of the new crop of Hollywood leading men. Hemingway had so 

many imitators that he was accused of being repetitive… a point 

Hemingway scholars adamantly challenge. However, during the height of 

their fame, Cooper and Hemingway were possibly the most photographed 

men on the planet… giving the documentary filmmakers a huge library of 

images to use. Cooper and Hemingway is well worth seeing, even if you’ve 

never given much thought to learning more about these two icons of true 

manhood. (You may find yourself speculating how different things could 

have been had Cooper understood the health hazards of smoking and 

Hemingway had access to anti-depressants.) At 2 full hours, it’s definitely 

on the long side, but it’s not just a single biography… it’s two. There are a 

lot of surprises along the way… one of the biggest may be how much you 

thought you knew, but didn’t. Fame can be fleeting, and there are too 

many momentary celebrities… but Cooper and Hemingway were the true 

gen.
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suggests Cooper’s economical acting
style, which dovetailed with
Hemingway’s less-is-more writing
philosophy. Cooper had starred in
Hollywood’s adaptation of Hemingway’s “Farewell to
Arms” (1932) before the men first met in Idaho in 1940.
Hemingway later insisted that Cooper be cast in “For
Whom the Bell Tolls” (1943). After a critical and
commercial decline, each rebounded in 1952, Cooper with
“High Noon” (for which he won his second Oscar) and
Hemingway with “The Old Man and the Sea” (and, two
years later, his Nobel Prize). They died weeks apart in 1961.

It’s hard to think of a missing eyewitness here; some
speakers — George Plimpton, Elmore Leonard, Patricia
Neal — seem to return from the dead. In its allegiance to
detail, the film is too long and perhaps overstates its case in
claiming that later generations have lost an understanding

of common courage, as depicted by these two artists. Their work endures, and so does
what they stood for.
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John Mulholland's COOPER & HEMINGWAY: 
THE TRUE GEN is a first-class, dual celebrity 
bio-doc 

Gary Cooper
and Ernest 
Hemingway
were best of 
friends? Who 
knew? I sure 
didn't. And 
prior to 
viewing this 
remarkably 
rich, detailed 
and moving 
documentary, 
I might have 
also added, 
Who cares? 
Not any more. 
Even if you 
were not the 
greatest fan 
of "Coop," one 
of, if not the
most popular 
male 
American actors from the 1930s through the dawn of the 1960s, nor one 
of those who bow down to Hemingway as the be-all-and-end-all of 
American fiction, this movie will surprise you, and, I suspect, quickly win 
you over. If you are already big fans of these men, get ready for some 
prime catnip.
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began this late-career-move reviewing 
for GreenCine, then took the big blog 
step a few years ago. He recently 
stopped covering new movies as often 
and now devotes a couple of days per 
week to sharing what's worthwhile (or 
not) on Netflix streaming. You can 
reach him at 
JamesvanMaanen@gmail.com
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Movie Review: Cooper & Hemingway: The True Gen

Exploring a Famous Friendship Opens 
Door to an Era of Very Different Fame
By Molly McCaffrey

The True Gen—an expression used by Ernest Hemingway to distinguish 
truth from rumor… the real from the phony.

There is no shortage of films or books about Ernest Hemingway 
these days… Woody Allen crafted a story about a wistful man traveling 
back in time to meet Hemingway and his “Lost Generation” contem-
poraries in Midnight in Paris. Clive Owen and Nicole Kidman starred as 
Hemingway and his third wife, Martha Gellhorn, in Hemingway and Gell-
horn. Paula McLain wrote The Paris Wife, a fictional retelling of Hadley 
Hemingway’s time as Hemingway’s first wife. 

And now there’s Cooper & Hemingway: The True Gen, a documentary 
by John Mulholland chronicling the long friendship of Hemingway and 
mythical actor Gary Cooper—known as Papa and Coop to their friends. 

The film opens with quotes by important writers and politicians—
President Barack Obama, John McCain, former President Bill Clinton, 
Tom Stoppard, Joan Didion, Junot Díaz—asserting the influence these 
two legends had on their individual lives, collectively sending the mes-
sage that everything in life ultimately goes back to Ernest Hemingway 
and Robert Jordan, the character Cooper played in the film version of 
For Whom the Bell Tolls. It’s an assertion the film essentially proves by 
connecting them to everyone from Elmore Leonard to Indiana Jones. 

And that’s a fitting beginning to a film that details what it was like to 
be a famous writer and actor in the 20th century. What’s interesting is 
that, though the same is still true of actors, it’s not as true of writers, 
and as a result this documentary serves as a glimpse into a time that 
appears to be gone—a time when writers had a real voice, a time 
when writers were as celebrated as actors, when writers were so well 
known that journalists wrote about it every time they hit the local pub 
or went on a fishing trip, often embellishing and exaggerating to fulfill 
the fantasies the public had created about writers such as Hemingway. 

Yes, we have our Stephen Kings and J.K. Rowlings today, but beyond 
that, writers aren’t really household names anymore, and they cer-
tainly wouldn’t be mobbed at a bullfight the way Hemingway was in 
his later years. In that sense, this film feels like an ode to another era, 
an era when you had to be famous for doing something rather than 
for just being someone. This celebrity wasn’t something Hemingway 
or Cooper seemed to mind either, both of them cultivating tough guy 
images and hiding their intellectual sophistication. At one point in the 
film, Cooper complains about the press running an untrue story about 
Hemingway getting in a bar fight, but Hemingway scoffs, claiming the 
stories helped his image. 

It also, in some ways, feels like an ode to a different kind of man, a 
man—the film’s voice over claims with obvious longing—we don’t see 
anymore: strong, silent, rugged, masculine, even macho. The kind of 
man epitomized by Hemingway and Cooper. But even though the film 
makes that point—somewhat offensively—the footage and letters 
and interviews actually characterize these two men as sensitive and 
thoughtful rather than overly brutish, depicting their friendship as 
a relationship based on trust, loyalty, supportiveness, and intimacy 
rather than a bond formed over fishing and hunting or drinking and 
carousing. In fact, Hemingway’s image as an obsessive sportsman is 
challenged when it’s explained that, more than anything else, Heming-
way was consumed by books, traveling with a small library and often 
locking himself away for hours to read and write even while vacation-
ing with Cooper and their wives. Hemingway’s image as a lover of 
war is refuted, too, when one interviewee insists, “He hated war” and 
claims Hemingway didn’t like to talk about his time in WWII—this 

despite the fact that other interviewees talk of how often the younger 
Hemingway exaggerated his involvement in WWI. But apparently after 
witnessing first-hand the storming of Normandy, Hemingway became 
disgusted with war and refused to talk about it with anyone. 

He did, however, discuss his relationship with Cooper, writing, 
“Cooper and I have the same style: Less is more. We don’t spell it all 
out.” They also shared a dislike of talking about their craft, believing 
it “emptied the well.” Though Hemingway’s letters make it seem like 
the two were friends because they had so much in common, the film 
demonstrates that their connection was just as much based on their 
differences as well as their commonalties. 

They were, of course, opposites on the surface—Hemingway a lib-
eral from the Chicago suburbs, Cooper a conservative from Montana. 
Hemingway short, squat, and disheveled; Cooper tall, slim, and fash-
ionable. Hemingway was honest, too, about liking Cooper because he 
wasn’t a writer and obviously not a threat either. And though Heming-
way was somewhat moody—he talked frequently about his “black-
ass” moods—he saw Cooper as a calming influence. On one notable 
occasion, Hemingway lost his temper with a hotel employee who had 
interrupted him while writing, but Cooper wouldn’t stand for that kind 
of behavior, making Hemingway apologize and act civilized, leading the 
viewer to believe that Hemingway was drawn to Cooper for his cool 
demeanor as much as his manliness. 

And their ability to help each other went both ways. 
Hemingway criticized Cooper for his philandering and talked his 

friend into returning to his wife after a prolonged fling with actress 
Patricia Neal, advice Cooper took, saving his marriage. This image of 
Hemingway as the pro-marriage intermediary directly challenges the 
one often put forth in the media of a misogynistic womanizer who 
changed wives with every decade. Instead, in this film Hemingway is 
shown to be a thoughtful man who regretted the mistakes that had 
led to the end of his own marriages and hoped to avoid such issues in 
the future.

Hemingway is also, notably, portrayed as having the same concerns 
as other writers, obsessing over his work to the point of being miser-
able. As he once said about himself, “I have to write to be happy… and 
obsession is terrible.” He was also intensely jealous of his contempo-
raries—so much so that he often picked fights with younger writers 
to assert his dominance over them. He was haunted by the idea of 
failure and plagued with insecurities about his writing—often making 
deprecating statements about his career out one side of his mouth 
while lambasting awards committees that hadn’t chosen his work out 
of the other side. Like many writers, he worked on too many projects 
at once and sometimes missed his deadlines and page limits. He 
disparaged Hollywood but understood, too, that film would change 
the way people saw stories. And he was frustrated with what he saw 
as his publisher’s inability to market and promote his work, writing his 
own promotional taglines. In other words, he was as anxious as any 
other writer, always worrying about whether or not he had it in him to 
write another great book. Honestly, the Hemingway depicted in this 
film makes this writer feel relieved to know he suffered from the same 
issues the rest of us do. In that way and many others, The True Gen 
offers viewers a story not merely about Hemingway and Cooper but 
about what it means to be human—the dreams of youth, the tenta-
tive steps into adulthood, the self-doubt and restlessness that follows 
early accomplishments, the wisdom that comes with maturity, and the 
fear of death that accompanies aging. 

�  Continued on Page 51
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“Coop knew more about 
the entire history of west 

than anyone I’ve ever 
known” 

- Donald B. Hyatt


