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      F. Scott Fitzgerald (1896–1940) was raised in St. Paul, Minnesota, and educated at Princeton University, where his experiences would inspire his first novel, This Side of Paradise, which was an instant success when it was published in 1920. He became one of the most popular writers of the ‘jazz age,’ his own term for the American 1920s, publishing over 160 short stories in magazines. He also wrote three further novels, including The Beautiful and Damned in 1922 and The Great Gatsby in 1925, which is often hailed as ‘the great American novel.’ He and his wife Zelda lived in France amidst the American expatriates of the 1920s; their experiences there were memorialized in Fitzgerald’s fourth novel Tender is the Night (1934). He was working on a novel of Hollywood, The Last Tycoon, when he died of a heart attack at the age of forty-four. Fitzgerald is widely considered one of the greatest American authors of the twentieth century. 

       

      Sarah Churchwell is Professor of American Literature at the University of East Anglia. She is the author of Careless People: Murder, Mayhem and the Invention of The Great Gatsby (Virago), The Many Lives of Marilyn Monroe (Granta), and author of various scholarly articles, chapters and introductions. Her journalism has appeared in the Guardian, the New Statesman, the Independent, the New York Times Book Review, the TLS, the Observer, The Times, the Telegraph, the Spectator and the Financial Times, among others, and she frequently appears on UK television and radio, discussing arts, culture and all things American. Raised in Chicago, she lives in London with her English husband. 
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         ‘Much have I travelled in the realms of gold…’

        
          F. Scott Fitzgerald…
        

      

      
        John Keats, ‘On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer’. Used by F. Scott Fitzgerald as a book inscription in 1920. 
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              A WILLINGNESS OF THE HEART: 
F. SCOTT FITZGERALD’S FORGOTTEN FICTION
            

          

        

      

      Many readers may sensibly assume that everything written by an author as celebrated as F. Scott Fitzgerald must be widely known, and widely available – but this is far from the case. In addition to his four published novels, one unfinished novel, and a play, Fitzgerald also wrote a total of 178 stories, some of which he collected into four volumes of short stories. Today, these ten books are readily accessible in countless editions around the world, but only about a quarter of Fitzgerald’s short stories currently circulate in any extensive way, the same forty or so tales constantly repackaged behind different titles and different covers.

      Forgotten Fitzgerald: Echoes of a Lost America hopes to take a small step toward remedying this situation by introducing more readers to some of Fitzgerald’s less familiar stories. To explain how it is possible that so much of the writing of an author of Fitzgerald’s magnitude can remain unknown to so many of his fans, a bit of publication history is in order.

      During his lifetime, Fitzgerald was known more for his popular magazine fiction than for the novels that now define his reputation. Commercial magazine fiction paid very well in the 1920s and 1930s, and Fitzgerald used the income from his magazine fiction to fund his novel-writing. His stories were produced in tandem with his novels; as a result, they tended to resemble each other, stylistically, thematically, and structurally. Each of his story collections was published to coincide with a novel, so that his first novel, This Side of Paradise, was followed a few months later in 1920 with the stories in Flappers and Philosophers; The Beautiful and Damned in 1922 by the stories in Tales of the Jazz Age; The Great Gatsby in 1925 by All the Sad Young Men in 1926; and Tender is the Night in 1934 by Taps at Reveille in 1935. When Fitzgerald died in 1940, he left behind an unfinished ‘romance’ of Hollywood, The Last Tycoon, the story of a dying producer ‘who had looked on all the kingdoms’. He had also been tinkering with at least two companion story collections, one of which would have assembled his satiric sketches of Pat Hobby, Hollywood hack. He was also working on a few other story sequences: the Basil Duke Lee stories, nine comical semi-autobiographical tales drawn from his boyhood; five Josephine Perry stories, about a rich, beautiful and spoiled debutante; and five Gwen Bowers stories, based on Fitzgerald’s teenage daughter. We might view the story collections as shadow volumes thrown by the brightness of Fitzgerald’s major work: each collection offers a kind of echo chamber of the themes, preoccupations and even language that are more familiar from its sibling novel.

      However, Fitzgerald’s story collections only included a fraction of his magazine tales. In general a ruthless critic of his own writing, Fitzgerald judged only 46 of his 164 published stories worthy of collection, consigning the other 118 published works to history, saving only their best lines for use elsewhere. Furthermore, throughout the 1930s Fitzgerald’s reputation was in decline, which meant that for the first time in his career his stories began to be rejected from the magazines that had once made him one of the highest-paid writers of commercial short fiction in America. In 1929 Fitzgerald earned $27,000 from his magazine stories, the equivalent of somewhere between $350,000 and $500,000 today; by 1935 he was struggling to earn enough to survive.* During the worst years of the Depression, Fitzgerald was unable to find publishers for twelve of his stories at all. Only a few months before the heart attack that killed him at just forty-four, Fitzgerald wrote to his wife Zelda, ‘My God, I am a forgotten man.’ His final royalty statement showed the sale of seven copies of The Great Gatsby and nine copies of Tender is the Night. After his death, the 132 stories Fitzgerald had written but not collected would languish in obscurity, out of print for decades.

      The rehabilitation of Fitzgerald’s reputation began almost immediately after his death, and it generally included some mention of his short fiction. When his friend the critic Edmund Wilson published the drafts of the unfinished The Last Tycoon in 1941, he extended the brief volume by including (the equally brief) The Great Gatsby, but also five stories that Wilson presumably rated most highly: ‘May Day,’ ‘The Diamond as Big as the Ritz,’ ‘The Rich Boy,’ ‘Absolution’ and ‘Crazy Sunday,’ all of which Fitzgerald had included in his story collections. Wilson’s omission of ‘Babylon Revisited,’ now widely considered Fitzgerald’s greatest story, may surprise, but these six together continue to be among Fitzgerald’s most frequently anthologized and admired tales.

      Wilson’s 1941 publication sparked a reconsideration of Fitzgerald, especially of The Great Gatsby, which audiences in 1925 had largely dismissed, but which looked considerably more prophetic once the Depression and the Second World War had confirmed Fitzgerald’s diagnosis of the ills infecting his society. Gradually his other novels were reclaimed, and some of the other great stories began to be recognized: not only ‘Babylon Revisited,’ but also ‘The Ice Palace,’ ‘Winter Dreams,’ ‘Bernice Bobs Her Hair,’ ‘The Last of the Belles,’ ‘The Bridal Party,’ and ‘The Lost Decade.’ Following its 2008 all-star Hollywood adaptation, the novelty tale ‘The Curious Case of Benjamin Button’ has been added to the catalogue of Fitzgerald’s most popular stories.

      By the 1950s, The Great Gatsby had been hailed as an American masterpiece, and in 1951 the critic Malcolm Cowley published a new selection of twenty-nine of Fitzgerald’s stories; in addition to the stories already named, he included ‘The Sensible Thing,’ ‘The Baby Party,’ ‘Two Wrongs,’ ‘The Scandal Detectives,’ ‘The Freshest Boy,’ ‘The Captured Shadow,’ ‘A Woman with a Past,’ ‘Family in the Wind,’ ‘An Alcoholic Case,’ ‘The Long Way Out,’ ‘Financing Finnegan,’ ‘A Patriotic Short,’ ‘Two Old-Timers,’ and ‘Three Hours Between Planes.’ With a few additions, these thirty-odd stories now form the core of what might be considered the canon of Fitzgerald’s short fiction.

      Six years later, Fitzgerald’s first biographer, Arthur Mizener, edited Afternoon of an Author, a collection of essays along with a further handful of the short stories. In 1962, Arnold Gingrich, who had been Fitzgerald’s editor at Esquire magazine, where the Pat Hobby stories had first appeared, released a complete edition of all seventeen Hobby tales, some of which are little more than sketches. A few years later, Fitzgerald’s ‘apprentice fiction’ was published, most of which was juvenilia from his undergraduate days. Next the Basil and Josephine stories were published together, followed by a collection called Bits of Paradise in 1973, which collected some more of Fitzgerald’s magazine fiction, as well as a few of the stories Zelda Fitzgerald had written. (To Zelda’s frustration, these stories were originally published under Scott Fitzgerald’s signature, or as joint compositions, because editors paid more if his name was attached, but the manuscripts, as well as the style, make clear that they were Zelda’s compositions.) Bits of Paradise was the first collection to reprint three of the stories included in this volume, ‘Love in the Night,’ ‘Jacob’s Ladder,’ and ‘The Swimmers’; its belittlement of its own contents as mere ‘bits’ of writing suggests the degree to which these stories were being dismissed before modern audiences had even encountered them.
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      Matthew J. Bruccoli, an academic who built a career as a Fitzgerald expert and was the editor appointed by the Fitzgerald estate, selected and edited both Bits of Paradise, and then The Price Was High: The Last Uncollected Stories of F. Scott Fitzgerald in 1979, which offered a further fifty stories, some of which had never before been published, including this volume’s ‘Home to Maryland’. The impression given was that the bottom of Fitzgerald’s story barrel was being scraped, that these tales were mere detritus, instead of, in many cases, stories that Fitzgerald had composed at the height of his powers, but which happened not to have been chosen by a handful of editors for their collections in the previous three decades. In effect, the judgments of four men – Wilson, Cowley, Mizener and Bruccoli – were allowed to define to a surprising degree which of Fitzgerald’s short works would be considered worthy of readers’ time and attention, judgments that still tacitly hold sway. Bruccoli’s two collections from the 1970s, moreover, have long been out of print.

      Finally, in 1989, Bruccoli selected forty-three stories from across Fitzgerald’s magazine career and published them as The Short Stories of F. Scott Fitzgerald: A New Collection. Since Bruccoli’s death in 2008, James L. W. West III, who succeeded him as the leading Fitzgerald expert, has been publishing authoritative editions of Fitzgerald with Cambridge University Press. Long overdue and scrupulously edited, these are important scholarly editions, but as of this writing they still offer only a fraction of Fitzgerald’s stories. Only five of the twelve stories in this edition (‘Majesty,’ ‘That Kind of Party,’ ‘The Swimmers,’ ‘Jacob’s Ladder’ and ‘A Snobbish Story’) have yet appeared in the Cambridge series, and a further three (‘Love in the Night,’ ‘Six of One —’ and ‘More than Just a House’) can be found in print only in Bruccoli’s New Collection. The other four (‘Home to Maryland,’ ‘The Dance,’ ‘The Rubber Check,’ and ‘Discard’) are not currently in print at all.

      Online retailers may have made out-of-print books far more accessible than they once were, but the fact is that many of the stories first reprinted in the 1970s have disappeared again from readers’ views, despite the recent resurgence of interest in Fitzgerald’s writing. Several of his stories remain unpublished to this day; in 2012, the New Yorker published a story called ‘Thank You for the Light’ that the magazine had first rejected in 1936.

      This is not only a question of access, or of quantity, but also of literary quality. Some scholars and critics have judged that Fitzgerald’s efforts to make his stories commercially popular may have compromised their aesthetic value, but it seems problematic to deny popular audiences today even the opportunity to discover stories that were widely admired in Fitzgerald’s time. For example, ‘The Swimmers,’ with which this volume closes, was greatly esteemed by Fitzgerald’s agent, his editor at the Saturday Evening Post, and many of the Post’s readers, who wrote in expressing their admiration for the story. But Fitzgerald’s first posthumous editors preferred other stories, and this early judgment has meant that ‘The Swimmers’ has virtually dropped out of sight, and out of our collective cultural memory, despite the fact that it includes some of Fitzgerald’s greatest writing about the meaning of America outside of The Great Gatsby.
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      This collection was inspired by my reading, some years ago, the 1931 story ‘Home to Maryland’ (later retitled ‘On Your Own’) that Bruccoli reprinted in The Price Was High. It tells the story of an actress returning from London to attend her father’s funeral in America, a loss that makes her reconsider her relationship to the class in which she was raised. It echoed passages from Tender is the Night, and contained some undeniably beautiful writing. Its plot was imperfect, but not disastrously so, and it seemed to me remarkable that such a fine piece of writing by one of the twentieth century’s acknowledged masters could be entirely out of print. It had been intended for the Saturday Evening Post, which declined it. A further six magazines also rejected it, forcing Fitzgerald to shelve the story, the first time he’d been unable to find a home for a piece of writing since This Side of Paradise launched his career a decade earlier. Instead of throwing it aside, Fitzgerald made the thrifty and pragmatic decision to salvage what he deemed its best passages, and so ‘stripped and dismantled’ the story for use in Tender is the Night. (This was also his habit with published stories that he had decided not to preserve in his collections, so that, for example, the line ‘she did not yet know that splendor was something in the heart’ that appears in ‘Jacob’s Ladder’ in 1927 would migrate to Tender in 1934. In his 1936 sketch ‘Afternoon of an Author,’ Fitzgerald describes a writer wrestling with ‘a magazine story that had become so thin in the middle that it was about to blow away… He went through the manuscript underlining good phrases in red crayon and after tucking these into a file slowly tore up the rest of the story and dropped it in the waste basket.’)

      ‘Home to Maryland’ was not to see the light of day until 1979, when Esquire published it as ‘On Your Own’; fans of Tender is the Night may recognize this scene, describing the actress at her father’s graveside:

      
         

        The flowers scattered on the brown unsettled earth. She had no more ties here now and she did not know whether she would come back any more. She knelt down. All these dead, she knew them all, their weather-beaten faces with hard blue flashing eyes, their spare violent bodies, their souls made of new earth in the long forest-heavy darkness of the seventeenth century. Minute by minute the spell grew on her until it was hard to struggle back to the old world where she had dined with kings and princes, where her name in letters two feet high challenged the curiosity of the night… How long she was staying she didn’t know; the flowers had grown invisible when a voice called her name from the churchyard and she got up and wiped her eyes.

        ‘I’m coming.’ And then, ‘Good-by then Father, all my fathers.’

      

      This remarkable, haunting passage was pruned back and reworked into the justly famous funeral of Dick Diver’s father in Tender is the Night:

      
         

        Next day at the churchyard his father was laid among a hundred Divers, Dorseys, and Hunters. It was very friendly leaving him there with all his relations around him. Flowers were scattered on the brown unsettled earth. Dick had no more ties here now and did not believe he would come back. He knelt on the hard soil. These dead, he knew them all, their weather-beaten faces with blue flashing eyes, the spare violent bodies, the souls made of new earth in the forest-heavy darkness of the seventeenth century. ‘Good-by, my father – good-by, all my fathers.’

        ‘Good-by, my father – good-by, all my fathers.’

      

      Editors followed Fitzgerald’s judgment in saying the story was not to be reprinted once it had been thus ‘dismantled,’ but Fitzgerald was extremely scrupulous about cannibalizing his own work, which he considered a kind of artistic fraud. However, it is worth remembering that it was not aesthetic quality that initially disbarred ‘Home to Maryland’ from publication, but changing commercial fashions; appraised on its merits, it is a fine piece of writing. (Nor was Fitzgerald an infallible judge of his own work, deeming inferior tales like ‘Tarquin of Cheapside’ and ‘Mr Icky’ worthy of inclusion in his first two collections.) Many readers will enjoy ‘Home to Maryland’ on its own.
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      This collection gathers together a dozen stories that are likely to be unknown to all but the most devoted Fitzgerald readers. They were written between 1924 and 1939, the years of Fitzgerald’s greatest accomplishment and greatest devastation. The earliest story included here, ‘Love in the Night,’ was the first piece of writing Fitzgerald produced after completing The Great Gatsby; its apparent romance is undercut by a dark current that flows from the carnage of the First World War and Russian Revolution, through poverty and loss, and ends with a fresh start in America. Next comes ‘The Dance,’ from 1926; the only murder mystery Fitzgerald wrote, its plot is contrived, but it gains interest from the central role played by the Charleston dance craze. ‘Jacob’s Ladder,’ written in 1927, anticipates part of the plot of Tender is the Night, and marks the beginning of Fitzgerald’s best writing about Hollywood. Next comes the first of the Basil stories, ‘That Kind of Party,’ which reveals how funny Fitzgerald could be about his own romantic excesses as a boy. Two stories from 1929, ‘Majesty’ and ‘The Swimmers,’ begin to show the growing sweep of Fitzgerald’s thinking about national identity, especially the tension between American idealism and ambition, as the so-called American century began to flex its muscles.

      In 1930, Fitzgerald published ‘A Snobbish Story’ in the Saturday Evening Post: it marks the peak of his magazine career, and shows Fitzgerald thinking about the intersections of class and race in a serious way for the first time. ‘Six of One —’ was composed in 1931, immediately after the Wall Street Crash destroyed the American economy and Zelda’s mental breakdown fractured the Fitzgeralds’ lives. Fitzgerald’s struggles to find a cure for her illness, and to cope with his own accelerating alcoholism, would define his remaining decade. ‘Six of One —’ enables Fitzgerald to comment upon the American class system, about which he was reflecting at length, and continues to show the stirrings of his increasingly politicized imagination. ‘The Rubber Check,’ written in early 1932, can be seen as another riff on the themes of Gatsby, in a minor key: the hero is no idealist, but a calculated social climber. Fitzgerald nonetheless manages to keep the outsider sympathetic as he learns to ‘walk sure-footed through the dangerous labyrinths of snobbery.’ In 1933, Fitzgerald returned again in ‘More than Just a House’ to the ground of Gatsby but shifted it now into the realm of realistic fairy tale: the self-made hero gets three chances to win the right girl and the house that symbolizes far more than wealth. Indeed, one of the turns that Fitzgerald’s more mature vision takes in the story is to allow the enchanted family to be impoverished by the Depression, the house to grow increasingly dilapidated, but no less a potent American symbol for that. Finally, from 1939 comes the story Fitzgerald called ‘Director’s Special’ but which Harper’s Bazaar posthumously published as ‘Discard’ in 1948. A story of sexual politics in Hollywood, it suffers slightly from the fact that Fitzgerald was withholding his best material on the subject for use in The Last Tycoon, but there are glimmers of beauty and wisdom nonetheless, and it gathers power as it gathers pace. Indeed, many of these stories find their greatest power in their concluding moments. Even The Great Gatsby could fairly be said to fully achieve its universality, and thus its artistic transcendence, in its soaring final passages: the elegiac image of a lost America as an emblem for the vanishing hope of the human experiment. This panoramic sweep, the impulse to fan out the story’s field of play more widely, to make bigger claims upon its characters and insights in its closing lines, also appears in these tales.

      To be clear, it is not my contention that these stories are undiscovered masterpieces – but it is my contention that they are worthy of rediscovery. Many of them do show the compromises that Fitzgerald made with popular forms, in particular using sentimental plot contrivances and formulaic, even schematic, relationships that resolve into often implausibly happy endings. There are the inevitable selfish rich girls and poor aspirational boys; majestic houses and glamorous parties; romantic silvery evenings described in prose that can tip over into mawkishness. As Michael Wood once quipped about one of Gatsby’s more famous lines (‘he waited, listening for a moment longer to the tuning fork that had been struck upon a star’), when Fitzgerald strains for effect, the result can read as if Conrad were writing for Disney.* But at his best Fitzgerald balanced his attempts to create poignancy with a shrewd assessment of the costs of romantic illusions, a recognition that disillusionment must come or one remains in a kind of arrested adolescence. His ear for language was often peerless; and his work was always marked by his keen perception and uncanny intuitions. Even when he is not using the full force of his gift, even when one feels most sharply that he’s squandering some potential, Fitzgerald will suddenly marshal his forces and offer us a glimpse of redemption.

      If we can overlook the occasional contrivance, some slightness of plotting, we can focus our attention on his greatest talents: his dexterous prose, his insights into the American experiment, and especially his finely tuned sensitivity to the workings of the American class system – what he tends to term ‘snobbery’ – in the first half of the twentieth century. Although its shades and moods may alter, Fitzgerald’s writing tends to circle around a few central preoccupations: the meanings of America; illusions and disillusionment; class hierarchies and social power; sexual politics; and perhaps most fundamentally, the inevitability of loss. Each of these stories offers an elegy to a lost America, a lament for a world that Fitzgerald loved and watched recede away from him – but also a sharp-eyed, shrewd assessment of the shortcomings of that world. The glory, the glitter, the enchantments that we associate with Fitzgerald are all to be found in these stories, but so are echoes of an inchoate, incipient understanding of the sometimes toxic world that America was creating for itself. Fitzgerald always wrote about life in his fiction: he used the people he knew, the settings he knew, the conversations he’d had. And then he transformed those realities into his unique voice, his distinct lyric note, which Malcolm Cowley aptly described as a mixture of Keats and Cummings, with a dash of Jerome Kern. (Cowley also noted that Fitzgerald was America’s only poet of the upper middle class, which remained the case until John Cheever and John Updike learned from him how it was done.) Fitzgerald also recognized this about his own work: near the end of his life he compiled a scrapbook collage of clippings about other writers’ novels that made allusions to his own, adding the poignant caption, ‘The Melody Lingers On…’

      Some of these stories may present certain challenges to modern readers, as in ‘The Dance,’ which hinges around a party at which African-American musicians play, whom white characters casually refer to as ‘niggers.’ We may well wish to deplore the racism of white American society in 1926, but Fitzgerald was representative of his era for better and worse: it was not until later in his life that Fitzgerald came fully to re-examine his attitudes to race, although it is worth noting that ‘The Dance’ only ever uses the word in inverted commas. And then there is ‘A Snobbish Story,’ which feautures rich, ruthless Josephine Perry as she dabbles in an abortive social rebellion that lasts for a few brief days in 1918 by appearing in a radical play. She meets a radical playwright, and toys with the idea of appearing in his protest play, ‘Race Riot.’ But her wealthy parents object to the idea of their daughter appearing on stage with black actors, whom they refer to as ‘niggers’ – more than once. Her mother is shocked by her daughter’s offhand assurance that she wouldn’t mind appearing on stage with African-Americans, ‘so long as I don’t have to kiss any of them;’ readers today may be shocked for the opposite reason. But Fitzgerald clearly presents the Perrys’ racism as a symptom of their carelessness: in the end, Josephine gives up the idea without hesitation, leading Fitzgerald to a skewering, clear-eyed assessment of the ways in which white privilege is defined. Despite how frequently Fitzgerald’s magazine fiction is disparaged as saccharine, the tale ends with a remarkably cold appraisal of his central character, which may go some way to explaining his declining popularity with the Post, who preferred their protagonists sympathetic, not the target of acidic commentary from the author. In other words, the irony is that these apparently ‘unpopular’ stories may have been unpopular, and thus now forgotten, precisely because they offered some of the darkness and edge that modern readers are likely to appreciate.

      If we are unused to reading stories in which characters cheerfully use the word ‘nigger,’ there are other phrases that may initially jar. Fitzgerald often used the word ‘race’ to describe a nation, or people, so that he would write of the ‘American race,’ and use ‘racial’ to mean ‘national,’ as in this example, from ‘Jacob’s Ladder’: ‘Like so many Americans, he valued things rather than cared about them. His apathy was neither fear of life nor was it an affectation; it was the racial violence grown tired.’ This does not denote ‘racial violence’ as we would understand the phrase; rather, Fitzgerald wants to suggest that America had once been a violent nation but that this characteristic had atrophied in the modern era. We may equally be bemused to discover in ‘Love in the Night’ a young man announcing to a girl he’s just met, ‘I am going to make love to you – and you are going to be glad.’ A few sentences later, matters are somewhat clarified: ‘It must have been about an hour that they sat there close together and he held her hand. What surprised him most about making love was that it seemed to have no element of wild passion.’ Readers may wonder if this lack of passion is due to Val’s misunderstanding the mechanics of love-making, but the primary meaning of ‘make love’ in the lexicon of the 1920s was ‘flirt’ or ‘woo.’

      In particular, these stories offer glinting visions of Fitzgerald’s profound connection to America, his sense that American history was his own; they return persistently to ideas not just of nation, but also of republic, empire, commonwealth. Fitzgerald’s best work is characterized by an equivocal impulse toward the lost romantic hope of the past, and the persistent hope that the best may be yet to come, pulled back toward the impulse to recover a lost paradise, and forward into the glory of possibility that the future holds. This keeps characters in a kind of historical limbo; as Fitzgerald writes in ‘More than Just a House,’ ‘there was simply an anachronistic staying on between a vanishing past and an incalculable future.’ The modernity with which Fitzgerald was associated, exciting and glamorous, streamlined and chrome-plated, also marks the end of an older dream, the Jeffersonian belief in an agrarian America defined by simple virtues, and professing a steadfast belief in human progress, a meliorative view of human history. He had come of age during an era that took pride in the moral rigor of old American traditions, a perspective the critic Alfred Kazin, describing one of Fitzgerald’s close friends, characterized as ‘deeply anticapitalist, with a distaste for the values and exhibitions of an acquisitive society that went back to a family tradition of scholarship and cultivation, of gentlemen’s politics and community.’* In Fitzgerald’s view, modern America had forfeited the grandeur of its aspiration as it threw itself into the frenzy of acquisition.

      Of the stories offered here, the finest and most undeservedly neglected, in my opinion, is ‘The Swimmers.’ It has been dismissed because of some plot contrivances; they weaken it, yes, but they are also signs of what makes it interesting. The story is far more ambitious than has often been recognized. A tragicomic tale of exile and belonging, ‘The Swimmers’ shows how Fitzgerald’s ideas of America had advanced in the four years since The Great Gatsby appeared, and ends with an American elegy that resonates with the novel’s justly famous ending:

      
         

        Watching the fading city, the fading shore, from the deck of the Majestic, he had a sense of overwhelming gratitude and of gladness that America was there, that under the ugly debris of industry the rich land still pushed up, incorrigibly lavish and fertile, and that in the heart of the leaderless people the old generosities and devotions fought on, breaking out sometimes in fanaticism and excess, but indomitable and undefeated. There was a lost generation in the saddle at the moment, but it seemed to him that the men coming on, the men of the war, were better; and all his old feeling that America was a bizarre accident, a sort of historical sport, had gone forever. The best of America was the best of the world… France was a land, England was a people, but America, having about it still that quality of the idea, was harder to utter – it was the graves at Shiloh and the tired, drawn, nervous faces of its great men, and the country boys dying in the Argonne for a phrase that was empty before their bodies withered. It was a willingness of the heart.
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      A critic long ago observed, with some fairness, that Fitzgerald’s early talent went largely unguided: ‘Had his extraordinary gifts met with an early astringent criticism and a decisive set of values, he might very well have been the Proust of his generation.’* There is certainly a sense in his early work that Fitzgerald was groping for values, a bit rudderless amidst the eddies of aesthetic debate; but by the time he composed these late, darker and more mature tales, his values were becoming ever clearer to him, his hard-won wisdom adding texture and gravitas to even his most silvered tales. By time of Tender is the Night a few acute readers were beginning to recognize the grim poetic force of his new vision, as when Mabel Dodge Luhan called Fitzgerald ‘a modern Orpheus’ in her laudatory review.† And reviewing the stories of Taps at Reveille, which were written at the same time as most of the stories here, a fair-minded New York Times critic observed:

      
         

        Fitzgerald has been reproached all along for wasting a glamorous style, an unsurpassed artistry, and a feeling for romantic situations and qualities, on essentially futile material… If there is any quarrel with Fitzgerald, it ought not to be over his choice of material (after all, he is not to blame for the America of his young life), but over his attitude toward it. And one cannot be too dogmatic here. Mr Fitzgerald’s qualities may depend on what many people regard as his defects… One cannot evoke a sense of nostalgia in the enumeration of places and things, nor can one make an almost intolerably poignant poetry out of the passing of time, unless one pays a certain tribute to one’s past… Like all material about human beings, Mr Fitzgerald’s is, then, ‘significant.’ It is significant of life in America from 1912 to 1935. Mr Fitzgerald’s attitude toward his material creates poetry.*

      

      Or as Fitzgerald himself put it, describing Val in this volume’s ‘The Rubber Check,’ ‘he hated the reproach of superficiality unless he made it humorously about himself. Actually he cared deeply about things, but the things he cared about were generally considered trivial.’ Fitzgerald was assumed to be trivial because he registered young the force of power, wealth and status, but he never celebrated them in the facile ways of which he has been accused: instead, he sought to plumb their depths, to map their labyrinths, to resist their limitations, to register their scope.

      In 1939, Fitzgerald wrote to a magazine editor in frustration, arguing that it was appropriate for his stories to evolve as he matured: ‘It isn’t particularly likely that I’ll write a great many more stories about young love. I was tagged with that by my first writings up to 1925. Since then I have written stories about young love. They have been done with increasing difficulty and increasing insincerity. I would be either a miracle man or a hack if I could go on turning out an identical product for three decades.’ His stories had grown darker and edgier, as befit a world emerging from a decade of Depression into the horrors of the Second World War, and they begin to show what Kazin called the ‘intense brooding wisdom’ of Fitzgerald’s last years.* But Fitzgerald found himself in a double bind where magazine editors were concerned, dismissed as dated partly because of his association with the plots they insisted he write.

      He was accused of literary daydreaming, and at times these tales are airy and light-hearted, but they are never liberated from the skewering phrase, the slanting vision, the sudden dark eruption of a bleak truth or the majestic glimpse of the nation whose bard he truly became. And if these stories are sometimes commercially motivated, frivolous, limited by their efforts to marry art and commerce, to please his audience while still doing justice to his own gifts – is that, too, not American? In his notebooks near the end of his life, Fitzgerald jotted a fragment: ‘I look out at it – and I think it is the most beautiful history in the world. It is the history of me and of my people. And if I came here yesterday,’ he added, ‘I should still think so. It is the history of all aspiration – not just the American dream but the human dream and if I came at the end of it that too is a place in the line of the pioneers.’ He remains one of our most important literary pioneers, even when he shows us the end of our dreams and our most compromised character.

      The protagonist of ‘Six of One —’ comes to understand something similar:

      
         

        He was glad that he was able to feel that the republic could survive the mistakes of a whole generation, pushing the waste aside, sending ahead the vital and the strong. Only it was too bad and very American that there should be all that waste at the top; and he felt that he would not live long enough to see it end, to see great seriousness in the same skin with great opportunity – to see the race achieve itself at last.

      

      This description of America could be a description of the troubadour of the jazz age, facing the end of his dreams and his greatest failures, but knowing his gifts and his promise, trying to prove that in the same skin resided great seriousness and great opportunity, that despite all the waste, his very American gift might achieve itself at last.

       

      Sarah Churchwell

      November 2014

      Chicago and London
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