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FOREWORD

“The history of my life is the history of the struggle between an overwhelming urge to write and a combination of circumstances bent on keeping me from it.” So confessed the young Scott Fitzgerald to the readers of the Saturday Evening Post, in the instant flush of success over the publication of his first book, This Side of Paradise (1920). At the time he was jesting in earnest about his various schoolboy and college efforts to establish himself as a writer—of stories, plays, musical comedy, and poetry, much of which he eventually wove into that unabashedly autobiographical novel. Yet in hindsight, Fitzgerald’s initial self-appraisal seems hauntingly prophetic of the two roller-coaster decades that followed, the enduring literary achievements punctuated by false starts, distractions, and disappointments.

Much has been written and even dramatized about the Jazz-Age personas and syncopated lives of Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald; but amidst the party lights and fireworks one prosaic fact shines as constantly as the green light at the end of Daisy’s dock: Fitzgerald was, first and last, a writer. His earliest aspirations were in poetry and the theatre and, to be sure, these remained alternating undercurrents throughout his life’s work. But it was as a writer of prose—of novels and short stories—that Fitzgerald applied his poetic imagination, his dramatic vision, and his deliberate and painstaking sense of craftsmanship.

From the start Fitzgerald wanted The Great Gatsby to be a “consciously artistic achievement,” something “beautiful and simple and intricately patterned.” The novel and the author’s achievement speak for themselves. Yet it is revealing that he had no qualms about discussing the elements and acts of literary creation with his editor Maxwell Perkins during the novel’s long gestation period. His voluminous correspondence with Perkins offers a rare window into the genesis and development of a twentieth-century classic.

Indeed, unlike Hemingway, who was usually—almost superstitiously—reluctant to analyze the mysteries of writing, Fitzgerald took great pleasure in offering, explaining, and arguing his literary convictions. His artistry was conscious; his craftsmanship, conscientious. And, as Larry Phillips’ collection here demonstrates, Fitzgerald was characteristically uninhibited and generous in sharing his views. He had, in short, the instincts of a good teacher.

Toward the end of his life Fitzgerald presided over a “College of One” for his “beloved infidel” Sheilah Graham, to whom he served as a devoted tutor. The detailed syllabus of literature and history which he prepared for her reveals his profound sense of the tradition in which he himself hoped to earn a place. Unlike Hemingway, he felt no personal rivalry with literary giants, past or present; he remained deeply involved in the world of letters and sought to communicate his ideas with fellow writers, editors, friends, and above all, his daughter, Scottie, to whom he regularly sent parental epistles on literature and life.

At the very beginning of his career Scott Fitzgerald summed up his “whole theory of writing” as follows: “An author ought to write for the youth of his own generation, the critics of the next, and the schoolmasters of ever after.” Today his works are taught in virtually every high school and college across the country. How brilliantly he fulfilled—posthumously—his original goal. I can only imagine how equally pleased he would be by this opportunity to present to us his own “course” on writing.

Charles Scribner III






PREFACE

Born in 1896, F. Scott Fitzgerald came to prominence in the Jazz Age of the 1920s; his career paralleled the early decades of the century—its innocent Gibson Girl beginnings; its most glamorous and flamboyant excesses of the twenties and the Lost Generation; and the sobering thirties, darkening toward the forties and the end of his own life. In a curious way, Fitzgerald’s life mirrored the decades of his nation.

Intuitively American, and of his age, Fitzgerald always had, as he once said of himself, “a more than ordinary tendency” to identify with the things outside him. And for a time, it was mutual: the country had the same tendency to identify itself with him as his reputation grew and his books sold in greater numbers.

This volume brings together the comments and observations Fitzgerald made on the subject of writing in his lifetime. It is a companion volume to the earlier Ernest Hemingway on Writing. Despite their separate visions, both men had a common purpose as unselfish and willing friends to other writers. Hemingway’s love of instruction is well known, and, in André Le Vot’s biography of Fitzgerald, he writes of Fitzgerald’s “need to share what he had learned,” and quotes Anthony Powell, who said that “he loved instructing. There was a schoolmasterish streak… an enthusiasm, simplicity of exposition, that might have offered a career as a teacher or university don.” As you will discover here, Fitzgerald’s advice is especially wide-ranging and various. I have tried to bring all of this together, the useful, the discouraging, and the inspirational.

We may also see in these pages the difference in beliefs on the subject of writing, between these two purely American writers. Indeed, the vision of these two authors may be emblematic of the entire American approach to viewing the world. If Hemingway’s code proclaims the principle “Today is the first day of the rest of your life,” Fitzgerald’s was essentially the more poetic (and opposite): “Today is a day that marks an end to all the succession of days which have gone before”—a view inextricably linked and woven into time itself. Fitzgerald lived, as Malcolm Cowley wrote, as if in a “room full of clocks and calendars.”

In a modern age, where the movement is always in the direction of penetrating illusion, Fitzgerald goes in the other direction, eschewing the data which would interrupt progression toward the illusion of beauty. He is one who holds each note for a long time, prolongs each chord. And now, nearing the end of the century, the chord still reverberates, in the echoes of the “yellow cocktail music” of a specifically American land.

In the twenties and the Jazz Age, it was a legend. Today, the view has shifted—perhaps in a way Fitzgerald would have appreciated. As Stephen Vincent Benét wrote, “You can take off your hats now, gentlemen, and I think perhaps you had better. This is not a legend, this is a reputation—and, seen in perspective, it may well be one of the most secure reputations of our time.”

LARRY W. PHILLIPS

Monroe, Wisconsin

September 1985






1 What a Writer Is and Does



My whole theory of writing I can sum up in one sentence. An author ought to write for the youth of his own generation, the critics of the next, and the schoolmasters of ever after.

to the Booksellers’ Convention, 1920

Letters, pp. 477–78






I keep thinking of Conrad’s Nigger of the Narcissus preface—and I believe that the important thing about a work of fiction is that the essential reaction shall be profound and enduring. And if the ending of this one [Tender Is the Night] is not effectual I should be gladder to think that the effect came back long afterwards, long after one had forgotten the name of the author.

to John Peale Bishop, 1934

Letters, p. 387






The theory… I got from Conrad’s preface to The Nigger [of the “Narcissus”], that the purpose of a work of fiction is to appeal to the lingering after-effects in the reader’s mind as differing from, say, the purpose of oratory or philosophy which respectively leave people in a fighting or thoughtful mood.

to Ernest Hemingway, 1934

Letters, p. 336






Novels are not written, or at least begun, with the idea of making an ultimate philosophical system—you tried to atone for your lack of confidence by a lack of humility before the form.

to John Peale Bishop, 1929

Letters, p. 386






… as an author’s main purpose is “to make you see,” so a magazine’s principal purpose is to be read.

to Max Perkins, 1934

Letters, p. 271






What family resemblance there is between we three as writers is the attempt that crops up in our fiction from time to time to recapture the exact feel of a moment in time and space, exemplified by people rather than by things—that is, an attempt at what Wordsworth was trying to do rather than what Keats did with such magnificent ease, an attempt at a mature memory of a deep experience.

to Max Perkins on Hemingway,

Wolfe, and himself, 1934

Letters, p. 276






Almost everything I write in novels goes, for better or worse, into the subconscious of the reader. People have told me years later things like “The Story of Benjamin Button” in the form of an anecdote, having long forgotten who wrote it. This is probably the most egotistic thing about my writing I’ve ever put into script or even said…

to Margaret Case Harriman, 1935

Letters, p. 547






All good writing is swimming under water and holding your breath.

The Crack-Up, p. 304






Whether it’s something that happened twenty years ago or only yesterday, I must start out with an emotion—one that’s close to me and that I can understand.

Afternoon of an Author, p. 132






Reporting the extreme things as if they were the average things will start you on the art of fiction.

The Crack-Up, p. 178






Joseph Conrad defined it more clearly, more vividly than any man of our time:

“My task is by the power of the written word to make you hear, to make you feel—it is, before all, to make you see.”

It’s not very difficult to run back and start over again—especially in private. What you aim at is to get in a good race or two when the crowd is in the stand.

Afternoon of an Author, pp. 135–36






“You see fiction is a trick of the mind and heart composed of as many separate emotions as a magician uses in executing a pass or a palm. When you’ve learned it you forget it…”

“When did you learn it?”

“Oh every time I begin I have to learn it all over again in a way. But the intangibles are down here. Why I chose this God awful metier of sedentary days and sleepless night and endless dissatisfaction. Why I would choose it again…

Afternoon of an Author, p. 184






The two basic stories of all times are Cinderella and Jack the Giant Killer—the charm of women and the courage of men.

The Crack-Up, p. 180






The public, weary of being fooled, has gone back to its Englishmen, its memoirs and its prophets. Some of the late brilliant boys are on lecture tours… some are writing pot boilers, a few have definitely abandoned the literary life—they were never sufficiently aware that material, however closely observed, is as elusive as the moment in which it has its existence unless it is purified by an incorruptible style and by the catharsis of a passionate emotion.

Afternoon of an Author, p. 120






There is a third article which completes the trilogy of depression [The Crack-Up Series]. Of course now that things seem a little brighter, or at least the intensity of that despair is fading, I can see that the writing of them was a sort of catharsis but at the time of writing them what I said seemed absolutely real…. I see, too, that an unfriendly critic might damn the series as the whining of a spoilt baby, but in that case so is most poetry the complaints of the eternally youthful thing that persists in the writer and merely the fact that this is prose separates it from a great many of the mutterings of Shelley, Stephen Crane and Verlaine. I am not comparing this in quality with great poems of lamentation. I am simply saying that it is not essentially different in mood.

to Julian Street, 1936

Letters, p. 553






“Do you expect to be—to be—well, part of the great literary tradition?” I asked, timidly.

… “There’s no great literary tradition… There’s only the tradition of the eventual death of every literary tradition. The wise literary son kills his own father.”

In His Own Time, pp. 162–63






… anything is immoral that consoles, stimulates or confirms a distortion. Anything that acts in place of the natural will to live is immoral. All cheap amusement becomes, at maturity, immoral—the heroin of the soul.

In His Own Time, p. 139






“That is part of the beauty of all literature. You discover that your longings are universal longings, that you’re not lonely and isolated from anyone. You belong.”

to Sheilah Graham, 1938

Beloved Infidel, p. 196






You asked me whether I thought that in the Arts it was greater to originate a new form or to perfect it. The best answer is the one that Picasso made rather bitterly to Gertrude Stein:

“You do something first and then somebody else comes along and does it pretty.”

In the opinion of any real artist the inventor, which is to say Giotto or Leonardo, is infinitely superior to the finished Tintoretto, and the original D. H. Lawrence is infinitely greater than the Steinbecks.

to Frances Scott Fitzgerald, 1940

Letters, p. 89
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