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Introduction

Scott and Zelda on the South Side of Paradise

Kirk Curnutt and Sara A. Kosiba

In 2017, F. Scott Fitzgerald’s lifelong publisher—known as Charles Scribner’s Sons in the firm’s heyday but shortened in the new millennium simply to Scribner—released I’d Die for You and Other Lost Stories. A collection of eighteen short stories mostly written in the 1930s that had never before appeared in print, the book, masterfully edited by Anne Margaret Daniel, documents the author’s struggle to produce salable fiction in the bleaker half of his two-decade career. At his Roaring Twenties pinnacle, Fitzgerald could almost at will crank out entertaining tales for remunerative mass-market magazines, most notably the Saturday Evening Post. As he complained in a melancholy 1936 essay called “Afternoon of an Author,” he was so prolific that in his prime critics dismissed the short fiction that was his main income stream as suffering from a “fatal facility.”1 However, amid the Great Depression, hobbled by alcoholism and by the mental illness of his wife, Zelda Sayre, the down-on-his-luck writer found his instinctive sense of narrative structure failing him, and he struggled to invent plausible, dramatically coherent plots.

Among the “lost” efforts Daniel collects, none captures the material’s unrealized potential better than the titular entry, which dates to Fitzgerald’s emotional and financial nadir in 1935–1936. The story of a fallen celebrity who meets a Hollywood film crew in the mountains outside Asheville, North Carolina, “I’d Die for You (The Legend of Lake Lure)” could have been another “Babylon Revisited” or “Crazy Sunday,” two classics published only a few years earlier about deeply flawed men seeking moral redemption.2 Yet Fitzgerald so overstuffs the action with melodramatic twists that each successive turn feels more improbable. The story asks us to believe that its main protagonist, Carley Delannux, exudes such seductive charm that women kill themselves when he abandons them. Equally over the top is Carley’s own climactic suicide. On the lam from a civil suit over an unspecified financial scandal, the mysterious man leaps several hundred feet to his death rather than allow a process server to take him into custody. These and other farfetched developments so flustered their creator that he briefly considered the unheard-of step of hiring a collaborator. As Fitzgerald wrote his agent, Harold Ober, he had befriended a North Carolina “boy” who “might straighten [the story] out for a share of the profits, if any.”3 That young man, Charles Marquis Warren, didn’t get the job, though he did go on two decades later to create the Clint Eastwood TV series Rawhide (1959–1965).

Farfetched plotting and unconvincing characterization aren’t the only aspects of “I’d Die for You” that disappoint. Fitzgerald also fumbles the symbolic significance of the peak from which Carley hurls himself. As with Paris in “Babylon” or Hollywood in “Sunday,” setting should be paramount to understanding the text’s central theme. Yet the import of Chimney Rock, the 315-foot-tall monolith around which much of the action centers, never really gels. Throughout the story, Fitzgerald implies that this popular tourist attraction outside of Asheville has connections both to American and Southern history. As Atlanta Downs, a Southern-born movie star with an overdetermined name, tells Carley, Hollywood has come to the South to make a “a pioneer picture” about “the Indian wars.”4 A historian might assume she refers to the Cherokee War of 1776 when that particular Native American tribe battled colonial settlers for control of portions of contemporary Tennessee, the Carolinas, and Georgia. Chimney Rock sits in Rutherford County, named after the brigadier general of the North Carolina militia, Griffith Rutherford (1721–1805), who defeated warriors led by Dragging Canoe (c. 1732–1792) as nearby as at Cowee Gap, seventy miles from the promontory. Yet “I’d Die for You” also discusses various forms of unverifiable history, including lore and gossip. Atlanta, who falls under Carley’s sway and who in another dubious plot development herself threatens to leap from Chimney Rock, tells the fugitive about a legend involving Lake Lure, which the peak overlooks: “something about an Indian maiden who drowns herself for love,” she says, unclear about the details (I’d Die for You 94). Only with the upmost ambiguity does Fitzgerald impugn such tales when Carley calls the body of water “a lake without history,” alluding to the fact that it was created in 1926 when a local family named the Morses funded construction of a dam on the Broad River that turned surrounding Hickory Nut Gorge into a beach-and-boating vacation destination. Needless to say, Cherokee maidens were in short supply by the time the lake came into existence.

In effect, “I’d Die for You” draws an analogy between tourism and the movies, implying both spin fables to entertain audiences without concern for historical accuracy. In the opening dialogue, Atlanta’s film crew debates why they even have to shoot on location in the South when Hollywood is so adept at simulating real places (I’d Die for You 87). Yet that suggestion has further implications for the veracity of Fitzgerald’s own treatment of Chimney Rock’s environs, especially at the climax when without warning the setting is invested with geopolitical gravity. Cameraman Roger Clark, Delannux’s rival for Atlanta’s affection, overhears news of Carley’s death after walking through Lake Lure’s tourist village, “down through the arcade and past the little [trinket] shops of the mountaineers and up to the post office, where there was nothing beyond save the bottomless black pools that were rumored to hold black secrets of the Reconstruction days” (I’d Die for You 111; emphasis added).

What are these “bottomless black pools”? And how do they relate to Reconstruction?

The first term refers to another natural curiosity that draws visitors to the Chimney Rock area, a series of “potholes” found in nearby Pool Creek where waterfalls have eroded deep “caldrons” into the granite formations that suck water into “a fissure” described as “bottomless” because its “depth . . . has never been measured.”5 “Black secrets,” meanwhile, hints at a Rutherford County legend that claims the Ku Klux Klan conducted rites in the caves surrounding the pools in the early 1870s. Fitzgerald may have borrowed this lore from a brochure that advertised the tale to travelers during his time in Asheville.6 The story even made its way into national sightseeing recommendations: as late as the 1950s motorist guides still described the Bottomless Pools as “reputed to be depositories for Ku Klux Klan victims.”7 Learning of this background, a contemporary reader might be tempted to draw a parallel between the goriness of Delannux’s self-destruction and Klan brutality, interpreting the story naturalistically, as saying that despite the bucolic tourist trappings the area’s rugged terrain and strange phenomena inspire primal human violence. Audiences may even want to read “black secrets” racially, equating Carley’s ambiguous crimes with the South’s vicious subjugation of African Americans. In other words, whatever is “sinister” in Delannux that makes “it necessary for him to die . . . something that had lived too long, or had been too long dead on its feet, and left corruption in its wake” (I’d Die for You 111) arises from the same “black pool” of white supremacy that birthed the Klan in the aftermath of the Civil War.

Such a reading is problematic, however. First and foremost, no other element in the story hints at racial violence in Rutherford County, whether during Reconstruction or after. Only one African American character even enters the plot, and he is a hotel porter in a walk-on role. Delannux himself has no discernable connection to the South. He wants to die not out of guilt for his crime but because he feels irrelevant in the Depression; much like his creator in the mid-1930s, he is convinced that he belongs to a bygone era and has already enjoyed “the best experiences in the world” and wants no more (I’d Die for You 103). Readers familiar with Fitzgerald’s racial attitudes, furthermore, may find it difficult to believe he would consider Klan “secrets” all that disturbing. To put it bluntly, he was on the wrong side of history when it came to racial equality. Shortly before he wrote “I’d Die for You,” a Saturday Evening Post reader even rebuked him for his use of epithets: “Must all male Negroes in your books and stories be called ‘bucks’?” the author of this otherwise laudatory fan letter demanded.8 This disapproval anticipates the reaction of modern readers who find his rampant use of “nigger,” “Sambo,” “coon,” and “darky,” excessive even for the early twentieth century. As Robert Forrey noted decades ago, “Fitzgerald’s Negroes are almost always menial characters who are referred to disparagingly. . . . There is no Othello, no Emperor Jones, or even Joe Christmas” among his dramatis personae.9 Imagining him even hinting at concern for the plight of Blacks during Jim Crow is hard to do.

The possible significance of “black secrets” grows more fraught the deeper one digs into local Southern history. The aforementioned brochure from which Fitzgerald likely learned “The Legend of the Black Pools” not only notes the Klan’s supposed use of Pool Creek as a hideout but heartily endorses it: “The dark, opaque waters,” the text reads, “are ever silent about the awesome rites of the Ku Klux Klan . . . which did so much to restore the South from the horrors of Reconstruction.”10 The cover of this promotional publication, which is widely available on the Internet and often pops up for sale on eBay, features a hooded figure rendered in a far more amiable manner than most images of the terrorist organization meant to strike fear in hearts. Although Rutherford County historians such as Clyde Griffin and J. Timothy Cole make much of the fact that the original 1870s version of the KKK was virulently opposed by Chimney Rock’s state superior court justice (and local inn owner) George Washington Logan (1815–1889), twentieth-century Klansmen were a prominent presence in western North Carolina.11 The Klan even held its national convention in Asheville in 1924 and took part in city parades, which helps explain the brochure’s sympathetic text. The group appears not to have contributed overtly to Asheville’s annual Rhododendron Festival, which began in 1928 and during which Fitzgerald sets an important scene in “I’d Die for You.” Nevertheless, in its first decade, the festival borrowed from the same iconography of white supremacy by mingling Old South pageantry with European carnival culture, drawing upon the widespread public perception of “Appalachia as a bastion of whiteness.”12

Finally, an unsettling intertextual association between the story and Klan imagery complicates even further the potential significance of the “bottomless black pools” reference. Carley’s leap from Chimney Rock calls to mind what may be the most notorious jump from a cliff in pro-Confederacy Southern literature—if not in all of American literature. In Thomas Dixon, Jr.’s, incendiary The Clansman (1905), Jeannie Lenoir and her daughter, fifteen-year-old Marion, commit suicide by hurling themselves from a high mountain ledge after their violent rape at the hands of a caricatured band of “savage” Black men led by Gus, who is later lynched for the crime by Dixon’s heroic guardian of white supremacy, Ben Cameron.13 The Clansman is set in Piedmont, South Carolina, some eighty miles from Rutherford County, but Dixon was born in Shelby, North Carolina, less than fifty miles from Chimney Rock. His knowledge of Klan history—both his father and uncle were early members—undoubtedly extended to Hickory Nut Gorge given how widely Judge Logan’s prosecution of Klansmen was publicized throughout the region. In his wildly popular (and oft-banned) theatrical version of The Clansman, Dixon changed Marion’s name to Flora and cut Jeannie from the script, amplifying the scene’s propagandistic power—even though the leap occurs offstage—by sensationalizing the threat of free Black men specifically to white virginity. The image of Flora’s suicide did not become iconic, however, until D. W. Griffith filmed it in his adaptation of Dixon’s racial hysteria, The Birth of a Nation (1915). Griffith has Flora kill herself before she can be attacked, emphasizing the insistent Lost Cause theme of “death before dishonor.”14

No evidence suggests Dixon based Piedmont’s fictional Lover’s Leap on Chimney Rock, or that his and Griffith’s infamous tableau was on Fitzgerald’s mind when he conceived Carley Delannux’s death. Yet the associations are almost unavoidable, especially for audiences familiar with director Michael Mann’s 1992 adaptation of The Last of the Mohicans. In that celebrated film, Mann inverts Dixon’s panic toward miscegenation by having his emblem of white chastity, Alice Munro, jump to her death when she is denied her interracial love for the Native American warrior Uncas. As it happens, this most recent version of James Fenimore Cooper’s frontier novel was filmed at Chimney Rock.15 For readers who find themselves triangulating Fitzgerald with Dixon and Mann, the associations turn knotty. From this interpretive angle, Delannux represents a glamorous age of order and nobility that modernity has superannuated, an age that inspires in him the same kind of romanticized nostalgia as the Lost Cause does in pro-Confederacy Southerners. In fact, Carley’s essential chivalry is confirmed late in the story when Fitzgerald reveals he has never driven a woman to suicide by wronging her; rather, his fiancée chose to kill herself rather than suffer a slow, agonizing death from pleuro-cancer. The gossip industry has distorted the facts, slandering him with the nickname “Suicide Carley.” In this case, he leaps from the ledge to preserve the same dignity as Flora: he, too, prefers death to dishonor.

Of course, readers may dismiss Fitzgerald’s allusion to the Klan’s presence around Chimney Rock in “I’d Die for You” as just one more stretch in a story already undermined by a plethora of them. But the rabbit holes of history that even a seemingly gratuitous reference can send us down call attention to conflicting attitudes toward the legacy of the Civil War and to American racism that regrettably continue to divide the United States 160 years later. This essay collection is dedicated to ferreting out those contradictions in the oeuvres of the most celebrated (and misunderstood) couple in American literature. The Romance of Regionalism in the Work of F. Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald is the first volume of critical essays (as opposed to biographies, short-story collections, or memorabilia) to give Zelda Sayre Fitzgerald’s fiction equal billing with her husband’s, and we do so for a very specific reason: as our title suggests, the couple’s tragic love story, which is constantly recounted in the popular culture through an ever-proliferating series of historical novels, television series, and theatrical productions, is often staged as a romance of regionalism, as the tale of a Northern boy whose pursuit of a Southern girl ignites culture-clash fireworks that end in heartbreak for both parties. Regional roots may not have been as central to the Fitzgeralds’ celebrity image as their youthful Jazz Age insouciance or their Lost Generation disillusionment, yet commentators often cited geographical differences as key to understanding both their creativity and their chemistry.

In some cases, Fitzgerald claimed his empathy allowed him to overcome these differences. Describing the genesis of his 1920 story “The Ice Palace”—the first of three tales he set in Tarleton, Georgia, his fictional version of his wife’s hometown of Montgomery, Alabama—he explained, “While out walking with [Zelda], I wandered into a graveyard. She told me I could never understand how she felt about the Confederate graves, and I told her I understood so well that I could put it on paper.”16 In other instances, he presented his wife as a kind of cultural interpreter crucial to helping him understand the mind of the South. When he anthologized his second Tarleton story, “The Jelly-Bean,” in his 1922 collection Tales of the Jazz Age, he wrote in a farcical preface that when the tale’s climactic crapshoot scene proved difficult to complete he “turned it over to [his] wife, who, as a Southern girl, was presumably an expert on the technique and terminology of that great sectional pastime.”17 For Zelda’s part, although interviewers often (erroneously) described her as “America’s first flapper,” the press remained enamored with her Southern demeanor. One 1927 personality profile laid on the picturesque particularly thick: “She has a southern drawl that makes you think of white houses with tall columns on the front porch, and of hot black fields where the negroes sang blues songs that were first hummed on the Congo, and of bob whites calling in the spring time, when the rows of young cotton plants stretch out like long green ribbons.”18

Naturally, the reason the couple’s regional distinctions remained cornerstones of their public personae is that they repeated the basic outline of their romance time and time again in their fiction. The Northern boy’s pursuit of the Southern girl comprises not only the plot of “The Ice Palace” (although its protagonist, Harry Bellamy, is hardly sympathetic) but also Fitzgerald’s third and final story set in Tarleton, “The Last of the Belles” (1929). Indeed, “Belles” is actually more autobiographical than the earlier effort since its narrator, Andy, is a soldier stationed at a military camp outside Tarleton during the Great War, much as First Lieutenant F. Scott Fitzgerald was assigned to Camp Sheridan in 1918, meeting Zelda at a country club dance shortly after she turned eighteen.19 “The Jelly-Bean” may invert the formula by featuring a Southern male protagonist, but its hero, Jim Powell, reverses the Mason-Dixon trajectory by traveling to the East Coast to woo a Yankee débutante in its giddy sequel, “Dice, Brassknuckles and Guitar” (1923; Tales 277–97). The formula returns to gorgeous effect in the elegiac “‘The Sensible Thing’” (1924)20, set in Tennessee, and perhaps even much later in “Day Off from Love,” another “lost” Asheville story Daniel includes in her collection that features a Southern wife flirting with a mysterious older stranger who seems, like Carley Delannux, to be modeled on Fitzgerald in decline (I’d Die for You 113–18). Even “I’d Die for You” can be considered a variation on this plot considering Atlanta is named after the town in which she was born (I’d Die for You 94). But before we descend too far into short stories obscure even to most Fitzgerald specialists, we should mention the regional romance forms no less than the impetus of The Great Gatsby (1925)—although, as Bryant Mangum notes in his contribution to this collection, Fitzgerald obscures the Southern heritage of the Louisville-bred Daisy Fay by describing both her and the North Dakota–born James Gatz, the dreamer who reinvents himself as Jay Gatsby, as emblematizing “a story of the West.”21

As for Zelda, the North/South dynamic is evident in her autobiographical novel, Save Me the Waltz (1932), which begins and ends in her fictional version of Montgomery, Jeffersonville, where Southern belle Alabama Beggs (as with Atlanta Downes, her first name renders her a synecdoche of her native region) suffers through an unhappy courtship and marriage with a Northern painter, David Knight. The city is also the setting of two of her best short stories, “Southern Girl” and “Miss Ella,” the former of which also features a Northerner wooing its heroine. Although its protagonist is not specifically described as a Southerner, “Poor Working Girl” can be read as taking place in a Montgomery approximation, too; while it lacks a Northern beau, the lure of escaping to New York for a cosmopolitan life is its major theme.22 Like these three 1929–1931 efforts, Zelda’s earliest known story, “The Iceberg,” which was written in 1918 but remained forgotten in the pages of her high-school annual until the editors of this collection rediscovered it in 2013, concerns women who feel inhibited by codes of Southern propriety and long to enjoy either a forbidden love or a professional identity.23 Finally, Caesar’s Things, the novel Zelda began after Scott’s 1940 death, offers one final, unfinished exploration of the Southern belle’s attraction to the worldly North.24

Of course, the regional romance constitutes only a portion of the Fitzgeralds’ work, and not even the entirety of their writing about the North and the South, but it has come to determine the critical sense of what these American cultures meant to the duo. Scott Donaldson’s 1973 essay “Scott Fitzgerald’s Romance with the South” established the paradigm: Zelda served her husband as a Southern variation of his main female character type, “the golden girl,” a vessel in which he could invest his “romantic illusions” of beauty and charm—illusions he ultimately craved to be as disappointed as seduced by. The Southern girl captured his fancy more than Eastern or Midwestern women because the milieu reminded him of his father, Edward Fitzgerald, who grew up in Maryland during the Civil War and taught his only son to admire “the impeccable manners of the Old South,” even as he proved an utter failure as a modern businessman.25 From C. Hugh Holman to Alice Hall Petry to Bryant Mangum, subsequent scholars have largely followed Donaldson’s lead and interpreted Fitzgerald’s treatment of the South exclusively through his immediate family relations.26

The same is true for Zelda. Nancy Milford begins her bestselling 1970 biography with a quote paraphrased from an interview with her subject’s close childhood friend, Sara Mayfield (who subsequently repeated the line in her 1971 biography of the couple, Exiles from Paradise): “If there was a Confederate establishment in the Deep South, Zelda Sayre came from the heart of it.”27 One of Milford’s core theses is that “from the beginning she was her mother’s darling and her pet” (7) and that the steep degree to which the entire Sayre family spoiled and infantilized Zelda, “shower[ing] her with attention and praise” and indulging her faults in the white Southern tradition, left her ill-prepared to cope either with marriage or, as she entered her thirties, her precarious mental health. Likewise, Linda Wagner-Martin begins her 2004 biography, Zelda Sayre Fitzgerald: An American Woman’s Life, by placing the Sayre family in the region’s reigning upper-class belle culture, exploring how young white women were encouraged to be at once theatrical in self-presentation and yet passive in self-regard, valuing their attraction to men above their own self-sufficiency or personal development. For Wagner-Martin, the limitations of this role, which was “designed to reaffirm patriarchy,” are nowhere better measured than in the education that bright young women like Zelda were denied: “If there had ever been any consideration of Zelda’s going to college,” the biographer writes



















“I’ve tried in a way to live up to those past [antebellum] standards of noblesse oblige—there’s just the last remnants of it, you know, like the roses of an old garden dying all round us—streaks of strange courtliness and chivalry in some of these boys an’ stories I used to hear from a Confederate soldier who lived next door, and a few old darkies. Oh, Harry, there was something, there was something! I couldn’t ever make you understand but it was there.” (Flappers 42)
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