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This Side of Paradise

F. Scott Fitzgerald was born in 1896 in St Paul, Minnesota, and went to Princeton University, which he left in 1917 to join the army. He was said to have epitomized the Jazz Age, which he himself defined as ‘a generation grown up to find all Gods dead, all wars fought, all faiths in man shaken’. In 1920 he married Zelda Sayre. Their traumatic marriage and her subsequent breakdowns became the leading influence on his writing. Among his publications were five novels, This Side of Paradise, The Great Gatsby, The Beautiful and Damned, Tender is the Night and The Last Tycoon (his last and unfinished work); six volumes of short stories and The Crack-Up, a selection of autobiographical pieces. Fitzgerald died suddenly in 1940. After his death The New York Times said of him that ‘He was better than he knew, for in fact and in the literary sense he invented a “generation” … he might have interpreted and even guided them, as in their middle years they saw a different and nobler freedom threatened with destruction.’

Patrick O’Donnell is a professor of English and editor of MFS: Modern Fiction Studies at Purdue University, in West Lafayette, Indiana. He has previously taught at the University of California at Davis, the University of Arizona, and West Virginia University, as well as in Germany and France. He is the author of several books and essays on modern and contemporary American fiction, including John Hawkes, Passionate Doubts: Designs on Interpretation in Contemporary American Fiction, and Echo Chambers: Figuring Voice in Modern Narrative. He is also the editor of New Essays on The Crying of Lot 49, co-editor of Intertextuality and Contemporary American Fiction, and an associate editor of the Columbia History of the American Novel. He is currently working on a book about paranoia and contemporary narrative and co-editing a collection of essays by German critics on contemporary American fiction.



TO
SIGOURNEY FAY


Introduction

Like Jay Gatsby, the character he created in what many still consider to be the legendary “great American novel,” F. Scott Fitzgerald has acquired a mythic status in American literary history. Chronicler of the Jazz Age; friend and counterpart of Ernest Hemingway (and the frequent victim of his gossip and caustic satire); doomed lover of the equally doomed Zelda in a tragic romance recapitulated in the fictional pairings of Gatsby and Daisy, Dick and Nicole; Hollywood writer sold out to the glamour and glitter of Babylon; cracked-up alcoholic dead at the age of forty-five—all of these are images we have of Scott, conveyed to us as much by the author himself as by the biographies, letters, memoirs, reviews, and critical responses to his work. The age of American high modernism—the age of Hemingway, Faulkner, Stein, Toomer, Pound—was one of intense self-invention, and Fitzgerald was prominent among these in having forged a self-created image of “the author” conveyed through both life and work.

From the early magazine stories about contemporary lives collected in Flappers and Philosophers (1920) and The Jazz Age (1922) to the defeatist, unfinished The Last Tycoon (published posthumously in 1941) and the harrowing autobiographical collection The Crack-Up (published, posthumously in 1945 and edited by Fitzgerald’s lifelong friend Edmund Wilson), Fitzgerald’s writing career was a continuous process in which a modern authorial identity was screened and elaborated. As much as his novels and prolific array of short stories reflect contemporary circumstances, Fitzgerald’s subject, first and foremost, is the author in the broadest sense: the one who makes or undermines worlds, contrives consciousness, mirrors the orders and disorders of reality or perception, whether his “occupation” be that of tycoon, psychoanalyst, or Princeton undergraduate.

Fitzgerald’s first novel, This Side of Paradise (1920), bears many of the traits of the Bildungsroman, the novel of moral and psychological growth. As such, it takes on importance as the forcing bed of themes that Fitzgerald would develop in his later work and as the origin of his novelistic career. Often judged to be a deeply flawed apprentice work, This Side of Paradise is both significant in its own right as a portrait of a young man’s initiation into life, the chronicle of a generation, and as the site where Fitzgerald founds his identity as an author. As an authorial initiation, the novel foreshadows the concerns of Fitzgerald’s major work: the quest for identity, the investigation of modern sexuality, the estimate of “consciousness.” In This Side of Paradise Fitzgerald depicts for the first of many times the movement between the West and the East, as Amory Blaine (as did Fitzgerald) leaves his safe, middle-class Midwestern home in St. Paul for an Ivy League college in the East, a location that for Fitzgerald would signify throughout his career rich experience, corruption, and disillusion. It is a movement that marks Fitzgerald’s first novel as peculiarly “American,” obsessed as we are in the national experience with the relation between East and West, past and future, depravity and innocence, obscurity and fortune, Eden and the Fall. For Fitzgerald, what is on “this side of paradise” (in a novel that bore in an early draft the title “The Education of a Personage”) is work, identity, and “America,” along with the alienation and confusion that these entail for Amory who, by the novel’s end, comes in “self-reproach and loneliness and disillusion” to “the entrance of a labyrinth.”

This Side of Paradise is the story of Amory Blaine’s adolescence and undergraduate days at Princeton as he progresses through a series of relations with mentors, old flames, roommates, and girlfriends. Intended to typify the youth of a generation that would become “lost” in the aftermath of World War I, Amory is in the process of revolting from the old order as he tests out philosophies that his elders would regard as radical and behaviors they would see as dissolute. The emergence of sexuality is at issue (Fitzgerald is characteristically frank in this regard), as Amory successively experiences and rejects childhood romance with Beatrice; the conformity of marriage with Isabel; an affair with an “older woman” in Clara; a disastrous relationship with the “debutante,” Rosalind; various one-nighters; and a final, brief and intense affair with Eleanor, who serves as Amory’s double. And of course, in the age of Prohibition, he drinks—Fitzgerald’s renowned obsession in life and art with drinking thus begins early. Each sexual episode mirrors Amory’s own self-love or self-hatred: as the title of the first version of the novel “The Romantic Egotist” suggests, Amory’s problem is one of narcissism, and his “education” in the novel involves both the formation of a “personage” and an encounter with that which lies outside the self. In This Side of Paradise Fitzgerald stages Amory’s slow and incomplete advancement from masturbatory to mature sexuality, though it is possible to read the character’s final cry as merely a return to the narcissistic self—the “I” of involuted self-knowledge—rather than a movement toward the world beyond Princeton.

The conflation of intellectual vocation and sexuality in the novel, along with Amory’s struggle with parental authority and received wisdom in the form of Monsignor Darcy, or the intellectual friendship he forms with Tom D’Invilliers at Princeton, suggest the depth and complexity of this “apprentice” work in which a “personage” is described by Monsignor Darcy as one who “gathers. He is never thought of apart from what he’s done. He’s a bar on which a thousand things have been hung—glittering, sometimes, as ours are, but he uses those things with a cold mentality back of them.” What Amory must learn—what he must bring to his experience, in Monsignor Darcy’s terms—is a paradoxical combination of detachment and investment in a “self” constructed from the outside in: This signifies for Fitzgerald the position of the modern subject of the Great War generation dissociated from the stable contexts provided by belief in “progress” and traditional cultural values.

For many who view This Side of Paradise as a hodgepodge of Fitzgerald’s early creative efforts, the novel is an uneven assemblage of anecdotes, aborted novelistic sequences, poems, one-act plays, passages from the author’s letters and diaries, and variously integrated short stories and set scenes. Despite their association, Edmund Wilson, Fitzgerald’s friend and literary mentor who was a year ahead of him at Princeton, remarked in an assessment of Fitzgerald’s early novels that “Amory Blaine … had a very poor chance for coherence…. He was … an uncertain quantity in phantasmagoria of incident which had no dominating intention to endow it with unity and force …. In short, This Side of Paradise is really not about anything; intellectually, it amounts to little more than a gesture—a gesture of infinite revolt.” In essence, Wilson, who admired much of Fitzgerald’s work, suggests in this review that Fitzgerald had not learned the lessons of detachment and formation (the merging of “act” and “intention”) that Monsignor Darcy attempts to teach to Amory in the novel. For Wilson there is both too much and too little of Fitzgerald in the novel: too much undigested early work; too little of Fitzgerald the mature author who could transform gesture into art.

Yet if This Side of Paradise is seen to portray Amory Blaine’s identity in the process of being formed rather than fully composed (and, parallel to this, the staging of Fitzgerald’s authorial identity-in-process), a different view of this pastiche of Fitzgerald’s youthful writings emerges. Like many first novels, This Side of Paradise is heavily autobiographical, and it must be read within the context of Fitzgerald’s early life through his matriculation at Princeton. At the same time, it is also a highly experimental novel that displays the author trying out a variety of genres and styles as he attempts to break away from the past and invent a kind of writing that will identify him as a modernist in his mature work. These twin projects—the stitching of autobiographical fragments and youthful writing into the design of a novel, and the exploration of voices, styles, and forms that would allow him to extend not merely a “gesture of infinite revolt” but portray the process by which Amory comes to identity—mark This Side of Paradise as crucial to an understanding of Fitzgerald’s life and work.

Francis Scott Key Fitzgerald was born on September 24, 1896, in St. Paul, Minnesota, to Edward and Mary Fitzgerald; two older sisters had died in an epidemic earlier that year, and his only surviving sibling, Annabel, would be born in 1898. His father was a failed traveling salesman who moved his family from St. Paul to Syracuse and then Buffalo in search of success. After his father was fired from his job in Buffalo when Scott was eleven years old, the Fitzgeralds moved into the large family home of Scott’s maternal grandmother, Louisa McQuillan, in St. Paul. Unlike his father, his maternal grandfather, Philip Francis McQuillan, had been a successful grocery store magnate and a prominent member of society in St. Paul; although Louisa, now widowed, readily welcomed the Fitzgeralds into her home and proffered them continuous financial support after their eastern peregrinations, Scott grew up as a poor relation to the prosperous Catholic McQuillans of St. Paul; throughout his life, like Gatsby, he romanticized his fear of poverty and his obsession with money. As a child Scott’s health was fragile, and he and his mother would often escape the Buffalo and St. Paul winters for the warmer climate of Washington, D.C.

In 1908 Scott entered a private high school, St. Paul’s Academy, and found a circle of friends at the dancing school that his mother compelled him to attend. He would base many of the “Basil Duke Lee” stories upon the adolescent relationships he formed during this time. Scott began publishing stories in the school magazine, and he kept a ledger and a “thoughtbook” in which he recorded his experiences. He was fascinated with the stage and took every opportunity to attend local productions; one of his earliest works is a one-act melodrama, The Girl from the Lazy J, which Scott wrote, directed, produced, and starred in as the leading man. In 1911, concerned about his poor grades at St. Paul’s Academy, his parents enrolled him in the Newman School, a Catholic preparatory near New York City. A mid-western outsider, he was unpopular and unhappy in his first year at Newman, his only consolations being trips to New York to see plays and the completion of several stories that were published in the Newman News. Things improved in his second year at Newman, when he became close friends with Father Sigourney Webster Fay, the model for Monsignor Darcy in This Side of Paradise, who would serve as father figure and mentor to Scott for many years. Fay encouraged Scott in his writing, directed him in his reading, and served as an intellectual guide during the crucial period when he was deciding how to become a writer.

In 1913 Scott entered Princeton, a course of action made possible by the large bequest of Louisa McQuillan’s estate and Scott’s improved academic performance at Newman. In doing so, he entered the world of wealth, class, and privilege that had seemed inaccessible to him as a child. Princeton at this time was prestigious, small (around 1,500 students), and in a process of transformation following an intense building period that had taken place under the direction of the recent university president, Woodrow Wilson. Christian Gauss, whom Wilson had hired to enlarge the modern languages department, served as a mentor and source of inspiration to an extraordinary group of talented students entering Princeton before the war, including Edmund Wilson, John Peale Bishop (who served as the model for Thomas Parke D’Invilliers in This Side of Paradise), and Fitzgerald himself. Gauss brought to his classes and students the work of writers who would later be recognized as eminent among the progenitors of modernism—Flaubert, Wilde, and Spengler—as well as Shakespeare and Dante. His friendship with Bishop enlarged Fitzgerald’s knowledge of the British Romantic poets, and under Wilson’s influence he was introduced to a broad range of contemporary writers and ideas. Out of this rich intellectual mixture he would generate his own work, with its paradoxical combination of irony and nostalgia, of idealism surviving even in the decline of the West.

At Princeton Fitzgerald continued to write vigorously and produced, in various forms, much of the material that was to become This Side of Paradise. He contributed a steady stream of brief pieces to the Princeton Tiger, the campus humor magazine, and later became a member of its staff; he wrote musical comedies for the Triangle Club; and he wrote stories that were published in The Nassau Literary Magazine, the Princeton literary review edited by Edmund Wilson. He formed a tempestuous romantic attachment with Ginerva King, a Chicago society woman who served as the model for Isabel in This Side of Paradise. In his junior year, his affair with Ginerva King over, he commenced an intensive reading of Pater, Swinburne, and Wilde and discovered the poetry of Rupert Brooke, killed in 1915 in the Great War; this enchantment with Brooke led him to write dozens of poems in addition to the stories, reviews, and miscellaneous writings that he continuously produced. After enlisting at the beginning of his senior year, he was commissioned as an officer in the army and left Princeton without graduating.

Departing from Princeton for a war might seem counterproductive to the burgeoning career of a young writer; in fact, it offered Fitzgerald the time and opportunity to revise a book-length manuscript he had begun to assemble at Princeton and shown to Sigourney Fay and Christian Gauss. Making use of their critical responses, Fitzgerald was able to revise and complete the first version of This Side of Paradise during basic training at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas and an ensuing furlough back at Princeton. He gave the manuscript to Shane Leslie, an Irish Catholic writer who had befriended Fitzgerald and expressed interest in his work; in May 1916 Leslie sent the manuscript to his publisher, Charles Scribner’s Sons. Scribner’s took three months to reject the manuscript, claiming that it was poorly organized and lacked a conclusion while encouraging Fitzgerald to revise and resubmit it. Convinced that he was going to perish in the war, Fitzgerald sent a hurriedly revised version of the novel to Scribner’s in September 1918. Scribner’s turned down the revised manuscript in October, though Fitzgerald had found an ally at the house in its most famous editor, Maxwell Perkins, who saw much promise in the lengthy and erratic preliminary versions of This Side of Paradise.

Earlier that year, while stationed at Camp Montgomery, Alabama, Fitzgerald had met the person who would exert the most important influence on his life and work: Zelda Sayre. They quickly fell in love, and the tumultuous nature of their early affair would become characteristic of the relationship throughout their marriage.

Having completed officers’ training, Fitzgerald was set to sail for France when the war ended and with it, his premonition of death in combat and posthumous fame as a second Rupert Brooke. Discharged from the army in February 1919, he went to New York to take up a job creating slogans for an advertising agency, while he continued circulating his stories and writing new portions of what would become This Side of Paradise. He became increasingly disenchanted with the progress of his work in New York and his on-again/off-again engagement with Zelda and decided, after what may have appeared to be a final break with Zelda, to return to St. Paul in July in order to rewrite the novel he was still calling “ The Romantic Egotist.”

Because only a part of the original typescript remains, it is difficult to tell precisely in what ways Fitzgerald changed the first complete version of the manuscript, which had now acquired the working title “The Education of a Personage.” It is clear, however, that Fitzgerald shortened the original manuscript considerably, reshuffled many of its separate scenes, and incorporated new material that had been published in the Nassau Literary Magazine or written during his months in New York. Clearly responding to the Scribner’s report and the commentaries of the several friends to whom he had shown the manuscript, Fitzgerald attempted to reorganize the material within a more developed narrative framework and to provide greater consistency in the novel’s point of view. And in revising the manuscript, Fitzgerald had commenced the career-long practice of incorporating material written by others into his work. According to James L. W. West III, the authority on the novel’s composition, Fitzgerald brought into the working draft of This Side of Paradise parts of a letter from Sigourney Fay, passages of letters from Shane Leslie, and passages from Zelda’s letters as well as from the diary that she allowed Fitzgerald to read during their engagement. Perhaps most important, Fitzgerald wrote a conclusion to the novel that, in its final line, offers the possibility that the “personage” of Amory Blaine, while still in the process of formation, has yet achieved some form of self-definition, precisely as a process. Fitzgerald portrays several Amorys in the novel as he tells the story of a young man’s entry into a vocation and sexuality, but perhaps this final Amory is most indicative of what Fitzgerald achieved in revising “ The Romantic Egotist” by giving shape to this heterogeneous assemblage of projections of the “I.”

The success of his revisions is made startlingly clear by Scribner’s acceptance of the new version of the novel, now titled This Side of Paradise, only a matter of two weeks after it was submitted, in early September 1919. It is apparent from his letters and autobiographical accounts that Fitzgerald hoped the acceptance and publication of a novel would help in the revival of his relationship with Zelda. Anxious, therefore, that the novel be published as soon as possible, he was disappointed when Scribner’s informed him that it would not appear until the spring of 1920. Still, in November, with a book contract in hand, he visited Zelda in New Orleans and convinced her to marry him. They were married on April 3, 1920, just a week after the publication of This Side of Paradise, on March 26. Between the time of the novel’s acceptance and its publication, Fitzgerald wrote a number of stories that were accepted by such highly visible literary publications as The Smart Set, Scribner’s Magazine, and The Saturday Evening Post. It seemed as though Fitzgerald’s career as a successful working author had begun in earnest.

It was a career that began to unravel almost from the moment of its inception. The synchrony of his marriage to Zelda and the publication of a first novel that met with tremendous popular reception was, in many ways, the height of Fitzgerald’s short lived success as a writer. Though he achieved instantaneous public recognition upon the publication of This Side of Paradise, that recognition soon turned into notoriety as the decreasing sales of his novels—both The Great Gatsby (1925) and Tender Is the Night (1934) were commercial disappointments during Fitzgerald’s lifetime—was matched by the ever-increasing circulation of stories about his marriage to a wife suffering from mental illness, his infidelities, his dissolute lifestyle, and his alcoholism. In many ways, Fitzgerald is the archetypal “great American writer” in this regard, at least in the representations of his life that survive in the popular imagination: early, brilliant fame followed by collapse, his best work ignored (he would have to earn a living selling short stories to popular magazines and writing movie scripts for Hollywood), profligate life and early death. He seems to have embodied in the aftermath of This Side of Paradise the figure of the romantic artist in decline, fallen from a great height, that he would so powerfully define in his fiction.

The reception of This Side of Paradise is, to some degree, a tale of two novels: the one that the public read, and the one that the critics read. Upon its publication, the novel was greeted with immediate popular success. According to H. Dan Piper, one of Fitzgerald’s many biographers, “to Scribner’s amazement the first printing sold out within twenty-four hours …. By July, it had appeared on the Bookman’s monthly list of national best sellers, and by the year’s end it had sold close to fifty thousand copies—more than any other Scribner novel of that season.” The commercial success of the novel—attributable to its status as a candid and original, if closely circumscribed, portrait of contemporary youth culture—gained instantaneous fame and recognition for Fitzgerald and a lifelong publisher in Scribner’s, even when later and far superior novels such as The Great Gatsby and Tender Is the Night failed initially to produce large profits.

Despite its commercial success, the novel received mixed responses from the critics. Piper notes that at the very instant Scribner’s was marveling over the novel’s sales, “Heywood Broun attacked it in his nationally syndicated newspaper column, calling both the book and its author callow, silly, and uninteresting.” The reviewer for the Times Literary Supplement claimed that the novel was “tiresome” and contained characters “whose conversation … is artificial beyond belief.” The reviewer in America, commenting more on contemporary morals than on Fitzgerald’s craft in the kind of charge that was to plague him throughout his career, wrote that “if the parties to Amory’s various love-affairs are faithful portraits of the modern American girl, the country is going to the dogs rapidly.” Meanwhile the San Francisco Chronicle critiqued not the immaturity of the art but that of the artist in assessing the novel as “a ‘psychological document’ adumbrating the murky adolescence of its author …. If [Fitzgerald] is really not a case of arrested development, he will almost certainly, when he grows up, write something worth reading for its own sake.”

While these are among the most negative reviews the novel received, most of those who regarded This Side of Paradise as an original or compelling portrait of “the daily existence of what we [the New York Times] loosely call ‘college men’ ” also noted that it was the flawed work of an apprentice writer who showed varying degrees of “promise.” The Nation, for example, while claiming that the author had “not yet reached any thought or perception that is absolutely his own,” stated that Fitzgerald’s “gifts have an unmistakable amplitude.” Robert Benchley, in the New York Morning World, while faulting the novel for its immaturity, wrote that it is “something new, without regard to rules or convention, and it is an interesting story.” And then there is the response of H. L. Mencken, editor of The Smart Set, to which Fitzgerald had contributed several stories that would find their way into This Side of Paradise. Mencken was the leading literary critic of the day, known for his acerbic wit and his attacks on the “the Genteel tradition” and Puritan morality. Of This Side of Paradise, Mencken wrote that it was the “best American novel I have seen of late … a truly amazing first novel—original in structure, extremely sophisticated in manner, and adorned with a brilliancy that is as rare in American writing as honesty is in American statecraft.” Mencken’s highest compliment in this review, published in The Smart Set, was prophetic in that the merits he perceived in Fitzgerald’s apprentice craft would become the defining elements of the mature work by which he is judged to be a major American writer. Mencken considered the novel, which has continued to be regarded by many of Fitzgerald’s critics as immature and ill formed, the product of “an artist—an apt and delicate weaver of words, a clever hand, a sound workman.”

In the seventy-five years since This Side of Paradise was first published, we have passed from the modern into the postmodern, from the Jazz Age into the age of cyberspace. This may allow us some perspective on a remarkable first novel that is as relevant—particularly in terms of its status as a Bildungsroman and a portrayal of an identity in formation within the parameters of nation, culture, and generation—to Generation X as it was to the generation of flappers. The working title, “The Education of a Personage,” calls to mind another “education” that Fitzgerald may have had in mind in charting Amory’s progress from nonentity to “personage”: The Education of Henry Adams. Sigourney Fay was a friend of Henry Adams (perhaps the model for Thornton Hancock in This Side of Paradise); Fay would almost certainly have acquainted Fitzgerald with Adams’s Education, privately published in 1907 and republished for the public in 1918 by Houghton-Mifflin. Adams’s complex autobiographical portrait of a young man achieving intellectual and cultural selfhood in the Age of Progress is one of the foundational works of American modernism, particularly as it situates its protagonist within the frameworks of cultural mythography, pre–Fordist capitalism, the rise of technology, and growing U.S. imperialism. In the Education, “Henry Adams” is revealed to be the modern subject, contradictorily both willing himself into existence and called into being by the social and cultural orders within which he achieves self-definition. At once bearing the weight of his Puritan past, yet running toward the dynamo that symbolizes the futurity of the machine age and a skeptical break with that past, the protagonist of the Education is a version of modern American identity in motion, unresolved, ever shuffling between cultural and historical fixity and release in the form of pure energy.

There are some interesting similarities between Adams’s fin-de-siécle protagonist and Fitzgerald’s Amory Blaine, caught between the collapse of the old world order with the onset of World War I and the commencement of a new age of uncertainty characterized by frantic speculation and activity that would cease with the stock market crash in October 1929. Like the Henry Adams of the Education, Amory Blaine is a nomadic figure, wandering from affair to affair, book to book, in search of both a relationship and a doctrine that will give him some access to “reality” in a time when the ground seems to be constantly shifting under him. To some extent, like Adams, his youthful idealism in shreds but not completely annihilated, he ends up taking the position of the romantic skeptic who believes in nothing (save himself), yet who looks toward the open future as the point of origin of a new self and a new reality—to use the phrase that Richard Poirier has suggested is paradigmatic of American literature, a “world elsewhere,” renewed and redeemed.

This Side of Paradise can be similarly viewed as patterned upon James Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916), even up to a visionary conclusion in which Fitzgerald’s postgraduate Amory Blaine, cast out from the paradise of childhood, looks upon the spires of Princeton in a moment of self-discovery (“ ‘I know myself,’ he cried, ‘but that is all’ ”), just as Joyce’s Dedalus goes forth from his father’s house with the sound of his mother’s prayers echoing in his ears “to encounter for the millionth time the reality of experience and to forge in the smithy of my soul the uncreated conscience of my race.” In fact, Amory confesses to having read Joyce’s Portrait, and in the earliest versions of the novel the protagonist is variously named “Stephen Palms” or “Stephen Dalius.” (In this regard, This Side of Paradise contains, for all practical purposes, undigested reading lists from Fitzgerald’s Princeton days: Along with Joyce’s Portrait, Amory claims to have read works by Mencken, Dreiser, Norris, Harold Fredric, Compton McKenzie—whose novel Sinister Street, referred to by Amory as a “quest book,” served Fitzgerald as the most immediate model for This Side of Paradise—Bennet, Galsworthy, and Chesterton, to name just the novelists.) Yet, though both Portrait and This Side of Paradise are autobiographical Bildungsroman carefully contextualized within specific cultural circumstances, Stephen Dedalus, much more so than Amory Blaine, processes experience into vision: What Fitzgerald brings to his portrait of the undergraduate on the verge of entering the labyrinthine world of adulthood is, in many ways, more immediate, and more coarse, than what Joyce—escaped from the insularity of Dublin and an impoverished family—brings to his Portrait, where “consciousness,” rather than projections of the autobiographical “self,” is the protagonist. Like Adams’s Education, This Side of Paradise frames identity as provisional and nomadic; it thus exemplifies a peculiarly “American” form of modernity that might be termed pre-visional, in the sense that the fit between experience and articulation has not yet been joined, the individual not yet (and, perhaps, never to be) sutured to the social realm.

In This Side of Paradise, Amory’s “progress” is elicited through the parallel, unfinished narratives of the discovery of vocation (as in Portrait) and the founding of generational identity (as in the Education). It is interesting, then, that like The Education of Henry Adams, though in different terms, This Side of Paradise once again has the reputation of being something of a hodgepodge, made up of bits and pieces of text, part novel, part autobiography, containing stories, poems, dramatic interludes, fragments of poetry—whatever Fitzgerald did not throw out in the vigorous revisions of “The Romantic Egotist.” Structurally, the nature of the novel as assemblage would seem to be at odds with its thematic project: to call Amory Blaine, and the generation of which he is a part, into being.

Yet, rather than seeing the novel as merely formally flawed, This Side of Paradise can be read as a novel that works by means of a series of “adjacencies” that, for critic Edward Said, characterizes the modern text per se. In considering the works of Conrad, Proust, Joyce, and Mann, Said claims in his Beginnings that the modern novel “has no central point or central trajectory: it imitates no spatial or temporal object; and its ‘voice’ is more likely to be a doodling pen rather than a narrating persona.” This is particularly interesting in light of Fitzgerald’s notorious difficulties in locating the narrative voices of This Side of Paradise: His revisions reveal that he was often indecisive about which point of view to use in a particular scene, and for many readers, the published version of the novel still negotiates unevenly between various “speakers” (Amory, speaking in the first person; a third-person narrator whose powers of observation seem to vary considerably over the course of the novel; fragments of text that seem to come directly from Fitzgerald’s notebooks and letters, as indeed they did).

For Said, this “wandering” through voices and points of view is indicative of the modern author and the modern novel, which enacts a scene of writing even while portraying the activities of a protagonist or the events of an era. It is in the nature of modern writing itself to wander in this manner, which for Said is a straying from the origin of writing, or the original intention with which the act of writing commences. If we read This Side of Paradise in this light, the novel becomes not just an uneven apprentice work that provides evidence of future promise, but a novel in which Fitzgerald signals his career as a modern writer at the same time that he portrays a generation and Amory’s coming to identity within that generation. As Said remarks, writing that reflects upon its own modernity in this way is paradoxical: On the one hand it strays from its origins, and on the other it reveals a nostalgia for the lost origin of wholeness and intention that it can never recover. How close these contradictory movements are to those of the great novels that Fitzgerald would write: the elegiac quest for Platonic origins and a lost past in The Great Gatsby that fails utterly before the onrush of the future symbolized in the frantic, nomadic partygoing and fast cars of the novel; the yearning for the complete self conceived in Tender Is the Night, thwarted by the multiplicity of human desire. In This Side of Paradise, Fitzgerald portrayed in the adventures of Amory Blaine both the founding of his own vocation and the subject of his writing; this “beginning” novel, then, becomes crucial to understanding all of Fitzgerald’s work.

All the more significant, then, that Fitzgerald chose for this first novel to portray Amory not as a self isolated from the world, but as typifying a generation struggling for self-definition in a nation that was beginning to redefine itself as a world power. Along with other first novels such as J. D. Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye or Bret Easton Ellis’s Less Than Zero, This Side of Paradise is a generational novel, a work that attempts to capture the geist of what Webster’s defines as “a group of individuals having contemporaneously a status which one holds only for a limited period,” or “a body of living beings constituting a single step in the line of descent from an ancestor.” Implicitly, the dictionary definitions relate some of the chief concerns of generational novels: to represent a generation by portraying the cultural and historical contexts by which a generation comes to recognize itself as such—a recognition that occurs along with the knowledge that the brief life of each generation begins to expire with the advent of the next generation. In This Side of Paradise, Fitzgerald was writing of what would become, in Gertrude Stein’s famous phrase, a “lost generation,” but the lexical senses of the word suggest that no generation is not already lost in time, its very definition and existence depending upon its passing away. In his first novel, Fitzgerald provides a fictional representation of a war generation identified, paradoxically, by its lack of identity, by the loss of direction and the sense that history and Western culture as they were then known were rapidly coming to an end. This generation, in essence, was doubly “lost,” and as such bears remarkable similarities to the generation of the American 1980s depicted in Ellis’s Less Than Zero, or the generation of the 1990s portrayed in Douglas Coupland’s Generation X. For Fitzgerald in This Side of Paradise, what the lost generation has lost—cultural identity—is linked in complex ways to the formation of a new national identity after 1918 (a process that would result in the United States assuming the role of Cold War superpower following the world war to come) and his own search for a form of writing that would underwrite his identity as author.

The shared contexts of generation, nation, and writing serve to frame Amory Blaine’s “education” in This Side of Paradise, so it is significant that in the end he, in effect, turns his back on the past, Princeton, and the generation to which he belongs and which is, like Amory, in a process of formation. By dispensing with the appurtenance of “generation” in his final cry—by equating his identity solely with self-knowledge—Amory indulges in the idealistic notion that the self is its own origin, that it can be defined somehow beyond or without reference to the historical, national, and cultural circumstances within which it is formed. The contradictions inherent in Amory’s progress to this point are striking, and they are echoed throughout Fitzgerald’s novels and stories. Amory defines himself within the historical and social contexts of his generation: a middle-class Midwesterner transplanted to the aristocratic halls of Princeton; a boy growing to maturity during the upheaval of a world war, shuttling erratically between idealism and disillusion; a young man exploring sexuality. Yet the completion of his education and his achievement of the status of “personage” is marked by his separation from both his childhood and “generational” origins as he erases the past and attempts to begin anew at the point zero of disjunct self-knowledge: “I know myself … but that is all.” Fitzgerald’s protagonists—Gatsby, Dick Diver, Amory Blaine—inevitably try and fail to achieve this form of self-origination so characteristic of his writing. This is the project of the modern subject in Fitzgerald’s view, bound over to history, nation, and generation, yet striving to escape these in an impossible act of autogenesis—an act whose very failure reveals the nature of these bonds, and the extent to which the self is constructed within history. It is also a familiar story in American literature, particularly in the American romance that Fitzgerald would exemplify in The Great Gatsby.

The word “generation” itself appears often in This Side of Paradise, particularly in moments of self-reflection. Newly arrived at Princeton and dressing for a social occasion, Amory glances at himself in a mirror and realizes “that he was enjoying life as he would probably never enjoy it again …. He had arrived, abreast of the best of his generation in Princeton …. Turning on the lights, he looked at himself in the mirror, trying to find in his own face the qualities that made him see more clearly than the great crowd of people, that made him decide firmly, and able to influence and follow his own will.” Before the mirror, Amory invokes “generation” as a means of distinguishing himself as a “personage” from the background of the crowd. With all the lights on, his reflection illuminated, he attempts to individuate himself contradictorily as both the “best” of his generation and someone who is so unique as to be above or apart from it. Revealingly, Amory muses at the end of this passage that there “was little in his life now that he would have changed …. Oxford might have been a bigger field.” Already, Amory is beginning to find the “field” of Princeton and the generational space he inhabits too confining, despite the fact that his is the “lost” generation of sexual freedom and frantic dissipation.

Much later, in their last moment together at Princeton, Amory and his friend Tom D’Invilliers reflect upon the years they have spent together there. Tom eulogizes upon their lost youth: “You know … what we feel now is the sense of all the gorgeous youth that has rioted through here in two hundred years …. And what we leave here is more than this class; it’s the whole heritage of youth. We’re just one generation—we’re breaking all the links that seemed to bind us here to top-booted and high-stocked generations. We’ve walked arm and arm with Burr and Light-Horse Harry Lee through half these deep-blue nights.” In Tom’s words, “generation” leaps to the foreground as the sign of a revolutionary break with the past, and it conveys the same contradiction of Amory’s earlier thought; for Tom, the present generation is both something that leaves part of itself behind in the form of heritage and class, yet distinguishes itself as different precisely because of its purported rejection of class prejudices and anachronistic rituals. As Amory defines himself, so Tom defines his generation as something distinguishable from previous generations by its practices, and as a wholly new entity that contributes its remnant to, yet will not become part of, the endless cycle of generations passing through Princeton.

In the last scene of the novel, Amory hears the bells of Princeton in the darkness and thinks of “the spirit of the past brooding over a new generation, the chosen youth from the muddled, un-chastened world, still fed romantically on the mistakes and half-forgotten dreams of dead statesmen and poets. Here was a new generation, shouting the old cries, learning the old creeds … a new generation dedicated more than the last to the fear of poverty and the worship of success; grown up to find all Gods dead, all wars fought, all faiths in men shaken.” Amory views his generation as both dwelling in the past, “repeating the old cries,” and yet running toward an apocalyptic future—a time after the coursing of generations—when God is dead and a secular peace reigns on earth. Through Amory, Fitzgerald historicizes the postwar generation by placing it within the contemporary frame-work where secularism, progressivism, and pacification are upheld as the reigning values of youth culture in the aftermath of the “great” and supposedly final war. Contrarily, the rhetoric of Amory’s reflection suggests that this revolutionary lost generation is also the last generation, the one to end all generations because it has severed its line of descent from past generations.

The contradictions inherent in these notions of “generation” retract upon Amory, who founds his identity upon a parallel contradiction that unfolds itself as part and parcel of Fitzgerald’s own sense of his writing. Recall Amory before the mirror: He is dressed in the appropriate generational costume; he seeks to know himself as utterly different by means of a reflection that mirrors his resemblance to the others of his class, despite the fact that (as Tom later argues) their generation can be differentiated from the others that came before it by virtue of its greater heterogeneity. Similar disparities set off Fitzgerald’s writing in a novel that repeatedly lists the authors and texts that persons of Blaine’s sensibility and generation read, as if Fitzgerald wanted to constitute for his readers the generational canon from which he proceeds. In autobiographical commentary preserved in The Crack-Up, Fitzgerald remarks on this quality of This Side of Paradise in its preliminary version: “It purports to be the picaresque ramble of one Stephen Palms [Dalius?] …. It shows traces of Tarkington, Chesterton, Chambers, Wells, Benson (Robert Hugh), Rupert Brooke and includes Compton McKenzie-like love-affairs and three psychic adventures including one encounter with the devil in a harlot’s apartment …. I can most nearly describe it by calling it a prose, modernistic Childe Harolde.” In its portrayal of Amory Blaine seeking identity both within and apart from his generation, This Side of Paradise preserves the sense conveyed in this fragment of Fitzgerald’s own awareness as an author who is both reproducing the textual past and attempting to break away from it in generating a writing that is “modernistic.”

The double sense of “origin” is evident both in Fitzgerald’s recounting of the writing of This Side of Paradise and in the novel itself as he notes in Amory’s reading the origins of his own art, while constructing his protagonist’s “ramble” toward an original self that has rejected the past, generation, and culture into which it is born. In This Side of Paradise, we are closer than in any of his works to Fitzgerald’s own origins as a writer, and thus to his complex recognition of what becoming an author entails. The scene of writing that evolves as Amory’s self-comprehension is one of definitive loss and renewal at the point of loss. That this conception of a “self” is now something of a historic artifact testifies ironically to the fact that identity, for Fitzgerald, is a social and historical construct even as it defines itself as transcending history, as escaping the confines of the social. In This Side of Paradise, Fitzgerald commences with the project of imagining the contentious relation between American culture and the sovereign self that would intensively occupy him in a life and career resonant with the surmise that the best had already passed.


This Side Of Paradise

… Well this side of Paradise!…
There’s little comfort in the wise.

—Rupert Brooke.     

Experience is the name so many people
give to their mistakes.

—Oscar Wilde.      
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THE ROMANTIC EGOTIST









Chapter One
 
Amory, Son of Beatrice

Amory Blaine inherited from his mother every trait, except the stray inexpressible few, that made him worth while. His father, an ineffectual, inarticulate man with a taste for Byron and a habit of drowsing over the Encyclopædia Britannica, grew wealthy at thirty through the death of two elder brothers, successful Chicago brokers, and in the first flush of feeling that the world was his, went to Bar Harbor and met Beatrice O’Hara. In consequence, Stephen Blaine handed down to posterity his height of just under six feet and his tendency to waver at crucial moments, these two abstractions appearing in his son Amory. For many years he hovered in the background of his family’s life, an unassertive figure with a face half-obliterated by lifeless, silky hair, continually occupied in “taking care” of his wife, continually harassed by the idea that he didn’t and couldn’t understand her.

But Beatrice Blaine! There was a woman! Early pictures taken on her father’s estate at Lake Geneva, Wisconsin, or in Rome at the Sacred Heart Convent—an educational extravagance that in her youth was only for the daughters of the exceptionally wealthy—showed the exquisite delicacy of her features, the consummate art and simplicity of her clothes. A brilliant education she had—her youth passed in renaissance glory, she was versed in the latest gossip of the Older Roman Families; known by name as a fabulously wealthy American girl to Cardinal Vitori and Queen Margherita and more subtle celebrities that one must have had some culture even to have heard of. She learned in England to prefer whiskey and soda to wine, and her small talk was broadened in two senses during a winter in Vienna. All in all Beatrice O’Hara absorbed the sort of education that will be quite impossible ever again; a tutelage measured by the number of things and people one could be contemptuous of and charming about; a culture rich in all arts and traditions, barren of all ideas, in the last of those days when the great gardener clipped the inferior roses to produce one perfect bud.

In her less important moments she returned to America, met Stephen Blaine and married him—this almost entirely because she was a little bit weary, a little bit sad. Her only child was carried through a tiresome season and brought into the world on a spring day in ninety-six.

When Amory was five he was already a delightful companion for her. He was an auburn-haired boy, with great, handsome eyes which he would grow up to in time, a facile imaginative mind and a taste for fancy dress. From his fourth to his tenth year he did the country with his mother in her father’s private car, from Coronado, where his mother became so bored that she had a nervous breakdown in a fashionable hotel, down to Mexico City, where she took a mild, almost epidemic consumption. This trouble pleased her, and later she
























A KISS FOR AMORY







	
	












































































































SNAPSHOTS OF THE YOUNG EGOTIST






















CODE OF THE YOUNG EGOTIST









PREPARATORY TO THE GREAT ADVENTURE





















































































THE EGOTIST DOWN







INCIDENT OF THE WELL-MEANING PROFESSOR















INCIDENT OF THE WONDERFUL GIRL
























HEROIC IN GENERAL TONE


THE PHILOSOPHY OF THE SLICKER
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