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INTRODUCTION

F. Scott Fitzgerald remains one of the most enduring Ameri-
can novelists of this century. His name still conjures up the magic
of the Jazz Age and his immortality rests secure upon his literary
masterpiece, The Great Gatsby, which with almost miraculous
economy and flawless craftsmanship captures in so short a volume
both an era of the American experience and the romance of
the American Dream. But for the author’s soul we must look
elsewhere—in his own favorite among his novels, the one that cost
him almost a decade of literary labor and private pain: Tender Is the
Night. For its final title Fitzgerald chose a phrase from Keats’s
“Ode to a Nightingale™:

Away! Away! for I will fly to thee
... on the viewless wings of Poesy
Though the dull brain perplexes and retards:
Already with thee! tender is the night. . .

The title evokes the transient, bittersweet, and ultimately
tragic nature of Fitzgerald’s “Romance” (as he had originally subti-
tled the book). By the time the novel was finally published in 1934
Fitzgerald had lost his own personal battle to save his wife Zelda
from her mental illness and their marriage from the inevitable
consequences. The novel is as much a product of the author’s own
experience of struggle and heartbreak as it is his credo of fidelity,
perseverance, and romantic love. It will always be one of his most
beloved works because it rings absolutely true, because it is true.

But the novel was initially conceived in a very different spirit,
back in 1925, when Scott and Zelda were still basking in the Rivi-
era sun, and the future was colored in Mediterranean hues. There,
following the publication of The Great Gatsby, in the idyllic company
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INTRODUCTION

of Sara and Gerald Murphy (to whom the book was eventually
dedicated), Fitzgerald planned a far more ambitious novel, “some-
thing really new in form, idea, structure—the model for the age
that Joyce and Stein are searching for, that Conrad didn’t find.” In
the meantime, disappointed by the sale of Gatsby, he turned out a
spate of short stories to support himself in the luxurious expatriate
manner to which he had irrevocably grown accustomed. Those
days at La Garoupe beach and evenings at the Murphys’ Villa
America were perhaps the closest Scott and Zelda ever came to
paradise, and the ambience is captured in the opening chapters of
Tender Is the Night, in which Nicole and Dick Diver are endowed
with the social magnetism and unique charm of Sara and Gerald
Murphy presiding over a season of memorable fétes.

One of the earliest references to the new novel in progress is
an amusing afterthought in a letter of July 1925 to Maxwell Perkins,
Fitzgerald’s editor at Scribners: “ The novel has begun. I'd rather
tell you nothing about it quite yet. No news. We had a great time
in Antibes and got very brown and healthy. In case you don’t
place it it’s the penninsula between Cannes and Nice on the Rivi-
era where Napoleon landed on his return from Elba.” Then, in Oc-
tober, Perkins received one of many prophecies reflecting the au-
thor’s less-than-guarded optimism: “The novel is going to be
great.” Later, in December, in cold Paris: “I write to you from the
depths of one of my unholy depressions. The book is wonderful—I
honestly think that when it’s published I shall be the best Ameri-
can novelist (which isn’t saying a lot) but the end seems far away.
When it’s finished I'm coming home for awhile anyhow though
the thought revolts me as much as the thought of remaining in
France. ... My work is the only thing that makes me happy—except
to be a little tight—and for those two indulgences I pay a big price
in mental and physical hangovers. ... My novel should be finished
next fall.”

v



INTRODUCTION

The following February, an unusual request was made of
Perkins: “In regard to my novel. Will you ask somebody what is
done if one American murders another in France. Would an
American marshal come over for him? From his state of residence?
Who would hold him meanwhile—the consul or the French police?
Why isn’t that so if one Italian kills another Italian in America? It’s
important that I find this out and I can’t seem to. In a certain sense
my plot is not unlike Dreiser’s in the American Tragedy. At first this
worried me but now it doesn’t for our minds are so different.”
Perkins consulted the celebrated lawyer (and Scribners author)
Arthur Train, who replied that the American would be treated like
any Frenchman apprehended by the French police, and tried in the
French courts. “I hope this fact won’t upset some plan you had for
the novel,” added Perkins, who was duly thanked for the legal
advice.

“My book is wonderful,” Fitzgerald wrote in May 1926. “I don’t
expect to be interrupted again. I expect to reach New York about
December 10th with the manuscript under my arm....” But as
early as a month later: “The novel, in abeyance during Zelda’s op-
eration, now goes on apace. This is confidential but Liberty, with
certain conditions, has offered me $35,000 sight unseen. I hope to
have it done in January.” But it was only toward the end of 1928
that Perkins had at last read two chapters, and commented: “About
the first we fully agree. It is excellent. The second I think contains
some of the best writing you have ever done—some lovely scenes,
and impressions briefly and beautifully conveyed. ... I think this is
a wonderfully promising start-off. Send on others as soon as
you can.”

By June of the following year, in Cannes, Fitzgerald was
“working day and night” on the novel, “from a new angle that I
think will solve previous difficulties.” But, meanwhile, Zelda’s
condition was deteriorating so rapidly that she had to be hospitalized
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INTRODUCTION

in a sanitarium of Lake Geneva. Fitzgerald wrote Max Perkins in
September 1930: “This illness has cost me a fortune. . .. The biggest
man in Switzerland gave all his time to her—and saved her reason
by a split second.”

The emotional cost would yield Book Two, the multifaceted
character of Dr. Richard Diver, and the Swiss backdrop for the
psychiatric drama of Diver’s ill-starred romance with his pa-
tient/wife Nicole. Fitzgerald eventually went so far as to graph on
a sheet of paper the parallel psychiatric “histories” of Nicole and
Zelda, ending with two poignant question marks pointing to the
future.

But the immediate future seemed bright enough. Zelda had
been pronounced “cured” and in the fall of 1931 the Fitzgeralds
returned on the Aquitania, settling in Montgomery, Alabama. Work
on the novel was soon interrupted by Fitzgerald’s trip to Holly-
wood to work for MGM.

In January 1932, a month before moving to Baltimore, Fitzger-
ald wrote to Perkins that “at last for the first time in two years and
a half I am going to spend five consecutive months on my novel ... .
Don’t tell Ernest or anyone—let them think what they want—
you're the only one who’s ever consistently felt faith in me any-
how.” By August it was “plotted and planned, never more to be
permanently interrupted.” A month and a year later, “the novel has
gone ahead faster than I thought. . . .” The draft was soon com-
pleted. “I will appear in person carrying the manuscript and wear-
ing a spiked helmet . . . Please do not have a band as I do not care for
music.”

Andrew Turnbull, Fitzgerald's young friend and eventual bi-
ographer, describes that autumn at La Paix in Maryland, where
Scott now labored fruitfully while Zelda, having suffered a serious
relapse, was losing her battle.

Vi
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Back of La Paix was a stretch of road where Fitzgerald used
to pace hour by hour, refining the last draft of Tender Is the
Night. There he meditated on the Murphys—their organized
sensuousness, their fine gradations of charm—and there he
dreamed of the Iles de Lérin, those blessed isles off Antibes
where you went in the excursion boats. Returning to his study,
he penciled it all down in his rounded, decorous hand on yel-
low legal-sized paper. Interrupting him at work, I remember
the illumination of his eye, the sensitive pull around the
mouth, the wistful liquor-ridden thing about him, the haunt-
ing grace of motion and gesture, the looking at you, through
you, and beyond you—understandingly sweet—with smoke
exhaling.

Having finished at last, Fitzgerald then admonished the
everpatient Max:

Be careful in saying it’s my first book in seven years not to im-
ply that it contains seven years work. People would expect too
much in bulk and scope. This novel, my fourth, completes my
story of the boom years. It might be wise to accentuate the fact
that it does not deal with the Depression. Don’t accentuate that
it deals with Americans abroad—there’s been too much trash
under that banner. No exclamation ‘At last, the long awaited
etc.” That merely creates the ‘Oh yeah’ mood in people.

The novel was first to be serialized in four installments in
Scribner’s Magazine, originally announced under its penultimate
title, Richard Diver, a Romance. Fitzgerald himself undertook the
cuts required for the serialization, but with considerable apprehen-
sion that its structure, already fragile, would be weakened by those
cuts and that reviewers would fault it without later reading the
published book. He had equal concerns about how the novel was
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to be presented to the public: “Don’t forget my suggestion that the
jacket flap should carry an implication that though the book starts
in a lyrical way, heavy drama will presently develop.” Apropos of
advertising, he added: “Please do not use the phrase ‘Riviera’or
‘gay resorts.” Not only does it sound like the triviality of which I
am so often accused, but also the Riviera has been thoroughly
exploited by E. Phillips Oppenheim and a whole generation of
writers and its very mention invokes a feeling of unreality and
unsubstantiality.”

Among the early comments, one of the most favorable was by
his fellow Scribners novelist Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings, who
found it

disturbing, bitter, and beautiful. I am totally unable to analyze
the almost overpowering effect that some of his passages cre-
ate—some of them about quite trivial people and dealing with
trivial situations. There is something terrifying about it when
it happens, and the closest I can come to understanding it is to
think that he does, successfully at such times, what I want to
do—that is, visualizes people not in their immediate setting,
from the human point of view—but in time and space—
almost, you might say, with the divine detachment.

Fitzgerald, still working on the proofs, was grateful for the praise,
but irked by “her calling my people trivial.” She meant no slur, but
the word hit a sensitive nerve.

The novel was published on April 12, 1934, to mixed reviews.
But even the hostile critics acknowledged the magical power of
Fitzgerald’s prose. And the approving ones truly understood. From
John Peale Bishop: “You have shown us what we have waited so
long and impatiently to see, that you are a true, a beautiful, and a
tragic novelist.” From Lady Florence Willert, who had met Scott
and Zelda on the Riviera: “It is a living thing—it is a miracle. It is
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writing and painting in one—and instantaneous photography too,
transmuted into the highest art. . .. It is a colossal work—you must
have sweated blood to write this—Gatsby was good enough—a
classic now. But this is superlative. And you might be a hundred
years old in your wisdom and knowledge of the hearts of men and
women.”

The left-wing reviewers hated, of course, the self-indulgence
of the expatriate characters. The Depression had intensified their
antagonism to Fitzgerald. The reviewer for the Communist Daily
Worker scolded the author: “Dear Mr. Fitzgerald, you can’t hide
from a hurricane under a beach umbrella.” But these barbs were to
be expected. The one that really hurt was that of Hemingway, who
charged his fellow writer with self-pity (“Forget your personal
tragedy . . .”) and with creating false composite characters in
merging Sara and Gerald Murphy with Zelda and Scott, instead of
inventing Nicole and Dick Diver from the imagination alone. The
latter criticism elicited an impassioned apologia by Fitzgerald, an
admirable literary defense that would have pleased hid old
Princeton professors:

Following this out a little farther, when does the proper and
logical combination of extents, cause and effect, etc., end and
the field of imagination begin? . . . Think of the case of the
Renaissance artists, and of the Elizabethan dramatists, the first
having to superimpose a medieval conception of science and
archeology, etc., upon the Bible story; and, in the second, of
Shakespeare’s trying to interpret the results of his own obser-
vation of the life around him on the basis of Plutarch’s lives
and Holinshed’s Chronicles. There you must admit that the
feat of building a monument out of three kinds of marble
was brought off. You can accuse me justly of not having the
power to bring it off, but a theory that it can’t be done is
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INTRODUCTION

highly questionable. I make this point with such persistence
because such a conception, if you stick to it, might limit your
own choice of materials. The idea can be reduced simply to:
you can’t say accurately that composite characterization hurt
my book, but that it only hurt it for you.

A year later, in sober hindsight, Fitzgerald did confess a basic
flaw to Perkins: “If a mind is slowed up ever so little it lives in the
individual part of a book rather than in a book as a whole; memory
is dulled. I would give anything if I hadn’t had to write Part III of
Tender Is the Night entirely on stimulant. If I had one more crack at
it cold sober I believe it might have made a great difference.” But
without the constant setbacks, the prolonged labor and pain, the
bouts of “stimulant,” it would never have emerged as the novel it
is—the imperfect but authentic masterpiece that has deeply moved
thousands of readers for half a century.

The best appraisal of the essential value of the novel, the most
illuminating “review” of all, is found in Fitzgerald’s own inscript-
ion in a friend’s copy of Tender Is the Night: “If you liked The Great
Gatsby, for God’s sake read this. Gatsby was a tour de force but this
is a confession of faith.”

Charles Scribner III
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