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Abstract 

Contemporary culture is in the process of revitalizing the memory of Zelda Sayre Fitzgerald, an 

early twentieth-century American author, painter, and dancer, conventionally known as the 

Queen of the Jazz Age and dubbed the “First American Flapper” by her husband, novelist F. 

Scott Fitzgerald (Cline 1), and frequently remembered more for her struggles with mental illness 

than her artistic output. At its core, this dissertation is interested in the way that psychomedical 

discourses shape the construction of a public artistic self, and Part One turns to a burgeoning 

literary celebrity—one of the most prominent innovations in public life of the early-twentieth 

century—in order to argue that modernist authorship and celebrity alike depend on masculinist 

constructions of a virtual, agential, authorial subject. Part Two looks to a flurry of novelistic 

renarrativizations of Zelda Fitzgerald’s life in early twenty-first century middlebrow literature, 

identifying in this publishing event a historiographic impulse to renegotiate the cultural memory 

of a figure who has become paradigmatic both as celebrity and as patient. This reconsideration, 

Part Two argues, constructs itself as a compassionate exercise, and in so doing demands that 

middlebrow authors in some way achieve justice through the sympathetic and repeated retelling 

of these stories. As constructions of authorship also require the construction of a readership, this 

project suggests that the core function of compassion asks readers and authors alike to in some 

way turn compassionate feeling into an ethical orientation towards their own societies. As the 

movement to destigmatize mental illness has seen increasing cultural prevalence in the first 

decade and a half of the twenty-first century, the question of what compassionate writing about 

Zelda Fitzgerald prompts readers to do is more important than ever. 
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Chapter One: Introduction  

 

“There was a time when Mrs. Francis Scott Key Fitzgerald was a more fabulous character than 

her husband. That was when she was Zelda Sayre” (Romantic Egoists, 190). Thus opens a review 

of Zelda Sayre Fitzgerald’s painting exhibit, “Parfois la folie est la sagesse” (“Sometimes 

madness is wisdom”), published in Time magazine on April 13th, 1934. The review imagines a 

lost fame, a glittering past of a “fabulous character” who has since “lapsed into...semi-obscurity.” 

The review refers explicitly to the obscurity of the “wife of a famous novelist,” and by 1934 a 

reader would likely have picked up on another reason for Zelda’s obscurity: her status as a 

psychiatric patient was by then an open secret.  

The review appears at the end of Zelda’s most prolific artistic period. From 1922 to 1934, 

Zelda wrote approximately twenty short story-style sketches, published a novel, and began a 

second novel; she began training seriously in ballet under Lubov Egorova1 and became proficient 

enough to be offered a professional contract as a soloist at the Monte Carlo Ballet; she produced 

                                                           

1. Egorova was a former dancer with Les Ballets Russes and also trained Lucia Joyce, modern dance 

starlet and James Joyce’s daughter. Like Zelda Fitzgerald, Lucia Joyce has been remembered most 

consistently for her diagnosis with schizophrenia. 
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countless paintings and drawings, over thirty of which were exhibited in 1934 at the Cary Ross 

Gallery with a secondary exhibit at the Algonquin Hotel.2 To a certain extent, the tone of 

nostalgia or romantic retrospection that the review takes is appropriate, even if the reviewer 

could not have known this at the time; Zelda’s period of highest artistic output was, indeed, 

coming to a close.  

Embedded in the review’s retrospection is the suggestion of at least two versions of Zelda. 

The first is the young “fabulous character,” conventionally dubbed the “Queen of the Jazz Age,” 

the representative of the heady, urban, sophisticated, drunken, American version of modernism 

that dominated New York and spilled over into the European continent in the 1920s. This Zelda 

is the “First American Flapper”—so described by her husband, F. Scott Fitzgerald (Cline Loc 

346, 1), who built his early textual stylistic signature on the “flapper tale,” as Metropolitan 

Magazine characterized his early stories and novels (Romantic Egoists, 79). In a feature in the 

Louisville Courier Journal, a profile of the couple speculates, “[i]s Zelda Sayre Fitzgerald, wife 

of Scott Fitzgerald, author of flapper fiction stories, the heroine of her husband’s books? ...If so, 

is she the living prototype of that species of femininity known as the American flapper? If so, 

what is a flapper like in real life?” (Romantic Egoists, 112). This version of Zelda swam in 

fountains, got kicked out of New York hotels for running through the revolving door, appeared 

on the cover of Hearst International in May 1923 with her hair set in marcelled waves, and 

wrote portraits of “girls” in 1920s society for College Humor.  

                                                           

2. Zelda would go on to have an additional four exhibits of her paintings, all of which were held in towns 

in the American South, outside of the fashionable venues of her first exhibit. She also began composition 

on a third novel, Caesar’s Things, that, like the second, was never completed or published. I have 

excluded this later artistic period as I am interested in the ways that her work was received by a broader 

public. 
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The second Zelda is the one who, according to the review, has slipped into obscurity. I wish 

to redirect this account: she retained fame of a certain sort, even if the glory of Jazz Age Zelda 

had faded. In the years after 1930, continuing to today, Zelda became as famous for her illness as 

her flapper status. The substance of Zelda’s renown is now the mental illness of her adulthood. 

This version of Zelda threatens to drive cars off a corniche in the South of France, suffers from 

“balletomania,” is institutionalized, is a financial and emotional burden on her husband. The 

second Zelda is the downfallen muse: interpreted by some as the victim of her drunken, 

controlling husband and as a tragic figure whose artistic ambitions were persistently frustrated; 

perceived by others as a vindictive and jealous wife, responsible for Scott’s unfulfilled potential, 

for the ruin of his finances, health, and artistic productivity. Whether sympathetically or 

unsympathetically evaluated, the second Zelda has come to overshadow the first in our cultural 

memory. She has become an early-twentieth century paradigm both of female celebrity and of 

female madness.  

The idea of two Zelda Fitzgeralds also emerges in discussions of her illness. Sara Mayfield, 

Zelda’s childhood friend and lifelong acquaintance, reflects in her 1971 memoir on Zelda’s 

diagnosis with schizophrenia in 1930:  

Certainly there were two Zeldas: Zelda Sayre, well born, well bred, if sometimes 

indiscreet by ultraconservative Montgomery standards, warm, gay, charming, 

spontaneously witty and mischievous; and Zelda Fitzgerald, cool, aloof, fey, trapped in 

the maelstrom of literary cocktail parties and café society into which Scott had plunged 

her, and where she frequently appeared to be bored, sophisticated, bitter and mordant in 

her observations. (159) 
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Mayfield’s reflections betray a common vernacular misinterpretation of the disease 

schizophrenia—the interpretation of the disease to mean a split personality may arise from the 

etymology of the medical term and may also intersect with popular stories of multiple 

personality. The idea of splitting nevertheless suggests the ways modernist and contemporary 

cultural commentators alike have constructed subjects in the public eye. To think of the subject 

as bifurcated, as non-integral, as somehow not whole, overlaps with ways of thinking about the 

mentally ill subject as non-agential, uncontrolled, somehow split.  

The construction of Zelda as split, as non-integral and non-agential, has occurred in cultural 

memory, a conception of knowledge that “signifies that memory can be understood as a cultural 

phenomenon as well as an individual or social one” (Bal 1), in relation to her very public 

“fabulous character.” This publicness suggests that constructions of agency and integrality are 

fundamental to constructions of the celebrity. Indeed, for certain kinds of celebrities, a 

construction as agential might be particularly important. The literary celebrity is one kind. As 

Mary Gordon writes, Zelda “wrote a novel, a play, stories, articles: she must have been a writer. 

The residual difficulty we have in according her this status reveals the loaded, the exalted nature 

of the writer in our imaginations and dreams” (“Introduction,” Collected Writings of Zelda 

Fitzgerald, Loc 160, xvi). The exaltation of the writer in turn intensifies demands on the 

construction of literary celebrity agency.  

I argue that Zelda Fitzgerald’s artistic work and celebrity reveal the masculinist assumptions 

that underpin current accounts of literary celebrity in the early-twentieth century. Current 

theoretical approaches to literary celebrity accurately describe this cultural phenomenon to 

construct literary celebrities—usually male—as masterful and as in control of their literary 

stylistic signatures. This historical construction has often spilled over into descriptions of the 
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modernist literary marketplace, in which (usually male) modernists cannily navigate complex 

economic structures of text, paratext, and market in order to manipulate their public image.3 

Modernists did, of course, perceive and misperceive ways of setting themselves up in the literary 

market. They were subject to the demands of print capital, constructing their agency and 

subjecthood over and against the economics of their trade. Zelda Fitzgerald is, undeniably, a 

celebrity of the same vintage. Her celebrity is closely tied to the literary marketplace. But, as 

Gordon points out, scholarship suffers from a “residual difficulty” in according her the status of 

writer, and, I venture, in according her the construction of agency that literary celebrity demands. 

My answer to this is not simply to argue that Zelda Fitzgerald’s writing and intervention in a 

literary marketplace is worthy of study in its own right, but that it would be worth exposing the 

ways that a construction of psychomedical normativity underpins the agency typically ascribed 

to modernist writers. 

 

Modernist Celebrity 

In defining modernist celebrity, the first of its components, modernism, is the most contentious. 

Given that Zelda Fitzgerald has not been canonized in the echelons of high modernism, defining 

the temporal, stylistic, and attitudinal boundaries of modernism as they apply in this study is 

particularly pressing. To begin with modernism’s temporal boundaries, Zelda is undeniably part 

of the broadly defined time period of literary modernism. Born in the year 1900, Zelda is the 

same age as the century; her international renown begins in 1920; her writing career spans from 

                                                           

3. One example of this is Ian Willison and Warwick Gould’s iconic collection, Modernist Writers and the 

Marketplace (1996), which argues that modernist writers absented themselves from Victorian 

commercialization in order to construct their own economic structures, a “fully alternative market” (xiv). 

This alternative market included Woolf’s self-publishing, little magazines, and Joyce’s subscription 

strategy for the publication of Ulysses (1922). 
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1922 to the publication of her only novel, Save Me the Waltz, in 1932; her dance career flourishes 

from 1928 to 1932; and her painting career begins in earnest in 1932 and remains her primary 

artistic mode of expression until her death in 1948. My present study concentrates on the 

particularly productive period from 1922 to 1934, which encompasses the bulk of Zelda’s public-

facing artistic output. In terms of timeline, Zelda’s career fits squarely within the modernist 

literary period, which is most typically delineated as occurring between the years 1890 and 1945.  

A second means of defining modernism is on stylistic grounds. Among the numerous 

definitions of modernism, Tyrus Miller’s definition in Late Modernism: Politics, Fiction, and the 

Arts between the World Wars (1999) has proven most useful to this study. Miller’s study seeks to 

discuss late modernism, and so he defines high modernism by contrast. Drawing on essayist 

Walter Benjamin and scholar Peter Nicholls, he identifies two dominant aesthetic strains in 

modernism: the mastery strain and the figural strain. The period, historically, was characterized 

by a “marked tendency toward polarized extremes”; therefore, it is, stylistically, characterized by 

the “tense coexistence” of the mastery and figural strains (15). Miller describes the mastery 

strain: 

The “mainstream” of European high modernist fiction—Proust, Gide, Mann, Hesse, 

Svevo, Broch, Musil, Joyce, Woolf (and others)—focused on the problem of mastering a 

chaotic modernity by means of formal techniques: ironic detachment; highly mediated 

and multi perspective narration; narrative involution and self-referentiality; stylistic 

ostentation; use of large-scale symbolic forms; dramatization of states of consciousness, 

including the author’s own. (16-17) 

As will emerge over the course of this study, aspects of Zelda’s writing align with the stylistic 

criteria of the mastery strain. Zelda’s essay and hybrid story-article forms frequently espouse an 
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ironic detachment, a flippancy and irony of tone and description. Her novel is remarkable for its 

stylistic ostentation—for its impressionistic descriptions and vibrant, often surprising imagery. 

Both the novel and her hybrid story-articles dramatize states of consciousness, emphasizing the 

social embeddedness of affective states,4 particularly anxieties about selfhood and performance 

in modernity.  

By contrast, the second strain of modernist aesthetics, the figural strain, is a disruptive force 

to the first. Miller draws from Nicholls, who in turn adapts Jean-François Lyotard and Bill 

Readings in order to define a disruptive figural mode. Nicholls writes, “[t]he ‘openness’ of 

discourse is procured by the existence of what Lyotard calls the ‘figural’ as an element within it. 

By this term he means what Bill Readings succinctly defines as ‘the resistant or irreconcilable 

trace of a space or time that is radically incommensurable with that of discursive meaning’” (6). 

The figural mode of modernism is that which resists deterministic meaning and coherence within 

a text. Miller associates the figural strain most strongly with poetry and avant-garde formal 

hybridity:  

In contrast, the disruptive effects of the figural tend to appear most evidently in genres 

other than the novel: in avant-garde poetry like that of William Carlos Williams; in the 

invented or wholly reinvented genres employed by Gertrude Stein (her ‘portraits,’ ‘tender 

buttons,’ ‘geographies,’ ‘operas,’ and ‘plays’); in the unstable mixtures of critical 

discourse, prose poetry, and narration characteristic of surrealist anti novels like André 

                                                           

4. As I briefly mention later, Linda Wagner-Martin’s stylistic assessment of Save Me the Waltz comments 

extensively on the novel’s stylistic dramatization of states of consciousness. Of the novel’s movement 

from floral and involuted language to spare expression over the course of the plot she writes, 

“Ornamental, rococo, Zelda Fitzgerald's style in the beginning of her only novel, Save Me the Waltz, 

mimicks the adolescent flightiness of her protagonist, Alabama Beggs. Later in the book, as Alabama’s 

father dies and she herself is ill, however, Fitzgerald's style is somber, spare, direct. Few writers have 

adapted their language and prose rhythms so capably to the emotional tone of the scene being described” 

(201). 
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Breton’s Nadja and Louis Aragon’s Paris Peasant; or in the aphoristic ‘thought-pictures’ 

of Walter Benjamin’s One-Way Street and Ernst Bloch’s Traces. (17) 

Zelda’s artistry also finds a resonant description in the figural strain. Her hybrid written forms 

vacillate between the observational authority of the essay and psychological insight of narrative. 

Her novel is linear in plot, but it condenses the progression of events in favour of affective 

states.5 Across the divide of medium, Zelda’s paintings are surrealistic portraiture that evoke 

physical strain and the impression of “how a ballet dancer feels after dancing” (Zelda Fitzgerald 

qtd. in Taylor 288), expressed through a discomfiting representational distortion.6  

Across forms and media, Zelda’s art conforms to many of the aesthetic values that Miller 

describes on either side of the “polarized extremes” of modernist style. However, I think it would 

be a mistake to claim that Zelda’s writing should, on aesthetic grounds, be included within the 

modernist literary canon.7 The reason for my hesitation centres on the terminology of “mastery.” 

My various objections to this concept emerge over the course of this dissertation, stemming from 

my analysis in Chapter Two of a poetics of effort in Zelda’s writing, an aesthetic of labour and 

suffering that opposes classically modernist performances of technical mastery. A second 

                                                           

5. Linda Wagner-Martin summarizes the linear, but convoluted, progression of events in Save Me the 

Waltz: “Events do not follow events in an expected order; scenes juxtapose with other scenes, and 

Fitzgerald uses very little formal transition” (204). This stylistically difficult temporal progression also 

functions as characterization: “One of the difficulties with Save Me the Waltz—the structure which 

depended for coherence on juxtaposition and a free-floating sequence of events—was also its strength 

narratively, in that structure also showed character” (206). 
6. Figures 2 and 3 in Chapter Three provide examples of this figural aesthetic. 
7. There is, of course, scholarship that makes precisely this argument, and there can be value in it. In 

modernist studies generally, Suzanne Clark reads the exclusion of sentimentality from modernism as a 

scholarly misstep to be corrected, arguing “that we should restore the sentimental within modernism” 

(original emphasis, 4). In relation to Zelda Fitzgerald specifically, Linda Wagner argues that “Perhaps 

because of its structure rather than its themes or language, Save Me the Waltz deserves to be known as a 

modernist novel” (203). And Deborah Pike’s monograph, The Subversive Art of Zelda Fitzgerald (2017), 

promises to “illuminate Fitzgerald’s work as dynamic, subversive and highly modernistic” (Amazon). 
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objection lies in a reception of modernist writers as masterful over their texts, as agential in their 

ability to effect both literary expression and the authorial reputation that accompanies it.  

If we define modernism simply in historical and stylistic terms, Zelda’s relationship to 

modernism remains obscure. Although her active period fits temporally, and her art across media 

employs some modernist stylistic techniques, her work belongs only uneasily in modernist 

categories. Indeed, her illness and her gender threaten constructions of masculine authorial 

agency that typically obtain for artists who are part of the modernist literary star scape. I thus 

turn to a third means of defining modernism that is perhaps counterintuitive: attitudinal 

modernism. To think of modernism as a set of attitudes finds its roots in definitions of modernist 

aesthetics and continues in recent scholarly examinations of the cultural posturings of modernist 

artists. Malcolm Bradbury and James McFarlane provide what at first appears to be a standard 

definition of modernist aesthetics:  

The movement towards sophistication and mannerism, towards introversion, technical 

display, internal self-scepticism, has often been taken as a common base for a definition 

of Modernism....This has meant, though, not only radical remaking of form, but also as 

Frank Kermode says, the tendency to bring it closer to chaos, so producing a sense of 

‘formal desperation’. This, in turn, suggests that Modernism might mean not only a new 

mode of mannerism in the arts, but a certain magnificent disaster for them. In short, 

experimentalism does not simply suggest the presence of sophistication, difficulty, and 

novelty in art; it also suggests bleakness, darkness, alienation, disintegration.  

(original emphasis, 26) 

Bradbury and McFarlane’s account of modernism has many of the hallmarks of definitions of 

modernism in terms of style—an emphasis on experimentation, difficulty, novelty, and 
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introversion—and in terms of its contextual modernity, a world of “magnificent disaster” and a 

sense of alienation and disintegration in response. Peppered throughout this standard definition is 

the idea of “sophistication and mannerism,” or “a new mode or mannerism in the arts.” Bradbury 

and McFarlane mean an artistic sophistication or mannerism, a heightened awareness within the 

artwork of complexity and distinctiveness of style. Their diction, however, allows for another 

way of thinking through modernism: as a heightened awareness of stylistic distinction in the 

cultivation of the artistic self.  

Into the context of a potential modernist selfhood, I read Faye Hammill’s cultural history of 

sophistication. Sophistication is frequently cited as an aesthetic quality of modernism; indeed, 

Bradbury and McFarlane’s definition of modernism uses the term to denote a result of artistic 

experimentalism. Hammill traces a broader cultural phenomenon, a means by which modernist-

era cultural actors gained social distinction through the expression of taste and cultural capital in 

opposition to its immediate context. In Mark Backman’s words, “[a]t any moment in time, the 

standards of sophistication can be fixed against the shifting background of social 

development...Sophistication as a state of being is always at war with sophistication as a process 

of becoming” (qtd. in Hammill, Sophistication, 4). Sophistication, therefore, is relational, in 

tension and opposition with its immediate past and its immediate context.  

In sophistication as a cultural phenomenon, I perceive a provisional description of modernist 

attitude. Modernist cultural actors gain cultural capital through their oppositional attitude to 

convention and context and a performance of their awareness of that opposition. Modernist 

attitude is not distinct from modernist stylistics: for instance, sophistication’s relational 

opposition manifests as the “ironic detachment” or “stylistic ostentation” that Miller aligns with 

the mastery strain of modernist style. The cultivation of modernist self and the stylized 
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performance of sophistication provides a context through which to read artists like Zelda 

Fitzgerald, whose lasting resonance clings more strongly to her “flapper” image8 than to the art 

works that she produced.  

Modernist attitude may find one of its dominant expressions through sophistication, and both 

concepts are entwined with celebrity. In her account of women and celebrity in the interwar 

period, Hammill identifies sophistication as the dominant means by which middlebrow literary 

celebrities, primarily women,9 cultivated the social distinction on which their celebrity depended:  

All the authors chosen for this book flatter their readers by constructing them as 

culturally literate and sophisticated, not to be taken in by highbrow pretension or by 

lowbrow aspiration. Yet this construction of a position of superiority for implied author 

and implied reader is itself a bid for distinction and depends on the logic of 

sophistication....The ability to discriminate must be restricted to initiates; in claiming this 

ability for herself and her readers, an author seeks to distinguish herself from the 

unsophisticated mass. (Women, Celebrity, and Literary Culture Between the Wars, 8) 

Among the functions of celebrity is to cultivate social distinction and superiority through 

sophistication. Modernism and the social distinction of celebrity, therefore, have similar 

relationships to sophistication: for both, sophistication is a dominant mode through which they 

define themselves.  

                                                           

8. The importance of visual culture and photographic images of Zelda Fitzgerald is a fruitful area of 

future study. Indeed, the importance of visual and televisual media for celebrity culture over the course of 

the twentieth century only increased. However, I focus in this study on textual media: almost all of the 

scholars of early-twentieth century celebrity that I cite here identify written media as the primary means 

by which individual celebrity figures controlled their public reputations, and the wealth of scholarship on 

middlebrow literary culture similarly suggests the primacy of print media for all categories of celebrity in 

this period. When I turn to our contemporary moment, I find that print media has retained a similar 

importance for Zelda Fitzgerald across the decades. 
9. Hammill “concentrates on seven high-profile women whose books caused a sensation in the early 

twentieth century: Dorothy Parker, Anita Loos, Mae West, L.M. Montgomery, Margaret Kennedy, Stella 

Gibbons, and E.M. Delafield” (2). 
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While modernism has primarily been cast as a highbrow cultural phenomenon, sophistication 

and celebrity are most prominent in the middlebrow field of cultural production. It is worth 

momentarily considering how the brows, namely high and middle, shape the kinds of cultural 

elitism constructed by modernism, sophistication, and celebrity. Hammill perceives two scholars, 

Jessica Burstein and Sean Latham, to best explore the relationship between modernist cultural 

elitism and middlebrow sophistication. For Burstein, sophistication is the cultural phenomenon 

that mediates between highbrow modernism and lowbrow sentimentality (Hammill 118). 

Latham, however, “is one of the few to consider other dimensions of modernist sophistication, 

which he analyses in terms of taste and cultural capital” (Hammill 118). In Latham’s terms, 

modernist elites attempted to claim an “idealized aesthetic realm” (qtd. in Hammill 118), above 

the concerns of taste and sophistication. However, this rarified distinction could not hold, as 

modernist authors displayed an anxiety about their snobbery towards the middlebrow and, in 

turn, the middlebrow began to adopt the aesthetics of modernist distinction, bringing them into 

the realm of sophisticated cultural capital. In the relationship of the brows that Hammill, 

Burstein, and Latham variously construct, it appears possible that modernists who attempted to 

distance themselves from middlebrow sophistication nevertheless participated in similar 

constructions of their cultural capital as socially and culturally distinct, an oppositional attitude 

that sought cultural elitism but nevertheless denied their participation in the cultural mechanisms 

of sophisticated opposition.  

The middlebrow, historically denigrated for “lacking the cachet and edginess of high 

culture...[and] in want of the authenticity of the low” (Botshon and Goldsmith 3), is the domain 

of the majority of readers in the early-twentieth century as it is today. Lisa Botshon and Meredith 

Goldsmith seek to recognize “the natural interdisciplinarity of the middlebrow as it highlights a 
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group of women writers who successfully made transitions between literature and the burgeoning 

technologies of magazine publication, book clubs, advertising, radio, and film, institutions that 

deliberately targeted ‘middle’ audiences for maximum distributions and profits” (4). It was these 

writers and majority readers who were often the arbiters of taste and morality, frequently 

“complicating the modernist cliché of the inverse relationship between artistic quality and 

popular reception” (11). For much of her career, Zelda’s writing belongs squarely within the 

middlebrow.  

Botshon and Goldsmith’s account of the modernist middlebrow is part of a broader trend in 

scholarship to examine the gendered aspects of high modernist cultural production in relation to 

popular cultural production. They identify in modernist constructions of literary prestige, and in 

the scholarly accounts of modernism that conform to these constructions, a denigration of a 

feminized majority reader. This critical intervention directly responds to and critiques Andreas 

Huyssen’s articulation of the Great Divide, the “categorical distinction between high art and 

mass culture” (viii). According to Huyssen, modernism across artistic media “constituted itself 

through a conscious strategy of exclusion, an anxiety of contamination by its other: an 

increasingly consuming and engulfing mass culture” (vii). This strategy of exclusion, Huyssen 

notes, had a gendered valence: from the perspective of male modernists, “mass culture is 

somehow associated with woman while real, authentic culture remains the prerogative of men” 

(47). The Great Divide, for Huyssen, was a totalizing rejection of feminized mass culture in 

service of the construction of a male modernism.  

Alongside Botshon and Goldsmith, scholars like Joan Shelley Rubin—who traces the history 

of feminized middlebrow cultural production from the nineteenth century onwards—and Janice 

Radway—whose semi-anthropological account of the middlebrow institution, the Book-of-the-
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Month Club, examines the construction of American middle-class readership—have built a body 

of work on the feminine middlebrow that responds to and rejects the totality of Huyssen’s Great 

Divide. Over the development of the field, studies in middlebrow literature have increasingly 

worked against Huyssen’s characterization of modernism’s wholesale opposition to mass culture.  

Modernist celebrity studies has been part of this trend. Beginning in the same, mid-1980s 

flurry of cultural criticism in which Huyssen articulates the Great Divide, celebrity studies 

distinguishes celebrity from fame. Fame—renown for a given achievement or social status—

does not share in the New Modernist, materialist connotations of the critical term, celebrity—a 

complex economic and material system of renown. This is not to say that my present study 

entirely excludes fame. Zelda Fitzgerald and many of the other historical figures who appear 

here thought of their work as artistically and historically significant. They desired fame for their 

achievements, not the ability to benefit from a cultural industry. Nevertheless, the study of these 

artists’ desire for and cultivation of renown requires the methodological and contextual 

robustness of a concept like celebrity.  

Seminal texts like Leo Braudy’s Frenzy of Renown (1986) and Richard Schickel’s Intimate 

Strangers: The Culture of Celebrity (1985) begin to make the distinction between fame and 

celebrity. For example, Schickel claims that “perhaps the least profitable way of studying 

celebrity [is] through the lives of people who have acquired it as an unearned increment of 

success deserved or undeserved” (viii). Schickel moves away from what may be described as a 

“great man” model of fame, and towards a description of the symbolic function of celebrity. He 

writes, “[i]t is much more interesting, and much more difficult, to consider [celebrity] in another 

way, as the principal source of motive power in putting across ideas of every kind—social, 

political, aesthetic, moral” (viii). Schickel offers here a prototypical definition of celebrity 
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studies. The means by which he contends that the communicative power of celebrity functions is 

through the construction of the celebrity as symbol: “[f]amous people are used as symbols for 

these ideas, or become famous for being symbols of them” (viii).  

Schickel’s emphasis on celebrities as symbolic has morphed in subsequent theoretical 

treatments of celebrity. The over-arching trend in these critical developments has been to place 

stronger emphasis on the labours of celebrity, often dispersed across the secondary labours of 

editorial apparatuses, reading publics, and scholarly mechanisms. In fact, scholars like Jonathan 

Goldman argue that celebrity is the economic and cultural phenomenon that produced modernist 

aesthetics, as modernist cultural production would rely on “the logic of how celebrity works and 

what celebrity is” (Modernism Is the Literature of Celebrity, 11). In Women, Celebrity, and 

Literary Culture Between the Wars (2007), Hammill notes that the “history of literary celebrity 

has been rendered in strikingly male terms” (13). Her study explores the functions of literary 

celebrity within the feminized mass culture of middlebrow literature, examining the “debates 

about literary value and cultural hierarchy” that emerged in response to a complex, self-reflexive 

literature by women that also gained commercial success.  

Within this framework of modernist celebrity, three texts in celebrity studies have shaped my 

conception of celebrity, but they remain in many ways silent partners to this dissertation: Faye 

Hammill’s Women, Celebrity, and Literary Culture Between the Wars (2007), Timothy Galow’s 

Writing Celebrity: Stein, Fitzgerald, and the Moderni(ist) Art of Self-Fashioning (2011), and 

Jonathan Goldman’s Modernism is the Literature of Celebrity (2011). From Hammill, I borrow a 

methodology of recovery in the archives of public, published, and private texts, an awareness of 

the heterogeneity and interrelatedness of the multiple fields of cultural production, and an 

awareness of the wider context provided by the cultural production of women in the interwar 
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period. I take from Galow a corrective to methodologies that rely too heavily on the style, 

branding, or imprimatur of text as the primary mechanism of meaning-making in literature at the 

cost of attending to how marketing, editorializing, and the cultural apparatus of literary prestige 

may shape the reception and interpretation of a literary work. Galow shapes my hermeneutics of 

reception: a text is interpreted as much through its position in a marketplace as by the stylistic 

innovations internal to it. Goldman argues that celebrity is the overarching category that 

produces modernist aesthetics, questioning underlying critical assumptions that authorship and 

literature are simply influenced by discourses like celebrity, and their attendant market forces. 

Goldman argues instead that authorship and literature are constituted and reconstituted by those 

forces in a given historical moment. Taking a similar approach to Goldman, I argue that public 

discourses of celebrity and the psychomedical discourses of mental illness and gender are 

constitutive forces in authorship and artistry, particularly visible in the careers and cultural 

production of women in an historical period of flux in psychomedical discourse. Like Galow, I 

wish to attend to the hermeneutic forces of celebrity figure and text combined. Like Hammill, I 

turn my attention to the public and private archives of women’s writing, women’s experiences, 

and women’s navigation of the public and private discourses that shape them.  

One text stands out as the strongest influence on this study: Aaron Jaffe’s Modernism and the 

Culture of Celebrity (2005). Jaffe lays out a robust economic framework for understanding the 

labours, signification, and agency of modernist celebrity subjects. Jaffe’s primary contribution to 

celebrity studies is his articulation of imprimatur—a textual stylistic signature by which a given 

artist may be recognized and which may be turned into “promotional vehicles” for a celebrity 

artistic career (3). Jaffe explores the mechanisms of modernist celebrity imprimatur as reliant 

upon multiple labours by multiple individuals in service of the construction of an individualist 
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celebrity signifier: “The materialist message is, to be brief, that modernist value capitalizes. It 

capitalizes through the systemic devaluation and effacement of a host of promotional and other 

literary labours first by modernist others and later in multiple scenes of reading and assorted 

cultural encounters” (10). Jaffe is careful to note that the literary labours that support imprimatur 

are also effaced. In response to Huyssen’s “categorical distinction” between high and low 

cultural production Jaffe recognizes that the project of producing imprimatur is one of 

suppressing the visibility of secondary labours.  

Jaffe’s study concentrates largely on male writers, but he is keenly aware of the gendered 

dynamics of imprimatur. While many other scholars describe celebrity as a peculiarly male 

phenomenon,10 Jaffe posits that the mechanisms of celebrity are, in fact, masculinist. The 

infrastructure that built up around the construction of imprimatur, a series of “sanctioned, 

masculinist frameworks of reviewing, introducing, editing, and anthologizing,” lies in contrast to 

the “devalued, feminized collaborative work” that men and women alike participated in (3). The 

masculinist operations of literary prestige, particularly of prestige as it obtains in the construction 

of celebrity, provide a critique of the functions of literary celebrity. The “majority readers” of the 

middlebrow, in which field of cultural production celebrity may be seen as a dominant cultural 

force, were part of feminized mass culture. But celebrity, too, was subject to the masculinist 

                                                           

10. Loren Glass perceives masculinity as the quintessence of modernist experience and of modernist 

celebrity. He defends his concentration almost exclusively on male figures on these grounds: “The 

celebrity authors under consideration here were all implicated in this stitching together of masculinity, 

modernism, and mass culture, and this is why most of them are men. As a wide variety of literary and 

cultural historians have established, the Progressive Era witnessed the emergence of a masculine reaction 

to a feminized genteel culture—part of the more general ‘crisis of masculinity’ that emerged in response 

to the rise of urban industrialism and corporate capitalism. The arenas in which manhood could be forged 

and affirmed receded from bourgeois life, and an entire series of compensatory spaces emerged in which 

new, more desperate versions of masculinity could be experienced. Masculine celebrity authorship would 

become one such space” (18-19). 
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operations of prestige, the construction of the “categorical distinction” between artistic 

legitimacy and the feminized masses.  

Jaffe’s idea of literary imprimatur, of the construction of a literary stylistic signature that 

could be disseminated and marketed, grounds my critical intervention into studies on Zelda 

Fitzgerald. So, too, does his acknowledgement of the masculinist operations of celebrity and its 

construction of literary prestige. Likewise, scholarship on the modernist middlebrow 

demonstrates the way that a masculinist literary infrastructure worked over and against the 

middlebrow, feminized domain within which celebrity was a dominant cultural force. My 

intervention also adds further contexts to celebrity as a material and discursive phenomenon: I 

will show that the masculinist mechanisms of celebrity relied on discourses of bodily, sexual, and 

psychological normativity across brow categories. Celebrity as an economic and cultural force 

combines with the psychomedical apparatus. Together, celebrity and psychomedical discourse 

produce specific gendered representations of female bodies and texts in the public sphere.  

A study of this nature runs the risk of concentrating on the intentions, flaws, and failures of 

individual historical subjects, and although I wish to avoid this trap, I also do not attempt in this 

study to simply reject the idea of authorial intent. In the most iconic rejection of a criticism based 

on uncovering authorial intent, Roland Barthes declared the “birth of the reader...at the cost of 

the Author” (1470), working against the idolatry of the “Author-God” that he identified as 

emerging from modern, capitalist histories. Barthes perceives the Author-God to support the 

victorious critic who may “explain” a text, and much contemporary scholarship appears to 

conform to precisely the model of criticism that Barthes describes:  

The author still reigns in histories of literature, biographies of writers, interviews, 

magazines, as in the very consciousness of men of letters anxious to unite their person 
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and their work through diaries and memoirs. The image of literature to be found in 

ordinary culture is tyrannically centred upon the author, his person, his life, his tastes, his 

passions, while criticism still consists for the most part in saying that Baudelaire’s work 

is the failure of Baudelaire the man, Van Gogh’s his madness, Tchaikovsky’s his vice.  

(original emphasis, 1466) 

Like much scholarship, my present study looks to the way that magazines, diaries, and memoirs 

treat the life, tastes, and passions of the Fitzgeralds. However, I attempt not to “explain” the texts 

at hand, to perform a victorious reading or what Laura Mandell calls “virile criticism”11 (n.p.), in 

which the critic purports to understand the text better than the author, a critical posture that is 

particularly prominent in psychointerpretive approaches to literary criticism, in which the text is 

an index of an author’s psychological structure and, by extension, an index of potential authorial 

shortcomings or pathologies. By contrast, I am concerned with the slippage between authorial 

construction and a hermeneutics of reception in a literary market, particularly as it concerns 

literary celebrities.  

Instead of the “person” of the author, a Foucauldian author-function, in which the author’s 

name “characterizes a particular manner of existence of discourse” and whose “status 

and...manner of reception are regulated by the culture in which it circulates” seems most useful 

here (1627). Foucault intervenes in the same historical moment in which Barthes sounds the 

author’s death knell, offering a corrective that insists on the continued discursive function of the 

author’s name and the idea of authorship. Even though Foucault wishes to correct a critical 

                                                           

11. Laura Mandell’s keynote, “Truth and Digital Method: Where We Are Now,” used Barthes’s derisive 

proclamation, “victory to the critic” (1469), as a refrain in order to demonstrate the way that literary 

critical methodologies continue to look for victorious or, in her words, “virile” readings. She includes in 

these methodologies psychoanalytic criticism, hermeneutics of suspicion, and algorithmic and statistical 

flavours of digital humanities by critics like Matthew Jockers. 
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abnegation of authorship, he still concedes that in the twentieth century writing “is a voluntary 

obliteration of the self that does not require representation in books because it takes place in the 

everyday existence of the writer” (1624). This concession finds echoes in modernist 

theorizations of authorship like T. S. Eliot’s dictum that the “progress of an artist is a continual 

self-sacrifice, a continual extinction of personality” (1094). However, I wish to work against this 

critical perspective, perhaps partially reversing Foucault’s concession: for authors like Zelda 

Fitzgerald, the obliteration of the self is discursively impossible, and I look to the logic of 

celebrity authorship, gender, and mental illness to explain the “particular manner of existence of 

discourse” that Zelda’s author-function characterizes. 

 

Celebrity, Agency, and Autoregulation 

Jaffe’s acknowledgement of the masculinist tendencies of modernist literary celebrity open up 

the possibilities for my own study. Building on his theorization, the mechanisms of masculinist 

celebrity imprimatur prompt my own scholarly intervention. I draw upon Jaffe’s description of 

the celebrity body, perhaps a minor element of theorization for him that has become fundamental 

to my own approach. In his opening pages, Jaffe notes that “figures like Lewis, Eliot, and Pound 

mobilized their textual signatures—their authorial imprimaturs—into durable promotional 

vehicles for their careers, hybridizing bodily agency and textual form” (my emphasis, 3). 

Embodiment and textual signification coincide in Jaffe’s descriptions of celebrity imprimatur. 

Adding further complexity, he notes that “[d]etached, disembodied reputations have the 

visionary appearance of bodily agency and textual form, because of a host of necessary literary 

and semiotic labours” (my emphasis, 10). The alignment of bodily agency with textual form is 
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hardly accidental on Jaffe’s part. The potential richness of this alignment, however, has not yet 

been mined.  

In order to make some progress in elucidating this connection, I will attempt to clarify the 

relationship between virtual and actual bodily agency. Celebrity is not simply the stylistic 

signature of a given author’s body of work. It is also produced by the signification of an author’s 

body within a marketplace. While the image of the celebrity body is, of course, not the body 

itself, celebrity depends on a construction of bodily agency. For the literary celebrity, one whose 

representation in the image is secondary to representation through textual stylistic signature, 

consumers must construct the agency of the celebrity body at another level of abstraction. 

Behind the textual signature, consumers must be able to construct a virtual body in control of 

textual expression, must be able to read the mastery of the writing subject. This construction 

posits a virtual body, one with an indirect relationship to the actual body of a given celebrity. 

However, it is also possible to imagine the way that the actual celebrity body might affect the 

construction of the virtual one.  

As I turn to concentrate on the overlaps of psychomedical discourse and celebrity, scholarly 

assumptions about different kinds of celebrity bodies—the healthy body, the diseased body, the 

body in control—will become increasingly important. The concept of agency underpins 

scholarship on celebrity whose largely unanalyzed presence will begin to explain the scholarly 

lacuna I seek to address. By agency, I do not mean in the sense of full or masterful control over 

literary text and over the interpretation of that text in the public sphere. On the contrary, 

modernist writers frequently tried and failed to control the reception of their texts, as scholars 

like Loren Glass point out. I mean that the infrastructure of modernist literature, the masculinist 

operations of celebrity and literary prestige, constructed celebrity authors as capable, as in 
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control, as masterful. The language of agency evokes Miller’s description of the mastery strain of 

modernist literature. Indeed, taken in tandem with scholars on literary celebrity, the function of 

celebrity to mobilize literary style in service of the capitalization of the author would suggest that 

the mastery strain would translate as the mastery of the author over the materials of his art. The 

research question driving my intervention in this scholarship may be simplified: can the actual 

body be pathologized and still constructed as an agential virtual body in support of celebrity 

imprimatur? I can only begin to answer this question in this study. 

The means by which imprimatur supports literary celebrity is by becoming an iterable 

signifier of the celebrity, instead of the artistic work. This means that imprimatur adheres not to 

given texts, but to a construction of the bodily agents that produced those texts. I observe this 

phenomenon in a frequently cited anecdote about Gertrude Stein. Stein laments to her publisher 

that “this extraordinary welcome that I am having does not come from the books of mine that 

they do understand like the Autobiography but the books of mine that they did not understand” 

(Stein qtd. in Glass 8). The publication of more accessible books like the Autobiography of Alice 

B. Toklas (1933) and Everybody’s Autobiography (1937), may have been the events that gained 

Stein celebrity status. However, it is the stylistic innovations of the more difficult texts like The 

Making of Americans (1925), books with a minuscule readership, that make up her imprimatur. 

Stein exemplifies how imprimatur detaches from the work of art and adheres instead to the 

celebrity subject, to the construction of a virtual, agential body behind the work. This structure of 

signification in imprimatur places central importance on the author rather than the text; textual 

stylistics are still important, but their value in a literary market accrues to a given writing subject 

rather than to the text itself.  
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In the long history of feminist criticism, the construction of agency has been a central 

concern. When Jaffe claims “the promotional will to value as a form of modernist agency” (10) it 

is important to question which modernists, which subjects, are constructed as agential bodies, 

which have a reasonable ability to achieve their “promotional will.” To date, feminist approaches 

to celebrity studies have partaken in an opposition to Huyssen’s Great Divide, looking to 

middlebrow fields of cultural production in order to understand the way that celebrity functions 

for modernist women writers. In light of the underlying assumptions about the constructed 

agency of the celebrity subject, I suggest that feminist approaches need also analyze the kinds of 

subjects assumed by theories of celebrity.  

Within celebrity studies, Nancy Armstrong’s short afterword to the anthology, Modernist Star 

Maps: Celebrity, Modernity, Culture (2010), provides one of the few fruitful and direct 

engagements with both theories of celebrity and the scholarly history of examining the gendered 

body represented by and producing literature. Armstrong achieves this engagement by a virtuosic 

movement through diverse critical frameworks, including semiotics and Foucauldian auto-

regulation. Her focus on the gendered body within these theoretical frameworks produce one of 

the only acknowledgements of the ways that celebrity subjects may also be pathologized subjects 

that I have found.12  

                                                           

12. I have excluded from my discussion instances of scholars using psychoanalysis to describe the 

behaviours of specific literary celebrities, as I have found these critical moves to have little utility for 

understanding how constructions of mental illness and celebrity overlap. In part, this is because of the 

brand of “virile criticism” (Mandell n.p.) that I wish to avoid, and in part because I seek to treat 

psychoanalysis as one historical context among many. Some critics have used psychoanalytic criticism to 

good effect. For instance, Loren Glass applies a “psychobiography” approach grounded in psychoanalytic 

theory to his study of authors Ernest Hemingway, Gertrude Stein, and Scott Fitzgerald. He argues that 

psychoanalysis offers one of the few critical methodologies that has historically bridged the Great Divide 

and brought the feminized and populist biographical mode into direct conversation with the artistic and 

stylistic mode. While I have found aspects of his celebrity psychobiography convincing, I have not found 

his use of psychoanalysis to be a productive structural approach to explaining the overlap of 

psychomedical discourse and celebrity. 
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As a Victorianist witness to modernist critical activities, Armstrong’s intervention into 

modernist celebrity studies identifies the genres through which artists write subjectivity in their 

contemporaneous moments. She identifies the Künstlerroman for Victorian writers and the 

celebrity as text for modernists as genres of subjectivity in each period. Both genres are a 

“fantasy of self-production” (237). While in the Victorian period the Künstlerroman satisfied this 

fantasy, in the “twentieth century celebrities incorporated and acted out a modification of the 

narrative of development” (238) in the development of self in public. Crucial in the modernist 

version of this self is its iterability: while the celebrity may retain the illusion of individuality, it 

must also be reproducible. The celebrity must conform to a writing of the self in public that is at 

once individual and recognizable, it “does not detach itself from the individual body but depends 

on repeat performances” (238).  

In the celebrity’s hyper-visibility, its paradoxical individuality and reproducibility, the 

construction of the self is deeply enmeshed with the mechanisms of regulating and constructing 

the self. Armstrong draws on Foucauldian descriptions of the exigencies of discipline in the 

construction of the subject and applies them to the celebrity:  

In shifting attention from the now tired discourse of the celebrity as “object of the gaze” 

to the celebrity as a subject undergoing transformation...[the celebrity] is a model of 

subject formation that revises the cultural procedures Foucault calls discipline.  

Foucault’s subject becomes a modern individual as it assumes the position of a mock 

celebrity, that is to say, as that individual is made visible and found to be lacking in 

certain signature respects that can be coded in terms of race, class, and gender....Housed 

within a body that routinely falls short of norms designed to be unreachable, the subject is 

supposed to achieve a perpetually uncomfortable state of self-government: a body always 
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in need of government, because capable of acting on its own, and an invigilated subject 

ever alert to this possibility. Is it any wonder that the cultural milieu that had spawned so 

many “normal” individuals should give rise to such blatant failures of self-government as 

addiction, hysteria, and kleptomania? (240-41) 

The celebrity subject, under this formulation, is always in need of discipline. Armstrong 

maintains that the celebrity appears capable of escaping these disciplinary requirements, but that 

the joyful participation of an audience in celebrity downfall are also a function of the criteria for 

bodily discipline. The celebrity subject negotiates the boundaries of bodily discipline in the 

creation of a public self.  

Foucauldian historical frameworks have been particularly fruitful in the study of mental 

illness in the Victorian period, beginning with Michel Foucault’s highly influential account of the 

rise of hysteria in Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason (1961). 

Applying this largely Victorianist theoretical lens, Armstrong’s concern with the failures of auto-

regulation that produce “addiction, hysteria, and kleptomania” is the only account of the social 

structures of mental illness that I have found in scholarship on celebrity. When Armstrong turns 

to the canonical novels of modernism in order to find moments of failed auto-regulation, she 

finds Septimus Smith in Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway (1925), whose “hallucinations...sustain 

his attachment to the members of his company slaughtered on the battlefield” (244), interrupting 

descriptions of Clarissa Dalloway’s emotional and geographical networks. Armstrong identifies 

narratives of failed auto-regulation, and suggests that the modernist loss of “faith in the principle 

of individuality” is part and parcel with the way that “celebrity turns the paradox of 

individuality—its internal and external multiplicity—into a public spectacle for the pleasure of 

the mass consumer” (242).  
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What Armstrong does not attempt, and does not have the scope to attempt, is an account of 

the celebrity subject herself failing to autoregulate. The consequences for agents who participate 

in celebrity—who project their embodiment as celebrity text—but whose actual bodies fail to 

evade the “disciplinary mechanisms” of celebrity culture have yet to be studied. Taking the 

concepts of agency and autoregulation together, the ability for the modernist literary celebrity 

subject to construct mastery over text and reputation may be a function of autoregulation, of the 

construction of the controlled subject in the public eye. It is particularly pressing, therefore, to 

examine the ways that these constructions—agency, autoregulation, and celebrity—inform one 

another, a project that the following chapters take up. 

 

Psychoanalysis and Psychiatry 

“By the interwar years, psychoanalysis was probably the most significant mentalist school” (my 

emphasis, Valentine 8), writes literary scholar Kylie Valentine in Psychoanalysis, Psychiatry, and 

Modernist Literature (2003). It is difficult to overstate the importance of psychoanalysis for 

modernist literature and culture and certainly by the 1920s Freudian psychoanalysis had reached 

its peak. However, the emphasis in psychoanalysis on psychogenic origins of disease chafes 

against a long history of physicalist understandings of illness and its treatment. Zelda 

Fitzgerald’s diagnoses were decidedly not psychoanalytic: her most serious and culturally 

persistent diagnosis is schizophrenia, a disease category that emerged from psychiatric contexts 

in 1911.  

Although the histories of psychoanalysis and psychiatry are intertwined, and in practice 

inextricable, it is possible to define the theoretical allegiance of each professional field in terms 

of the “deep, dichotomous debate between the somatic and mentalist philosophies of mind” (my 
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emphasis, Valentine 7). First, psychoanalysis is a collection of psychological and 

psychotherapeutic theories and techniques that rests on the assumption that psychological illness 

results from conflicts between conscious and unconscious thought. Psychoanalysis is chiefly 

concerned with the structure of the human mind—it is mentalist—and treatment modalities rely 

largely upon the relationship between the therapist and the patient. The narrative therapeutic 

modes through which psychoanalytic treatments are performed, and in which the psychoanalytic 

case study presents itself, have lent psychoanalysis a particular resonance in modernist 

explorations of the human psyche. Psychiatry, by contrast, is a therapeutic approach that assumes 

that the source of mental illness is organic. That is, it has a biological source and should be 

treated by physicalist interventions in the brain and body—it is somatic. Psychiatric diagnoses 

became increasingly prevalent over the course of the twentieth century and remain the dominant 

disease categories today: depression, bipolar disorder, and schizophrenia, among others. 

Psychiatric treatment modalities take the form of physical intervention. Beginning in the 1920s, 

insulin and metrazol13 shock therapies14 were in wide application, the 1930s saw the introduction 

                                                           

13. Metrazol is a circulatory and respiratory stimulant that causes convulsions in large doses. 
14. Edward Shorter and David Healey explain shock therapies in Shock Therapy: A History of 
Electroconvulsive Treatment in Mental Illness (2007): “There are various forms of shock therapy, from 

insulin shock—or insulin coma—to convulsive shock therapy induced by chemical agents or by 

electricity. Austrian physician Manfred Sakel in 1933 coined the term ‘shock’ therapy in the context of 

‘hypoglycemic [low blood sugar] shock,’ borrowing from medical and surgical concepts of shock. But the 

term shock is largely a misnomer. Medically speaking, shock occurs when venous blood pressure 

plummets. ECT and other shock therapies do not cause patients to go into a state of shock. Rather, they 

experience unconsciousness from a dose of electric current or a chemical stimulus and then undergo a 

therapeutic convulsion of about a minute’s duration, regaining consciousness shortly thereafter” (6). Both 

writers, one a medical historian and one a psychiatrist, are careful to note that electroconvulsive therapy 

in particular, despite its vilification in popular culture (a vilification that I perceive to emerge in response 

to the at times abusive power dynamics between physicians and patients in the history of psychiatry), is a 

“powerful and beneficial medical tool” (2) that can “easily trump anything in the psychopharmaceutical 

medicine chest as the most effective treatment for such severe illnesses as melancholic depression, 

catatonia, or manic excitement; it also has a place in the treatment of schizophrenia” (3). 
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of electroconvulsive therapies, and the middle century onward was characterized by 

psychopharmacology.  

Although psychoanalysis and psychiatry are, in theory, diametrically opposed models of the 

human psyche, in practice each discipline found considerable overlap over the course of modern 

psychological history. Their entanglement may be obscured by contemporary medical 

professional perspectives on the history of psychiatry. As Valentine recounts in Psychoanalysis, 

Psychiatry and Modernist Literature (2003), “[p]sychiatry may look on psychoanalysis these 

days with something like professional contempt, and on the historical importance of 

psychoanalysis to psychiatry with something like professional embarrassment; while 

psychoanalysis may want to say little about its institutional psychiatric history” (4). One such 

psychiatric professional is prolific medical historian, Edward Shorter, who characterizes the early 

twentieth century as a “psychoanalytic hiatus” (History of Psychiatry, 145), in which “[f]or a 

brief period at mid-twentieth century, middle-class society became enraptured of the notion that 

psychological problems arose as a result of unconscious conflicts over long-past events, 

especially because it permitted them to shift the locus of psychiatry from the asylum to private 

practice” (145). According to Shorter, it is “almost unimaginable to us today that psychoanalysis 

once represented the very heart and soul of psychiatry” (How Everyone Became Depressed, 117).  

While this primacy is unimaginable to Shorter, it is certainly not unimaginable in the context 

of modernist literary studies. High modernist culture was deeply invested in models of the mind, 

many of which it drew from Freudian psychoanalysis. In a British modernist context, the 

Hogarth Press’s publication of British and European psychoanalytic writings provides some 

evidence of the cultural importance of psychoanalysis in Britain in the 1920s and 1930s. Laura 

Marcus notes that Hogarth Press, by contracting with the International Psycho-Analytic Library, 
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became the sole English-language publishers of Freud’s work in 1924, and would publish 

Freud’s Collected Papers (1929) and James Strachey and Anna Freud’s translation of the 

Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud (1956-1974), in 

addition to psychoanalytic texts by Ernest Jones, Melanie Klein, Helene Deutsch, and Karl 

Abraham (Marcus 130). These texts represent only a small portion of the press’s heterogenous 

roster. Nevertheless, the Collected Papers were “consistent money-makers” (Marcus 130) for the 

press. The financial viability of psychoanalytic texts suggests the cultural importance of 

psychoanalysis for a non-medical, but likely still culturally elite, audience.  

Modernist literary criticism has been equally invested in psychoanalytic frameworks and 

discourses of disease from the very early days of this scholarly field. Glass identifies the use of 

psychoanalytic literary criticism in very early scholarship on modernist literature, namely Philip 

Young’s psycho-biographical treatment of Ernest Hemingway in the 1960s. Writing in the 1980s, 

Stephen Trombley similarly attributes the critical and popular opinion that Virginia Woolf was 

“mad” to early biography and life-writing on Woolf. Trombley writes,  

[t]he view that Virginia Woolf was mad has gained currency in the public mind largely 

due to the opinions of five people: Leonard Woolf in his autobiography [1960]; Quentin 

Bell (Virginia’s nephew) in his biography of her [1972]; Nigel Nicolson and Joanne 

Trautmann, in their edition of Virginia Woolf’s letters [1977]; and Anne Olivier Bell in 

her edition of the diary [1980]. (3)  

Similarly to Glass’s study of Young’s psychobiography of Hemingway, psychomedical 

frameworks permit a rapprochement of biographical and literary approaches to Woolf’s life and 

work. While Young uses a specifically psychoanalytic framework (which Glass later takes up in 

his own study of Hemingway), the biographers and life-writers of Woolf rely on more general 
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conceptions of “madness.” Scholarship on modernist authors has been particularly reliant upon 

psychoanalytic lenses since at least the 1960s, but their versions of psychoanalysis have at times 

been disparate, often relying on psychoanalytically inflected vernacular conceptions of mental 

distress.  

The ascendancy of the “psychoanalytic hiatus” was, according to medical histories, brief, but 

its impact upon modernist literature and scholarship is outsized. In his survey of Foucault’s 

writing and its historiographical import, historiographical theorist Hayden White cites 

psychoanalysis as, according to Foucault, the culmination of a long historical and discursive 

project to shift the relationship between madness and sanity. In Freudian psychoanalysis, says 

White, “the distinction between sanity and insanity is once more weakened, and the similarities 

between the two are stressed; and the notion of neurosis is elaborated as intermediary between 

the two extremes” (118). In White’s interpretation of Foucault, the democratization of illness that 

made psychoanalysis so appealing to a powerful middle-class—which Shorter sees as 

detrimental to the progress of the psychological sciences—develops over the long history of the 

confessional model. Foucault’s importance in the historiography of illness is similar to the 

importance of Freudian psychoanalysis in conceptions of the human mind, and the way that these 

two approaches have shaped cultural understandings of human psychological and social history 

seem mutually constitutive.  

Louis Sass stands out as one of the few scholars to concentrate on psychiatric frameworks for 

understanding modernist literary production in Madness and Modernism: Insanity in the Light of 

Modern Art, Literature, and Thought (1992). Sass looks to psychiatry to inform his approach to 

modernist aesthetics. He aligns the “incoherence, dissociation, fragmenting of consciousness, 

intrapsychic ataxia [splitting of thought and emotion], weakness of apperception, insufficiency of 
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psychic activity and disturbance of association” (26), with modernist aesthetics (29). Sass’s 

analysis of psychiatric stylistics in modernist literature is unusual. It has not caught on as a 

scholarly trend, despite the further development of Foucauldian methods by Gilles Deleuze and 

Félix Guattari, whose Anti-Oedipus (1972; trans. 1983) and A Thousand Plateaus (1980; trans. 

1987) both take “Capitalism and Schizophrenia” as their subtitles. Deleuze and Guattari’s 

“multiplicities, lines, strata and segmentarities, lines of flight and intensities, mechanic 

assemblages and their various types, bodies without organs and their construction and selection” 

(A Thousand Plateaus, 1602) echo the stylistic elements of modernism that Sass traces, and their 

“schizoanalysis” would appear to provide a complementary reading practice both to this stylistics 

and to the diagnostic category that Sass perceives as its conceptual framework. Instead, 

modernist literary scholarship has by and large maintained that psychoanalysis was the most 

important medical category for the culture and literature of the early-twentieth century.  

Sass undertakes a study of aesthetics, but his intervention does not attempt to account for 

how psychiatric discourses and professions shaped the culture of modernism, how they came to 

bear on other discourses of the period, and how it was applied to the people navigating those 

discourses. These scholarly tasks, however, have received plentiful attention in the study of 

Victorian literature, where histories of the psychomedical professions and their institutional 

frameworks have proven particularly generative. It is a truism of feminist criticism that female 

artists who struggle with mental illness are remembered for their illnesses, while male artists 

who experience similar struggles are still remembered for their artistic and cultural 

achievements. Phyllis Chesler, Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, Elaine Showalter, and Marta 

Caminero-Santangelo have been central to the field of hysteria studies, in which hysteria, the 

disease of Golden-Age psychoanalysis, emerges, on one hand, as a pernicious mode of policing 
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and pathologizing femininity in an expanding asylum culture, and on the other, as a subversive 

mode of expression within and against the constraining factors of normative femininity in the 

nineteenth century. For nineteenth-century scholars, hysteria is a theatrical embodiment of 

rebellion against gendered political oppression, and one that likewise became an aesthetic mode 

in women’s literary production in the period, with Bertha Mason in Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre 

(1847) the most famous example.  

Emerging from this Victorianist context, Elaine Showalter’s The Female Malady (1985) is an 

expansive historical survey of gender and psychomedical professions and institutions. But even 

this major historical survey finds it difficult to account for the overlaps of psychomedical 

professions, culture, and women’s experiences in the early twentieth century. The survey jumps 

from the experiences of women in the nineteenth century, to those of shell-shocked men in the 

modernist period, and then to those of women in anti-psychiatry movements in the 1960s. The 

modernist period, for Showalter, is characterized primarily by a shift in focus from women’s 

mental illness to men’s mental illness in the wake of the traumas of the Great War. Psychiatric 

historians Edwin R. Wallace and John Gach also characterize the period as generally lacking in 

systemic advances in the psychological professions in History of Psychiatry and Mental 

Psychology (2008). Wallace and Gach claim that, despite the theoretical dependence on finding 

“organic mental” causes for such diagnoses as schizophrenia, little progress was made in 

psychiatric advancements. Psychiatric and psychoanalytic practitioners alike fell back on 

psychotherapeutic approaches (like talking cures), and the physicalist emphasis of psychiatry 

relied upon “temporarily sustaining injections from the unfolding neuropathological elucidations 

and somatic treatments of key syndromes...therapies such as the convulsive treatments and 

psychosurgical techniques” (xxix). Showalter and Wallace and Gach leave the impression that 
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the modernist period is characterized by halted development in the professional field and a 

general therapeutic emphasis on the care of men.  

This historical obscurity may find some explanation in the institutional frameworks of the 

psychomedical professions in the early twentieth century. The popularity of psychoanalysis 

accompanies an economic and infrastructural shift in psychiatric professional life: “Freud’s 

psychoanalysis offered psychiatrists a way out of the asylum. The practice of depth psychology, 

based on Freud’s views, permitted psychiatrists for the first time in history to establish 

themselves as an office-based specialty and to wrest psychotherapy from the neurologists” 

(Shorter, History of Psychiatry, 145). The economics of psychoanalysis were shaped by 

restrictions in certification and resonance among an affluent middle-class. On one hand, the 

American Psychoanalytic Association built an increasingly narrow monopoly system around 

psychoanalytic certification, first restricted to MDs and later to psychiatrists, which Shorter 

perceives as “a self-interested ploy to exclude psychologists, psychiatric social workers, and 

other competitors from the newly discovered fountain of riches” (146). This monopoly 

undoubtedly conferred an aura of exclusivity and legitimacy on psychoanalytic therapies, which 

served the profession well into the 1960s. On the other hand, Shorter identifies in psychoanalysis 

an astute observation of a middle-class desire for on-going care and intimacy in medical 

relationships, and, in particular, a desire for leisurely introspection (147).  

The move that psychoanalysis made away from medical university contexts and into private 

practice was historically unprecedented. It is possible to argue that the move to atomized private 

practice was characteristic of the psychomedical professions in the modernist period beyond 

psychoanalysis. A similar trend dominates in the treatment of nervous illness at this time. 

Nervous illness, and its star diagnosis, neurasthenia, had its golden age in the late nineteenth 
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century, and continued in private clinical practice and popular usage well into the twentieth. Like 

psychoanalysis, nervous illness fulfilled a “growing need for a kind of time-out diagnosis that 

did not indicate madness” (Shorter, How Everyone Became Depressed, 47). Nervous illness 

eventually disappeared, pulled between the poles of the psychoanalysis and psychiatry debate 

(Shorter 108), but its tenacity demonstrates the resonance of the private clinic as an institutional 

environment for diagnosis and care.  

In contrast to psychoanalysis and nervous illness, psychiatry largely remained within the 

university medical hospital system, but this is not to say that this was its exclusive domain. At 

the dawn of the 1930s, the leading psychiatric centres were The Burghölzli Poliklinik in 

Switzerland and the Henry Phipps Psychiatric Clinic at Johns Hopkins in Baltimore. The 

Burghölzli is the exemplary psychiatric institution in the 1920s and 1930s. Carol Loeb Shloss, 

biographer of Lucia Joyce, describes the Burghölzli to be at the “cutting edge of research on 

schizophrenia” (260). And it is not overstatement to say that the American psychiatric context, 

exemplified by the Phipps Clinic, is deeply influenced by the Swiss context. When Swiss 

psychiatrists and psychoanalysts alike began to leave an increasingly anti-Semitic Europe from 

the late 1920s to the late 1930s, they were welcomed as the stars of their profession.15 The reach 

of Swiss and American institutions, moreover, was not limited to single, discrete research 

hospitals. The Burghölzli acted as the research and treatment core of a network of “twenty-eight 

hospitals that the Swiss maintained for the care of people with mental and spiritual problems” 

                                                           

15. Shorter recounts how the young, early-career psychoanalyst Else Pappenheim found instantaneous 

professional renown at the Phipps Clinic: “As a physician from Vienna, I was accepted professionally 

immediately, even to the point of being hero-worshipped” (qtd. in Shorter 169). 
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(Shloss 259), and Phipps established the first ever psychiatric outpatient clinic in 1908. In both 

contexts, a diverse practice of patient outreach and treatment was tied to psychiatric medicine.16  

While the Burghölzli and the Phipps Clinic were the leading psychiatric institutions of their 

day, their leadership nevertheless took an eclectic approach to scientific inquiry.17 Debate and a 

multiplicity of theoretical frameworks were the hallmark of the psychiatric field in the early 

twentieth century. The modernist professional opinion of psychoanalysis might be summarized 

as “scorn and disapproval by many within and outside the medical professions” (Valentine 8). 

Nevertheless, the complicity of the mentalist discipline with the somatic is difficult to deny. 

Psychoanalysis, ultimately, “was also an influential force in the development of modern 

psychiatry” (Valentine 8). The mutual influence of psychiatry and psychoanalysis helps to 

explain the literary critical and historical difficulty in perceiving the character of the 

psychomedical professions in the early twentieth century. In Shloss’s words, “in the 1930s, 

psychiatry was as newly and awkwardly modern as the ungainly books that made James Joyce 

                                                           

16. It is also worth noting that the development of shock therapies, the treatment modalities most strongly 

associated with early-twentieth century psychiatry, began in a separate psychiatric context in 1920s Paris, 

and insulin shock was first developed in 1927 in the University of Budapest (Shorter and Healey 10-11). 

While comas were common from the late 1920s onwards, the first physician to popularize the 

administration of insulin (and possibly any other substance) with the intention to produce therapeutic 

convulsions is Manfred Sakel at the University of Vienna in 1934 (Shorter and Healey 11-12). 

Simultaneously but independently of insulin therapy, neuropathologist Ladislaus Meduna at the 

Interacademic Institute for Brain Research in Budapest began experimenting in 1934 first with injecting 

camphor (which had traditionally been used as a stimulant) and later metrazol in order to produce a shock 

reaction, following the observation from physician Alfred Glaus that schizophrenia and epilepsy tend to 

alternate when both diseases occur for a single patient (Shorter and Healey 21-25). While the Swiss-

American research context represented the cutting edge of psychiatric research in the early century, the 

development of treatment modalities occurred in a much broader European psychiatric context. 
17. The director of the Burghölzli, Hans Wolfgang Maier was trained by Eugen Bleuler, a giant in the 

field of psychiatry whose impact I discuss in more detail below, as were the many of the doctors in the 

vast Swiss network of psychiatric institutions, but history remembers him as a masterful administrator 

rather than as a psychiatric ideologue or brilliant researcher. His administrative skills were nevertheless 

impressive. Shloss writes that Maier, “[d]irecting the Burghölzli at a time of stunning transitions, he made 

available a wide variety of treatments to his patients—from sleeping cures to insulin injections and 

electric shock therapy. He rejected none of the approaches then considered credible, and he supported 

young doctors who wanted to explore the new possibilities offered by Freudian psychoanalysis” (261). 
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famous. There were no uniform diagnostic categories, and as [Eugen] Bleuler18 acknowledged, 

‘with many patients, the number of diagnoses made equals the number of institutions they have 

been to’” (5). The institutional boundaries of psychoanalysis, nervous illness, and psychiatry also 

provide some explanation. The movement of psychoanalysis into private practice and out of the 

asylum no doubt lent to its cultural resonance, fitting into a cultural need for on-going care and a 

desire for diagnostic categories that did not connote intractable insanity. The institutional context 

of psychiatry—the asylum and research hospital—in addition to its frequent engagement in 

psychoanalytic research, obscure the continued importance of somatic psychiatric medicine in 

the early-twentieth century.  

Despite this obscurity, there are still moments of medical innovation in somatic psychiatry 

whose influence on contemporary psychomedical diagnosis is far more visible than the 

“psychoanalytic hiatus” (Shorter 145) in addition to shaping the lived experiences of Zelda 

Fitzgerald and other women suffering from serious mental illness in the early-twentieth century. 

From the years 1899 to 1913, in the multiple editions of his textbook, Psychiatry: A Textbook for 

Students and Psychiatrists, Emil Kraepelin distinguished depression and dementia praecox from 

the long-standing diagnosis, melancholia, eventually shedding melancholia altogether (Shorter, 

How Everyone Became Depressed, 100-101). Dementia praecox, or premature dementia, would 

become schizophrenia. The disease was first defined by Eugen Bleuler, a student of Kraepelin’s 

in 1910 (although some evidence exists that he discussed the disease with colleagues as early as 

1907 and in public lecture in 1908). This new disease category was most famously articulated in 

Dementia Praecox, or the Group of Schizophrenias (1911).  

                                                           

18. Eugen Bleuler invented schizophrenia as a diagnostic category in 1910 and his innovations dominate 

the history of psychiatry in the twentieth century. 
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Bleuler would have an immense impact on psychiatry, in no small part due to his role as 

director of the Burghölzli teaching hospital at the University of Zurich from 1898 to 1927. In his 

position at the teaching hospital, Bleuler would either directly or indirectly influence many of the 

major psychiatrists of the era. His diagnostic category, schizophrenia, quickly rose to dominate 

psychiatry. In the United States in 1928, various governmental agencies and professional 

associations, among which was the American Psychiatric Association, held a meeting at the New 

York Academy of Medicine. They produced what would eventually be distributed to hospitals as 

the Standard Classified Nomenclature of Disease (1932), the precursor to the Diagnostic and 

Statistical Manual, a publication that provides the standardized and accepted descriptions for 

diagnoses even today (Livesley 61). The Standard Classified Nomenclature of 1932 indicates 

that schizophrenia accounted for 22 percent of first-time psychiatric hospital admissions (Taylor 

236-7). That is, in less than twenty years, Bleuler’s classification would be among the most 

prominent the psychiatric field.  

The inclusion of schizophrenia in the Standard Classified Nomenclature demonstrates that 

schizophrenia emerged in a historical moment particularly concerned with standardization and 

description of disease. However, throughout its history, schizophrenia has been remarkably 

protean, changing considerably in its definition from its inception to our contemporary moment. 

Sander Gilman points out that “[u]nlike most other disease entities in psychiatry, schizophrenia 

is still a label in search of a structure; it is a category applied to a rather large group of symptoms 

with an almost equal number of etiologies [causes] proposed for it” (461). In its moment of 

invention Bleuler characterized schizophrenia by such symptoms as catatonia, affective 

ambivalence, loose association of thoughts, and emotional deterioration. As Gilman points out, 

classical symptoms like catatonia all but disappeared from the diagnostic category by the late-
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twentieth century, and symptoms like auditory hallucinations are relatively new additions. In the 

modernist period, schizophrenia is a much more general disease than it is today.  

In the midst of the contentions and mutual influence of the psychoanalytic and psychiatric 

schools of thought, the tenacity of nervous illness demonstrates how these medical forces played 

out in a vernacular context. For the majority of its history, nervous illness did, indeed, indicate 

non-psychotic illness. But, as Shorter notes, nervous illness suffered under its association with 

the vernacular diagnosis “nervous breakdown,” a “tag for distress and the inability to cope” 

(How Everybody Became Depressed, 104). The fall of the nervous breakdown resulted from the 

pull between psychiatric and psychoanalytic conceptions of illness. The vernacular diagnostic 

category of the nervous breakdown “underwent a drift from meaning serious-illness-but-not-

insane to becoming a circumlocution for insanity” (103) that began around the turn of the 

century. This shift was effected by the psychiatric distinction between depressive illnesses and 

schizophrenia. The development of depression as a disease category began to take over the non-

psychotic diagnostic role of nervous illness, while the nervous breakdown began to take on a 

more serious valence. By 1950, the Ladies Home Journal describes a nervous breakdown in 

terms that today sound like a panic attack; the nervous breakdown “would not, unlike nerves, be 

a diagnosis that people would seek out” (108). Nervous illness and nervous breakdown, both 

vernacular medical categories, morphed under the influence of the innovations of psychiatric 

illness.  

In addition to this early-twentieth century vernacular context, the nervous breakdown has had 

a curious persistence in biographical accounts of Zelda Fitzgerald’s life. Shorter briefly describes 

the history of the disease in “folklore,” noting that the nervous breakdown  
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is a patients’ term, just as cerumen has always been a doctors’ term for ear wax. Yet 

patients once believed profoundly in nervous breakdowns as a psychiatric condition 

several pegs higher than nerves, until the great switch to depression. Even today, the 

concept of the nervous breakdown has a kind of subterranean existence in the patients’ 

folklore. (103) 

Shorter locates the nervous breakdown in communities of patients, and it is also interesting to 

trace the vernacular use of the term. Through the 1920s and 1930s, vernacular use could vacillate 

between serious and non-serious applications, but as Shorter notes, the years between 1925 and 

1929 marked the high point of references to nervous breakdowns in the New York Times. These 

stories “oscillated between suicides and people who abandoned public life because they could 

not function anymore” (my emphasis, 103). Among the typical spread of articles on nervous 

breakdowns, a retirement from public life features prominently. Shorter suggests ways that this 

vernacular disease category negotiated boundaries of public and private, and perhaps the 

mechanisms of renown. If the nervous breakdown persists in contemporary accounts of Zelda 

Fitzgerald, we may find some explanation in its particular primacy in the years leading up to her 

first “breakdown,” and in the very public nature of her life. 

 

Psychiatry and Zelda Fitzgerald 

I wish briefly to contextualize Zelda Fitzgerald’s medical history within this international, Swiss-

American psychiatric field. Shloss gives this account of Lucia Joyce’s female social circle:  

By the end of Lucia’s youth (this is the early 1930s), Helen Fleischman [her brother’s 

lover] was institutionalized, as was her good friend Yva Fernandez. Kay Boyle, Emily 

[Holmes] Coleman, Zelda Fitzgerald, and Nancy Cunard—just to name those in her 
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immediate circle—spent time in asylums as well. Even Marthe Fleischmann, the young 

woman with whom Joyce had flirted in Zurich in 1918, ended up in a sanatorium after 

Joyce had his way with her (429).  

Shloss is not the only scholar to point out this trend amongst young women of the modernist 

period. Kylie Valentine adds Leonora Carrington, Vivien Eliot, Elsa von Freytag-Loringhoven, 

Antonia White, and Virginia Woolf to the list (99). Given the overwhelming number of 

modernist women who were subject to institutionalization of some form, some analysis of the 

contexts of psychomedical professions to their experiences, however brief, is necessary.  

Zelda Fitzgerald’s convoluted medical history has conventionally been summarized as life-

long schizophrenia, with Zelda going in and out of asylums as her health fluctuated. Zelda’s 

record of diagnosis and institutionalization is of course more complex than these received 

narratives. By 1933, Zelda had suffered two major “breakdowns.” Her first breakdown in 1930 

(hospitalized voluntarily19 at La Sanatarium de la Malmaison for peritonitis and extreme 

agitation; moved to Valmont in Glion, Switzerland; moved by Dr. Oscar Forel to Les Rives de 

Prangins, Switzerland) resulted in her diagnosis as schizophrenic by Forel.20 Zelda’s second 

“breakdown” in 1932 (hospitalized voluntarily at Henry Phipps Psychiatric Clinic of Johns 

Hopkins University) resulted in a diagnosis of an inferiority complex21 by Dr. Thomas Rennie. 

                                                           

19. It is necessary to be cautious with the idea of “voluntary” hospitalization. Zelda’s institutionalizations 

were almost always voluntary. However, given that treatment modalities included insulin and metrazol 

shock therapies, and later included electroconvulsive therapy, the choice to leave an institution may have 

often been unrealistic. Mayfield provides more direct evidence that leaving a psychiatric institution may 

not have been an option for Zelda, as she would often ask Scott for permission to leave—presumably 

lacking the means to do so—and he would deny it. 
20. Forel was trained by Eugen Bleuler. 
21. Koula Svokos Hartnett is quick to emphasize that Rennie diagnosed Zelda with “an inferiority 

complex (not schizophrenia)” (original emphasis 159). Hartnett explores Zelda’s various diagnoses in a 

brief chapter that aims to debunk the veracity of Zelda’s schizophrenia diagnosis. The section questions 

why, for instance, Forel called Eugen Bleuler (the neurologist who first identified schizophrenia and 

coined the term) for help with Zelda’s case instead of Jung. Zelda considered Bleuler a “great imbecile” 

(Milford qtd. in Hartnett 178), and Hartnett holds the opinion that Jung’s reputation as “an expert on 
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The clinic director, Dr. Adolf Meyer, called Zelda and Scott “a dual case, folie à deux....insisting 

that [Scott] was as much in need of treatment as Zelda was and should submit to psychoanalysis” 

(Mayfield 183).22 At Phipps, Zelda completed some of her story-articles and published Save Me 

the Waltz.  

Zelda’s early medical history fits squarely within the context of Swiss-American psychiatry. 

Her first physician was Oscar Forel at Les Rives des Prangins, one of the hospitals in the 

network of Swiss psychiatric institutions. Despite Forel’s Freudian leanings, he agreed with Scott 

to call in Bleuler for a second opinion. For the fee of $500, a truly exorbitant amount that Scott 

could not afford, Forel diagnosed Zelda with schizophrenia. Forel would later reassess his 

diagnosis, as would Zelda’s future psychiatrists, but Zelda would nevertheless receive insulin 

shock therapy for ten years after this diagnosis. Bleuler would also have an immense impact on 

Adolf Meyer, Zelda’s psychiatrist at Johns Hopkins, who Shorter dubs the “American Kraepelin” 

(History of Psychiatry, 101, 109), who brought the diagnoses dementia praecox and manic-

depressive illness to the United States.23  

                                                           

neurosis and a proponent of the healing powers of creative impulse” may have been a better fit; she 

suspects that relying on Bleuler might have either been “simply a matter of money and medical etiquette” 

or, more insidiously, “could it have been a matter of seeking out the man most likely to give the preferred 

diagnosis” (178). Hartnett has a healthy skepticism for the received opinions about Zelda’s illness, but I 

find her engagement with disease categories problematic. It gives little time to the historical nature of 

disease categories. In addition to the complexities of medical genealogy and allegiance, Hartnett’s hope 

that Jung may have proven a more sympathetic and therapeutic choice does not hold up in light of his 

troublesome relationship with other young, creative, diagnosed schizophrenic women contemporary to 

Zelda, as his therapeutic relationship with Lucia Joyce exemplifies. 
22. Mayfield’s account features a leading psychiatric institution recommending psychoanalysis. This may 

be a case of the cross-communication between the psychoanalytic and psychiatric professions and the 

eclectic approach of major psychiatric institutions to treatment modalities. Biographies of Zelda do not 

comment on the accuracy of this recommendation, but Cline notes that Scott “resisted any such treatment 

by asserting psychotherapy would ruin his creativity” (Loc 8878). 
23. In his later career, Meyer switched from a pioneer of American psychiatry, a “confirmed 

Kraepelinian” (Shorter, History of Psychiatry, 111) who “insisted on the integration of psychiatry into the 

rest of a general hospital [John Hopkins]” (111) to an increasing enthusiasm for psychoanalysis. In 

Shorter’s account, “Meyer’s soaring reputation brought the advance of the first biological psychiatry in 

the United States to an end” by the 1940s (A History of Psychiatry). Zelda’s interaction with Meyer seems 
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Zelda’s experience as a female expatriate artist institutionalized within the Swiss-American 

psychiatric system was not unique. Lucia Joyce saw an almost identical set of psychiatrists in 

identical institutions. Lucia’s most famous doctor was Carl Gustav Jung, a fact that has lent 

evidence to the importance of professional psychoanalytic context for the modernist period and 

modernist patients. When, in 1934, Joyce approached Jung for assistance in Lucia’s case, the two 

men already had a tense professional relationship: Jung had unfavourably reviewed Ulysses 

(1922) in his essay “Psychology and Poetry” in the magazine transition. By Shloss’s account, 

Lucia’s consultations with Jung did not go well; Lucia considered them fruitless at best (275). In 

contrast to Lucia’s own “psychoanalytic hiatus,” her time at Les Rives des Prangins under Forel, 

and the Burghölzli under Bleuler were more typical and took up a more significant amount of 

time. The director of the Burghölzli, Maier, did not consider Lucia schizophrenic, but he did 

hand Lucia “into the care of other doctors who had been trained by Bleuler[, and] was, 

consequently, responsible for whatever consistency of diagnosis Lucia received” (Shloss 259). In 

a striking echo to Zelda’s diagnostic history, Lucia’s diagnoses were numerous, and it is 

schizophrenia that has stuck in her cultural memory.  

The similarities between Zelda’s and Lucia’s medical histories are not simply incidental. 

Both women were pursuing dance careers, and the halt of those careers coincided with the onset 

of a “nervous breakdown”—whether major mental illness, distress at the frustration of their 

artistic ambitions, or both. Both women went through the Swiss hospital system to end up at Les 

Rives des Prangins. The circumstances of their parallel biographical trajectories attest to the 

                                                           

to have been in his psychiatric period. However, in Shorter’s view Meyer’s move towards psychoanalysis 

feeds into an overall detrimental trend in medicine which marked the loss of vast amounts of psychiatric 

research. 
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similar, expatriate communities in which modernist literary artists moved and the continued 

status of psychiatric medicine for modernist artists.  

It is also possible to read the influence of psychiatry within the biographies of artists whom 

modernist scholarship has cast as central to the psychoanalytic cultural ascendancy in modernist 

literature. The Hogarth Press’s psychoanalytic publications and the particular literary critical 

emphasis on modernism and psychoanalysis have contributed to Woolf’s strong association with 

psychoanalysis, and, indeed, have likely contributed to the prominence of psychoanalytic critical 

approaches to literature and twentieth-century history at large. However, a close look at Leonard 

Woolf’s interpretation of disease categories suggests that the convoluted history of psychiatry 

and psychoanalysis makes its way through Woolf’s engagement with psychoanalysis.  

In his “neurobiography” of Woolf, The Flight of the Mind: Virginia Woolf’s Art and Manic-

Depressive Illness (1992), Thomas C. Caramagno identifies a division between the “real world of 

the clinic” and the “rarefied atmosphere of academia....[where] many psychoanalytically inclined 

literary critics cling to the outmoded, simplistic Freudian model of the disorder as a neurotic 

conflict that the patient is, either consciously or unconsciously, unwilling to resolve” (1). 

Caramagno seeks to apply his contemporaneous, 1990s medical framework to a historical figure. 

He maintains that a physicalist psychiatric approach to illness—an acknowledgement of the 

effect of the physical brain on the symbolic and artistic mind—is a compassionate one: he 

perceives a particular tendency in literary scholarship to be “ungenerous toward those artists who 

show less control” (1). He writes against the tendency for the Freudian psychoanalytic 

concentration on “hypothetical unconscious conflicts, her supposed flight from sex, or her 

morbid preoccupation with death...[that] sustain sexist assumptions about the nature of the 

creative woman” (2). Reading Woolf’s artistic expression as an exploration of her biologically 
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produced psychic states, Caramagno argues that this shift towards physicalist illness permits a 

reading more sympathetic to Woolf’s artistic agency and attentive to her stylistic innovations.  

While Caramagno’s study relies on contemporary diagnostic categories (namely, from the 

version of manic-depression from the DSM-III-R), it also explores the diagnoses that Woolf 

received while she lived, and his exploration demonstrates the close overlap of psychiatric, 

psychoanalytic, and nerve disease contexts of psychomedical discourse. Woolf’s early diagnoses 

fell in line with the “‘nervous’ model” (11), of neurasthenia. The Stephen family doctor, George 

Savage, saw in Woolf nervous illness that was continuous with her father, Leslie Stephen’s own 

mood swings. Caramagno asserts that neurasthenia was “a Victorian euphemism that covered a 

variety of vaguely recognizable symptoms” (11), describing it as a physicalist, but outmoded, 

diagnosis from a markedly Victorian family doctor. As I have noted, however, neurasthenia 

persisted in private practice, and Woolf’s encounter with this diagnostic category was typical.  

Caramagno draws upon Leonard Woolf’s Beginning Again: An Autobiography of the Years 

1911 to 1918 (1964) to provide evidence of Leonard Woolf’s assertion of his wife’s somatic—

rather than psychoanalytic symbolic—illness and his discovery of “manic-depressive insanity” as 

a fitting diagnosis. Leonard writes,  

When I cross-examined Virginia’s doctors, they said that she was suffering from 

neurasthenia, not from manic-depressive insanity, which was entirely different. But as far 

as symptoms were concerned, Virginia was suffering from manic-depressive insanity. In 

the first stage of the illness from 1914 practically every symptom was the exact opposite 

of those in the second stage in 1915. (qtd. in Caramagno 17) 

Leonard’s perception of Virginia’s illness draws on two somatic diagnostic categories—nervous 

illness and manic depressive insanity. Manic depressive illness and neurasthenia alike find their 
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etiology in the body and brain rather than the mind, and it is significant that the diagnoses that 

Woolf dwells on do not find their origins in the symbolic psychoanalytic understanding of 

disease.  

Despite the somatic bases on which both of these diseases were invented, in Caramagno’s 

account Leonard Woolf likely encountered manic-depressive insanity through a psychoanalytic 

mechanism. Caramagno pinpoints Leonard’s exposure to “manic-depressive insanity” to 1913, 

when he read the first English translation of The Interpretation of Dreams, and 1925, when 

Hogarth Press published “Mouring and Melancholia” (original publication 1917) in Freud’s 

Collected Papers. Similarly, Caramagno claims that “Leonard must also have learned a good 

deal of symptomatology from Karl Abraham, who published essays on manic-depressive illness 

in 1912, 1916, and 1924, incorporating all three in a 1927 edition of his papers put out by the 

Hogarth Press” (18). Caramagno’s assessment of the means by which Leonard Woolf was 

exposed to manic-depressive illness as a diagnosis seems to be correct. Abraham was a 

psychoanalyst who worked closely with Freud on “Mourning and Melancholia,” and, as Shorter 

notes, he was the “first member of Freud’s circle to write about depression as a neurosis, rather 

than about melancholia or manic-depressive illness” (114) at the Third Psychoanalytic Congress 

in Weimar in 1911. As a psychoanalyst, Abraham was deeply invested in the recent psychiatric 

diagnostic split from melancholia to dementia praecox and the depressive illnesses.  

In light of these examples, the importance of psychiatric contexts emerges: both within 

psychiatry’s institutional contexts and within typically psychoanalytic cultural spheres, the 

impact of psychiatry’s diagnostic categories was keenly felt. There remains a third, vernacular, 

context for psychomedical discourse, and it is worth considering for a moment how Zelda’s 

initial diagnosis with schizophrenia would have resonated with her immediate social circle. Sara 
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Mayfield, a friend of Zelda’s from Alabama, reports in her biography Exiles From Paradise: 

Zelda and Scott Fitzgerald (1971) the way that she heard of Zelda’s diagnosis with 

schizophrenia. Zelda’s diagnosis was interpreted as a very serious illness by her friends. When 

Mayfield visits Max Perkins at Scribner’s—the publisher of the bulk of Scott’s literature—she 

finds Perkins concerned and largely silent:  

To judge by the questions he asked me, he must have had his doubts about what had 

happened. Then, as if to reassure himself, he added, ‘But the doctors have agreed on a 

diagnosis of schizophrenia.’  

“Zelda...in Prangins?” I left his office feeling as if I’d suddenly been shot down a cold, 

dark elevator shaft. “Schizophrenia? A psychotic split in her personality?” (159) 

Mayfield recounts this conversation with an air of familiarity with psychiatric concepts and 

psychiatric institutions. She has heard of Les Rives des Prangins and is struck by the graveness 

of Zelda’s diagnosis. In addition to this familiarity, Mayfield betrays a vernacular interpretation 

of the illness schizophrenia. She interprets the diagnosis to indicate a split in personality, a 

common misinterpretation of the diagnosis that likely arises from a constructed etymology of the 

medical term and intersects with popular stories of multiple personality. Her account continues, 

drawing in the spectre of medical authority to support vernacular interpretation: “A friend of 

mine, a psychiatrist, once said in discussing schizophrenes, ‘All of us have dual personalities to a 

certain extent; and at what point the ambivalence between them becomes psychotic and the split 

in personality schizophrenia, it is difficult to say. When it exceeds the norm, psychiatry 

maintains’” (159). Mayfield’s familiarity and misinformation together hint at the ways that 

schizophrenia resonated as at once a medical and vernacular disease category.  
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When Mayfield spreads the word to Sara Haardt and Max Perkins, other members of the 

Fitzgerald’s literary circle, their reaction demonstrates the way that the vernacular diagnosis of 

the “breakdown” coincides with Mayfield’s brand of recognition: 

“Have you heard about Zelda?” I asked.  

“Nathan said she’s had a breakdown,” Sara replied. “Where is she now?” 

“In Prangins, a plush sanitarium near Geneva.” 

“What happened to her?” Mencken looked up from his coffee cup, his eyes bulging with 

surprise. (160) 

For Haardt and Perkins, the breakdown is compatible with schizophrenia, even if they are 

surprised by the severity of the diagnosis suggested by her institutionalization at Prangins. 

 

Zelda Fitzgerald 

To write about Zelda Fitzgerald is not to rescue her from the depths of obscurity. Instead, Zelda’s 

infamy is the greatest barrier to her consideration in literary scholarship, resulting in part from 

her well-known illness, and in part from the widely available nature of the records of her 

contentious marriage with Scott. Zelda is perceived to be both unique and flawed—unique for 

the vibrancy of her celebrity status, and flawed due to her illness—aspects of her 

contemporaneous and continued literary celebrity that have contributed to her exclusion from 

general studies of modernist literature.  

The overwhelming majority of scholarship on Zelda Fitzgerald is biographical in nature. 

Nancy Milford’s Zelda: A Biography (1970) began this trend and remains one of the most 

complete and balanced biographical treatments of Zelda Fitzgerald’s life. There are an additional 
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three biographies on Zelda,24 and two on the Fitzgeralds together.25 Literary scholars frequently 

read Zelda’s fictional works as life writing. For instance, Mary E. Wood (1992), interprets 

Zelda’s “autobiographical novel,” Save Me the Waltz (1932), as “obscur[ing] and reveal[ing] a 

fragmented story of mental turmoil and incarceration” (247); she reads Zelda’s mental illness 

into a fiction about a balletic career frustrated by physical injury. Jacqueline Tavernier-Courbin 

(1979) reads the novel as an autobiographical “cri du coeur26 of a woman who wants to exist on 

her own terms and who is claiming back her life experience as her own material” (24). Across 

biographical and scholarly forms, the recovery and revisitation of biography has been the 

primary mode of scholarship on Zelda Fitzgerald.  

 Zelda also features prominently in broad historical accounts of the effect of patriarchal 

control on women’s artistic outputs. Dale Spender’s The Writing or the Sex? Or, Why you don’t 

have to read women’s writing to know it’s no good (1989) argues that Zelda Fitzgerald is a 

“paradigm of plain theft” in a patriarchal literary history. She perceives in Zelda and Scott’s 

marriage “one of the most definitive and damning” examples of domestic literary theft (175) and 

a caution against “the failure to recognise the high price that is paid by women who are the 

victims of looting literary men” (176). In Literary Liaisons: Auto/biographical Appropriations in 

Modernist Women’s Fiction (2002), Lynette Felber continues many of the same lines of 

argumentation as Spender, taking at face value Zelda’s joking accusation that Scott’s novels were 

                                                           

24. Sara Mayfield’s Exiles From Paradise (1971), Sally Cline’s Her Voice in Paradise (2003), and Linda 

Wagner-Martin’s Zelda Sayre Fitzgerald: An American Woman’s Life (2004) are all biographies. Koula 

Svokos Hartnett’s Zelda Fitzgerald and the Failure of the American Dream for Women (1991) is a hybrid 

of biography and cultural critical argument for Zelda’s serious historical consideration. 
25. James R. Mellow’s Invented Lives: F. Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald (1984) and Kendall Taylor’s 

Sometimes Madness is Wisdom (2001). 
26. Translation: “Cry of the heart.” [Note: All translations are my own unless otherwise indicated.] 



49 

plagiarized from Zelda’s letters and diaries.27 She perceives in this jest an opportunity to discuss 

the legality of property and competition within a marriage. Where broader studies of literary 

history take Zelda as an object of study, it is in order to provide a paradigmatic example of 

patriarchal oppression within artistic fields. The majority of scholarship on Zelda Fitzgerald 

attempts to rehabilitate her memory, frequently casting her as the victim of an overbearing, 

jealous, alcoholic husband in addition to fundamentally misogynist literary and medical 

professions.  

Stylistic assessments of Zelda’s work are less prominent than biographical recovery. Linda 

Wagner-Martin describes Zelda’s novel in terms of dynamic stylistic shifts:  

Ornamental, rococo, Zelda Fitzgerald’s style in the beginning of her only novel, Save Me 

the Waltz, mimicks the adolescent flightiness of her protagonist, Alabama Beggs. Later in 

the book, as Alabama's father dies and she herself is ill, however, Fitzgerald’s style is 

somber, spare, direct. Few writers have adapted their language and prose rhythms so 

capably to the emotional tone of the scene being described. (201) 

While unevenness of prose may be read as a stylistic flaw, indeed one that indicates a lack of 

authorial control,28 Wagner-Martin reads it as an effective reflection of the the protagonist’s inner 

state. Similarly, Mary Gordon reads Zelda’s “brilliantly uneven” prose (Loc 185, xviii) as 

surrealistic, mirroring  

the method of the surrealists, confusing and conjoining realms, types, categories to make 

up a rich atmosphere. Her use of ands and commas to create a strung together, litany 

                                                           

27. In “Friend Husband’s Latest,” a text I discuss in more depth in Chapter Two, Zelda writes, in a widely 

cited remark, “It seems to me that on one page I recognized a portion of an old diary of mine which 

mysteriously disappeared shortly after my marriage, and also scraps of letters which, though considerably 

edited, sound to me vaguely familiar. In fact, Mr. Fitzgerald—I believe that is how he spells his name—

seems to believe that plagiarism begins at home” (Loc 7931). 
28. Chapter Three discusses authorial control in depth. 
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effect accentuates the pileup of dissimilar elements, and the reader is taken on an 

exhilarating ride that brings together glamour, terror, wit, and the seductive fog of the 

unconscious set loose. “ (Loc 212, xix) 

Scholarship that reads Zelda’s novel in terms of literature—with attention to style and form—

sympathetically finds in the novel’s unusual stylistics a surrealistic, fragmentary, and dynamic 

style that seeks to construct its protagonist’s emotional state through loose, surprising 

associations in narrative description. 

Feminist recovery, largely biographical in nature, is the scholarly context in which Zelda 

appears most prominently; however, a context less sympathetic to Zelda’s life and work is also 

fundamental to shaping the scholarly field of Zelda Fitzgerald Studies. For critics like William 

Wasserstrom, Zelda is at once a famous madwoman and a great man’s burden; she is simply a 

flapper who owes her fame to the way her husband would “confer on his glossy portraits of 

women the texture of flesh” (299); her writing was never more than puffery that “preempted and 

squandered” (299) the material Scott kept for his novels and whose pretensions to artistry were 

laughable. Indeed, Zelda “intended...to undermine the man and rob the writer” (299). The 

version of Zelda Fitzgerald that emerges from accounts like Wasserstrom’s has little to no 

literary output or merit, and was a persistent, if not vindictive, barrier to her husband’s literary 

success.  

Along with Wasserstrom, the prolific scholar on Scott Fitzgerald, Matthew J. Bruccoli29 

popularized the term “Zelda’s partisans” (Wasserstrom 299, Hartnett xxiii) to describe the 

                                                           

29. In her book-length study on Zelda Fitzgerald, Koula Svokos Hartnett pinpoints renowned Fitzgerald 

scholar, Matthew Bruccoli  as the originator of this terminology: “I hope readers, especially traditional 

ones—those non—‘Zelda-partisans’ (as Fitzgerald authority Matthew Bruccoli refers to writers who go 

against the grain by defending Zelda against the many ruthless charges that have been hurled at her for 

decades)—will approach this study with an open mind” (xxiii). 
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feminist recovery projects that position themselves against a masculinist literary establishment. 

The perceived antagonism of feminist recovery efforts—particularly these efforts’ criticism of 

Scott’s biographical injustices to Zelda—is one of the most frequent grounds upon which to 

dismiss scholarship on Zelda. For instance, writer and conceptual artist Jonathon Keats considers 

Scott’s biographical conduct immaterial to his artistic importance. In his review for Salon.com of 

Kendall Taylor’s biography of Zelda, Sometimes Madness is Wisdom (2001), Keats takes issue 

with Taylor’s claim that “Zelda was Scott’s co-author.” Despite Taylor’s “formidable” (n.p.) 

body of evidence, Keats dismisses the premise of her argument. “So,” he writes, “having roundly 

condemned Scott as a husband, we can turn to the serious business of judging him as an author” 

(Keats n.p., emphasis mine). Keats uses hyperbolic language to describe Taylor “having roundly 

condemned” Scott’s biography, and tongue-in-cheek diction to redirect attention to “serious 

business.” The objects of his ridicule are Taylor and similar scholarly accounts that conflate 

biography with artistic legitimacy. The “serious” task at hand is the evaluation and appreciation 

of great art by a great artist. Keats’s dismissal of biographical criticism of Scott echoes 

Wasserstrom’s perceptions of Zelda’s vindictiveness and Bruccoli’s construction of antagonistic 

opposition among feminist scholars writing on Zelda. While scholars like these have perceived in 

feminist scholarship on Zelda Fitzgerald an antagonistic partisanship, the terms by which they 

dismiss the partisans are equally antagonistic.  

Partisan antagonism so characterizes scholarship on Zelda Fitzgerald that this bifurcation is 

the subject of meta-commentary. Mary Gordon laments the division between scholarly “camps” 

in her Introduction to The Collected Writings of Zelda Fitzgerald (1997):  

Why do we feel as if we can belong to only one of two armed camps, the camp that sees 

her as a formless, scattershot nothing who made a great writer’s last days miserable with 
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her pretensions and demands, or the camp that is sure she wrote his best work, and 

blames him for her disintegration. Was it because she was beautiful, female, mad; and he 

was handsome and a drunk who died a failure? (“Introduction,” Loc 177, xviii) 

Gordon is one of only a few scholars to call for a more nuanced, less belligerent, study of the 

joint careers of Zelda and Scott. In addition to Gordon, Ashley Lawson studies the Fitzgerald’s 

creative collaboration within the patriarchal structures of authorship and professionalism. 

Lawson closely analyses gendered discourse and interpersonal relationships in the production of 

artistic subjects and works to contextualize both Scott and Zelda in their historical and cultural 

moment. Gordon’s and Lawson’s more recent calls for balance and historical perspective suggest 

a way forward from the “two armed camps” that have characterized scholarship on Zelda.  

If my present intervention must fall into one or another “armed camp,” it would find its 

argumentative home with the Zelda partisans, but uncomfortably so. Gordon’s and Lawson’s 

nuanced approach—their observation of the patriarchal realities that drove historical injustices 

and their agnostic approach to debates over the vindictiveness of either writer’s actions—is more 

appealing than a partisan position; sympathetic study of one author need not entail condemnation 

of the other. Where I do wish to stake my claim is in the argument that the frameworks in which 

we discuss authorship and literary celebrity continue to be masculinist.  

Indeed, masculinist frameworks produce partisanship in scholarship on Zelda. They do so in 

part because they construct bodily agency, authorial control, and property as integral to both 

authorship and celebrity. Scholarship on Zelda Fitzgerald does not yet analyze the masculinist 

underpinnings of celebrity culture. Whether scholars agree or disagree that Zelda suffered from a 

mental illness, and whether they are sympathetic or unsympathetic, Zelda’s life and work figure 

as unique and flawed. To consider Zelda as a singular figure risks removing her from the 
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cultural, discursive, and economic contexts that produced her and thereby removing the means 

by which to interpret her. Uniqueness and flaws, and, indeed, illness, are difficult to reconcile 

with a scholarship that has not yet analyzed a virtual bodily agency constructed to be necessary 

to the navigation of economic and discursive systems from the point of view of mental health 

and gender. We have yet to do the scholarly work of analyzing the significance of madness in 

celebrity culture. Zelda offers a paradigmatic example with which we may begin this work.  

This dissertation is divided into two parts: Part One (chapters Two and Three) concentrates 

on the modernist time frame in which Zelda Fitzgerald lived and wrote; Part Two (chapters Four 

and Five) takes up the renewed popularity of Zelda Fitzgerald in contemporary middlebrow 

novels. In Part One, Chapter Two analyzes Zelda Fitzgerald’s literary oeuvre in the context of 

modernism, sophistication, and literary seriousness. It argues that the development of Zelda’s 

literary oeuvre is marked by her meta-commentary on sophistication and her increasing, explicit 

concern with discourses of artistic seriousness. Chapter Three builds on the relationship of 

Zelda’s writing to modernism in order to trace her development of a psychomedical vernacular 

and the way that this vernacular shapes the literary imprimatur that Zelda built. In this 

discussion, the concepts of professionalism, artistic control, and suffering are integral to the 

construction of celebrity bodily agency. The two chapters of Part One concentrate on the life and 

work of Zelda Fitzgerald in her contemporaneous moment, analyzing the way that her literary 

imprimatur shifted over her lifetime.  

Part Two seeks to account for Zelda Fitzgerald’s renewed popularity in the contemporary 

middlebrow, a popularity that coincides with contemporary movements to destigmatize mental 

illness, in the context of theories of compassion and readerly affect. In Part Two, Chapter Four 

reads the activity of compassionate evaluation to be central to middlebrow novels on Zelda 
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Fitzgerald that have been published in the last fifteen years. These novels represent a project to 

argue for Zelda’s inclusion within the framework of concern of contemporary communities. 

Chapter Five concentrates on the way that twenty-first-century middlebrow literature constructs 

authorship as a profession with an ethical impetus to compassion. In this construction, the 

paratext of these novels posits a compassionate hermeneutics: a reader accesses the compassion 

of the author through the suffering character represented in the text. The object of compassion is 

the pathologized figure ill-served by history, an object contained within the logic of the 

hermeneutic relationship that does not necessarily extend beyond the text. The chapters of Part 

Two perceive compassion to be an incomplete ethical project: compassion in these texts relies on 

the maintenance of a cultural hierarchy, focussing on historical injustices rather than 

contemporary ones. The two parts of this dissertation, the historical and the contemporary, thus 

attempt to account for the continuities and discontinuities of pathology and celebrity since the 

early twentieth century. 
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Part One: Zelda Fitzgerald in the Modernist Period 
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Chapter Two: The Young Zelda Fitzgerald: Celebrity and Sophisticate 

 

“For in defining genius as one percent inspiration and ninety-nine percent perspiration, Edison 

surely meant in one direction, not in three” (“Foreword,” Loc 64, vi) writes Scottie Fitzgerald in 

the introduction to the first complete collection of her mother’s writing. Scottie’s commentary on 

Zelda crystallizes one of the major trends of scholarship on her mother’s artistic endeavours—

the opinion that Zelda lacked the discipline or control to become a serious artist. She continues: 

It was my mother’s misfortune to be born with the ability to write, to dance, and to paint, 

and then never to have acquired the discipline to make her talent work for, rather than 

against, her. Growing up in Montgomery, she was apparently an accomplished amateur 

dancer; her name appears time and again in the Advertiser of World War I years as a 

featured soloist at various pageants and entertainments. After she was married she 

painted; then she studied at a Russian ballet school in Paris, getting just professional 

enough to be offered a job with the Naples Opera before her total collapse; on the advice 

of the doctors that she never dance again, she turned to writing, then back, finally, to 

painting. As one who cannot draw a whisker on a cat, I marvel at the one percent of 

genius coming through on canvas despite her almost casual attitude, as if creating a work 
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of art was no more challenging than, say, planting a row of zinnias. (original emphasis, 

“Foreword,” Loc 64, vi)1 

Scottie describes Zelda as multi-talented in too many directions, and she may, indeed, have 

particular personal insight into her mother’s work habits. However, within Scottie’s lamentation 

that her mother did not “acquire the discipline to make her talent work for, rather than against, 

her” is the perception that Zelda did, indeed, cultivate artistic discipline. The irony of Scottie’s 

statement, moreover, is not that Zelda lacked a diligent commitment to her work, but that her 

discipline worked against her. Indeed, even Matthew J. Bruccoli comments on the depth of 

Zelda’s balletic discipline,2 so rigorous that Scott and Zelda’s psychiatrists alike would cite her 

balletomania as a symptom of her mental illness. The memory of Zelda that emerges in Scottie’s 

writing is unfortunate in that it suggests both a flippant talent or frivolity and a pathological 

artistic commitment.  

Both aspects of this binary echo Nancy Armstrong’s description of celebrities as individuals 

who “have magically evaded the disciplinary mechanisms of a culture designed to turn out 

individuals bent on straddling a few essential but conflicting cultural codes” (241), but who at 

times may also fail to self-govern or autoregulate in a public way. As I suggest in my 

introduction, Zelda is at once a celebrity and an example of failed auto-regulation. Scottie’s 

appraisal of her mother’s talents encapsulates this perception; Zelda could never cultivate the 

kind of discipline that works “for, rather than against.” It is the central paradox of Zelda’s dual 

status as celebrity and schizophrenic.  

                                                           

1. I accessed many of these texts in ebook versions. In parenthetical citations I have indicated the chapter 

or section and the location tag in the Kindle ebook file. 
2. See Bruccoli 292. 
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Contemporary scholarship is not immune to repeating this paradox. Even scholarship 

sympathetic to Zelda Fitzgerald’s life and oeuvre frequently hinges upon Zelda’s achievement of 

artistic control as a criterion by which to evaluate the merit of her work. Matthew Bruccoli’s 

scholarship has often had an uneasy relationship to Zelda’s artistry: he is at once the scholar who 

has contributed most to bibliographic knowledge on Zelda, and the critic who coined the term 

“Zelda partisan”3 to describe feminist accounts of Zelda’s work that began to emerge in the 

1970s. Nevertheless, his commentary on Zelda’s work typifies a scholarly insistence on 

discipline and mastery. He notes that “When Zelda Fitzgerald was able to bring her material 

under control the results were remarkable” (my emphasis, Bruccoli, “[Introduction to ‘Stories’],” 

Collected Writings, Loc 6008, 271). Zelda’s inability to “control” her talent, to auto-regulate, 

excludes her from consideration as a serious artist.  

Bruccoli allows for the fact that Zelda’s “extant stories have an improvised, spontaneous 

quality that may have been intentional” (“[Introduction to ‘Stories’],” Collected Writings, Loc 

6008, 271), and in the absence of textual evidence to the contrary, Bruccoli’s critical appraisal of 

Zelda’s ability to control her literary craft should presumably end there. However, he claims that 

the form and structure of Zelda’s writing demonstrates her inability to control her talent. He 

writes, “On the basis of the published stories it is fair to comment that she had structural 

difficulties: the plots are anecdotal, and the technique is essayistic” (Loc 6008, 271).4 I will 

address later the publication history, of which Bruccoli is undoubtedly aware, that may have led 

                                                           

3. Bruccoli’s bibliographic and textual studies work is usually careful to tie critical claims to textual 

evidence. In fact, the thrust of his criticism of “Zelda-partisan” arguments is his opposition to the claim 

that Zelda had a hand in constructing, editing, or concretely influencing Scott’s writing as there is no 

manuscript record to support this. 
4. This is not the only time that Bruccoli makes this evaluation of Zelda’s writing. A similar accusation 

appears in his biography of Scott, Some Sort of Epic Grandeur (1981). The evidence I provide to 

contradict Bruccoli is included in his own edition of the letters between Scott and his agent, Harold Ober, 

As Ever, Scott Fitz— (1972). 
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to an “essayistic” form, a criticism that presumably equates to non-literary or superficial.5 For 

now, it suffices to note that Bruccoli casts hybrid essay-narrative forms as inferior, a curious 

claim in light of the formal experimentation of the modernist period. Bruccoli, further, seems to 

echo Scott Fitzgerald. Cited by Lynette Felber, Bruccoli claims that Scott “admitted [Zelda] 

could write ‘sketches,’ but he argued to Zelda’s psychiatrists that ‘she has nothing essentially to 

say’” (69). Scott and Bruccoli alike refer to neutral, if not valued and accepted, literary genres—

essays, sketches, hybrid forms—in order to suggest a hierarchy of literary value. Both writers 

seek to evince Zelda’s lack of control and artistic seriousness through this hierarchy, and I 

perceive literary control to index to other artistic discursive categories, namely artistic 

seriousness and legitimacy.  

My intervention in this debate is to take up the topic of seriousness as a discursive force in 

which Zelda’s writing explicitly engages. My analysis of seriousness will necessitate that I also 

engage with another concept that is implicitly constructed as its inverse: sophistication. In 

Sophistication: A Literary and Cultural History (2010), Faye Hammill describes sophistication 

as a construction of cultural capital that defines its tastes in relation to the tastes of the norm. By 

the early twentieth century, sophistication would come to indicate a praiseworthy association 

with taste and distinction (7). The conceptual binary that I analyze here includes the corollary 

concepts to seriousness in opposition to sophistication: with seriousness, we may associate 

commitment, discipline, and control; with sophistication, Hammill associates 

“cosmopolitanism,” “wit,” “knowing-ness,” “irony,” “frivolity,” and “detachment” (7). I argue 

that Zelda Fitzgerald’s literary oeuvre effects a meta-commentary on the relationship between 

artistic seriousness and sophistication; in particular, the arc of her career lays bare the points of 

                                                           

5. Alice Hall Petry interprets Bruccoli’s use of the word “essayistic” to be a point of criticism, and I agree 

with her reading. 



60 

tension and mutual exclusion of these closely complicit cultural phenomena. Zelda is not the 

only modernist literary figure to cultivate either aspect of the seriousness-sophistication binary. 

However, her writing is unusual for its explicit engagement with and frequent critique of both 

phenomena.  

This chapter proceeds chronologically, beginning with Zelda’s early, article-style writing, 

moving through her hybrid short narrative forms, and ending with her novel. Likewise, it 

concentrates first on unseriousness and sophistication, moving towards an analysis of seriousness 

alongside Zelda’s writing. The first section takes up Zelda’s explicit use of the term 

“sophistication,” in a particular syntagmatic version of the concept that characterizes it as a mode 

of masculine refinement. Despite this emphasis on masculinity, I argue that her writing also 

insists on a complementary domestic femininity as a means of critiquing sophistication’s 

supposed masculine cultural superiority. I then briefly consider the way Zelda’s treatment of 

masculinity and femininity shifts as she turns to hybrid narrative forms. Zelda’s narrating subject 

takes on the role of the sophisticate in opposition to a feminized consumer culture. This mode 

appears at first to align Zelda’s writing with quintessential sophisticates like Dorothy Parker, 

whose embeddedness in consumer culture supports her assertion of sophisticated social 

distinction. To align Zelda with Parker, however, is only partially accurate, and the next section 

details the way that sentiment distinguishes these two sophisticates from one another. While 

displays of emotion and sentiment are useful tools in Parker’s oppositional sophistication, in 

Zelda’s writing affect is embedded into the experience of sophistication across its various 

subjects—those in inferior social positions, wait staff in sophisticated venues, and sophisticates 

themselves. Zelda’s integration of sophistication and affect marks her departure from a 

straightforward espousal of sophistication, which sees its fullest expression in her novel, Save 
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Me the Waltz: this work constructs a binary between sophistication’s ironic detachment and the 

commitment and effort that constitute artistic seriousness. In the final section of this chapter, I 

contend that Zelda produces a poetics of effort, particularly an effort expended to achieve bodily 

artistic control.  

The temporal and thematic arc I trace in this chapter throws further relief on the scholarly 

opinion that Zelda’s artistic impulses were uncontrolled. Scottie’s experience of her mother’s 

diffuse talents and attention may be accurate. Nevertheless, Zelda’s literary oeuvre is remarkable 

for the way that it explores the relationship of effort and control to sophistication. Ultimately, her 

critique of sophistication reveals effort and ironic detachment to be two poles of modernist 

artistry. As, according to Hammill, “modernism often operates through the mechanisms of 

sophistication” (118), Zelda Fitzgerald’s modernism at various times espouses or opposes a 

central tenet of the literary movement. 

 

“Here I go!” Sophistication and Frivolity 

Zelda’s early essay-form writing, from roughly 1924 to 1929,6 displays an unusual awareness of 

sophistication as a cultural phenomenon and, as a result, employs ironic detachment to undercut 

the presumed masculinity she perceives in this cultural phenomenon. In her writing after 1929—

                                                           

6. I include Zelda’s essayistic and short-story writing under this category, and I have excluded very early 

puff pieces such as “How to Make Breakfast” (1922). As Milford notes and Bruccoli corroborates, five 

stories written by Zelda would be published under the joint byline of Zelda and Scott Fitzgerald in 

College Humor—“A Southern Girl” (July 1929), “The Original Follies Girl” (July 1929), “The Girl the 

Prince Liked” (February 1930), “The Girl with Talent” (April 1930), “Poor Working Girl” (January 

1931). Zelda’s work also appeared under her own byline in Scribner’s Magazine—“Miss Ella” 

(December 1931) and “A Couple of Nuts” (August 1932)—and in the New Yorker—“The Continental 

Angle” (4 June 1932). One article written by Zelda would appear under Scott’s name alone, “Paint and 

Powder,”  in The Smart Set (May 1929). Two stories appeared under Scott’s name: a collaboratively 

written story, “Our Own Movie Queen” in the Chicago Sunday Tribune (7 June 1925), and a story solely 

written by Zelda, “A Millionaire’s Girl” in The Saturday Evening Post (7 May 1930). All stories appear 

in the Works Cited attributed to their author rather than their publication bylines. 
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distinct from her earlier writing in its narrative form and in the circumstances of its composition 

and publication—Zelda aligns herself more closely with a version of sophistication that espouses 

the masculinist dynamics of modernist literary production. Zelda’s writing career is short, 

spanning from 1924 to 1932. My attempts to trace shifts in her writing, therefore, can only be 

tentative. However, I perceive value in teasing out the complexities of the various forms of 

literary expression in which Zelda engaged and the pressure that these forms exerted on her 

relationship to sophistication.  

Hammill reads “the early twentieth century [to be] the richest era of all in terms of the varied 

and complex elaboration of sophistication in different contexts” (127). For scholars like 

Hammill, Mark Backman, and Jessica Burstein, sophistication is fundamentally relational: its 

construction of cultural capital defines its tastes in relation to the tastes of the norm, an 

opposition that results in the difficulty of directly defining the concept. In Backman’s words, 

“[a]t any moment in time, the standards of sophistication can be fixed against the shifting 

background of social development....Sophistication as a state of being is always at war with 

sophistication as a process of becoming” (Backman 5-6). In line with Backman, Hammill defines 

sophistication by way of lexical association. She writes that “[w]ords used to name elements of 

what is elsewhere, or later, called ‘sophistication’ include ‘subtlety’, ‘taste’, ‘refinement’, 

‘distinction’, ‘chic’, ‘elegance’, ‘cosmopolitanism’, ‘wit’, ‘smartness’, ‘urbanity’, ‘knowing-

ness’, ‘irony’, ‘frivolity’ and ‘detachment’” (7). Only in the 1920s does “sophistication” come to 

be used consistently to praise the taste, style, ironic detachment, and worldliness of people and 

texts (Hammill 7). The moment in which Zelda Fitzgerald writes—the 1920s and early 1930s—

is also the moment in which sophistication culture reaches its height, in which its “state of 

being...[and] process of becoming” (Backman 5-6) are most palpable as a cultural force.  
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Scholars of sophistication, including Hammill, maintain that sophistication is a cultural 

phenomenon equally available to men and women. However, sophistication’s relationship to 

zones of cultural production, particularly to a feminized mass culture, suggests the ways that 

femininity and masculinity may be indexed within sophistication. Its relational mode is in 

tension with an instructional mode, and Hammill claims that “[t]his tension is legible in many 

texts which propose that sophistication is the property of a distinguished elite, and yet covertly 

offer an education in sophistication: smart magazines furnish prime examples, as do certain kinds 

of lifestyle guidebooks” (3). Hammill draws attention to the formal specificity of sophistication’s 

instructional literature. Magazines and lifestyle guidebooks have a particular stake in presenting 

means by which their presumed readers may gain an “education in sophistication” (3). It is 

perhaps not incidental that the source of this covert education is a literary form associated with a 

feminized mass culture, in which a logic of acquisition might obtain, and against which a 

masculinist high modernist culture would position itself.  

Scott and Zelda were both socially entwined with sophistication culture, a characteristic of 

their social lives particularly evinced by their acquaintance with Dorothy Parker, who bought 

two of Zelda’s paintings in the 1930s and had a brief affair with Scott.7 Hammill casts Parker as 

the definitive figure in the literature of sophistication in America, particularly in urbane New 

York. For writers like Parker and the Algonquin Roundtable group of which she was part, 

sophistication lay primarily in cynical detachment, and specifically expressed through “cynicism 

                                                           

7. Some scholars cite this affair as one in a list of many betrayals of Zelda by Scott. Koula Svokos 

Hartnett, however, notes that the affair was likely little more than an indiscretion: “[Marion] Meade adds: 

‘Years later [in the ‘30s] Dorothy confided in a friend that she had slept with Scott, but added that it had 

been nothing more than a fleeting affair. Since he was an alcoholic like herself, she could feel compassion 

for him, but he made her uncomfortable....She despised in him the very qualities she hated in herself—

sniveling self-pity, the way they both wasted their talent, their lack of self-discipline....it is not impossible 

that they slept with each other once or twice in some unplanned encounter when both of them were drunk’ 

(235)” (n30). 
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and a barbed wit” (Miller 109), or a “bitchy” disposition (Hammill 120). From a biographical 

perspective, Zelda and Scott’s involvement in this coterie may have predisposed them to 

contribute to a sophisticated aesthetic at the peak of its cultural influence and, indeed, to 

participate in a version of this cultural phenomenon characterized by a quick, biting wit.  

Some scholars have pointed out ways that Zelda’s writing aligns aesthetically with Parker’s 

aphorisms. Koula Svokos Hartnett aligns the style of Parker’s iconic aphorism in the New 

Yorker—“Brevity is the soul of lingerie”—with the witty puns for which Zelda was known. 

Hartnett writes that Parker’s phrase is one “Zelda herself might have uttered, were she as 

preoccupied with feminine fashion as Parker had been” (64). Hartnett equates Parker’s written 

literary expression with how she imagines Zelda’s oral expression. She perceives both writers to 

be invested in a stylistics of irony and detachment in a middle-brow venue. Hartnett shifts too 

easily from Parker’s written, and therefore recorded, expression to Zelda’s imagined oral 

expression, and her comparison verges on a category error. However, the underlying observation 

that Zelda has come to be known for witty aphorisms at the very least aligns Zelda with the 

aesthetics of modernist sophistication. This broader cultural critical discussion of sophistication 

begins to reveal the ways that Zelda’s reputation for wittiness compares to that of her 

contemporaries.  

In an extension of this preliminary scholarly work, I maintain that the singularity of Zelda’s 

sophisticated cultural production is the self-reflexiveness of her early writing. In contrast to a 

literary norm in which texts tend to construct sophistication through lexical association and 

mimetic representations of ironic detachment, Zelda’s articles and short stories display an 

explicit self-awareness of sophistication to a further extent than much of the period’s literature, 

and it is particularly interesting for this atypical articulation of the cultural phenomenon. In order 
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to trace this aspect of Zelda’s writing, I turn to “Friend Husband’s Latest” (1922),8 “What 

Became of the Flappers?” (1925)9 and “The Changing Beauty of Park Avenue” (1928)10. These 

articles were published as one-off publications, and are similar for their non-narrative, sketch-

like form. “Friend Husband’s Latest” is a satirical review of Scott’s novel, The Beautiful and 

Damned (1920), that appeared under Zelda’s sole by-line. “What Became of the Flappers?” 

appeared under Zelda’s by-line alongside Scott’s “Our Young Rich Boys”; “The Changing 

Beauty of Park Avenue” appeared under Scott and Zelda’s names jointly. “Friend Husband’s 

Latest” represents the paradigmatic Zelda, frivolous and dismissive of her husband’s literary 

labours. The satirical review also entails a critique of masculine efforts of literary erudition, 

performing instead a version of feminine sophistication that, by contrast, casts modernist 

authorial seriousness as unsophisticated. “What Became of the Flappers?” and “The Changing 

Beauty of Park Avenue” appear at first to align sophistication with masculinity. However, in 

“The Changing Beauty of Park Avenue,” femininity encroaches upon masculine sophistication, 

and in “What Became of the Flappers?,” a self-aware artifice is articulated in both feminine and 

masculine terms, suggesting that the flapper holds both aspects of this gendered dichotomy in 

equal tension. Femininity, in Zelda’s writing, is not exclusively a tool with which to break 

convention; it is indispensable to sophistication.  

In “Friend Husband’s Latest,” Zelda’s literary critical persona both undertakes a critique of 

the masculinist efforts of literary erudition and aligns these efforts with a juvenile, feminized 

literary labour. The complexities of gender and sophisticated cultural production begin to 

                                                           

8. “Friend Husband’s Latest” was solicited by Scribner’s and appeared in the New York Tribune. 
9. “First appeared in McCall's October 1925. Published with F. Scott Fitzgerald's ‘Our Young Rich Boys’ 

under the joint title ‘What Becomes of Our Flappers and Our Sheiks?’ By F. Scott Fitzgerald and Zelda 

Sayre Fitzgerald” (Fitzgerald, Collected Writings of Zelda Fitzgerald. Loc 8000). 
10. “First appeared in Harper’s Bazaar, January 1928. Published as by Zelda and F. Scott Fitzgerald, but 

credited to Zelda in his Ledger” (Fitzgerald, Collected Writings of Zelda Fitzgerald, Loc 8080). 
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question the relationship between sophistication as a cultural phenomenon and modernist literary 

production. Modernist authorial seriousness, according to this critique, may not qualify as 

sophisticated in a straight-forward way; instead, the version of feminine sophistication that 

Zelda’s narrator performs may cast modernist authorial seriousness as unsophisticated. A 

conventional understanding of the modes of sophistication map onto the feminized and 

masculinist spheres of the “great divide”; in other words, sophistication may be a cultural 

phenomenon available across gender categories, but its expression in cultural forms will 

nevertheless be subject to the gendered nature of zones of cultural production. Hammill notes a 

key difference between forms like magazines, which we may identify as feminized forms, and 

novels, which we may identify as masculine forms. Magazines and lifestyle guidebooks, writes 

Hammill, “focus on sophistication in the context of fashion (whether in dresses, etiquette or 

reading choices) (4). In literary texts, by contrast, “sophistication may take visible form through 

clothing or manners, but is nearly always revealed, in the end, as a fundamental attitude to life 

rather than simply a style of self-presentation” (4). The “fundamental attitude to life” of 

novelistic sophistication fits most closely with sophistication’s relational mode, the ever-shifting 

definition of the phenomenon against its immediate context. I extrapolate from Hammill that a 

novelistic sophistication turns a formal expectation of psychological insight to the purposes of 

constructing a mode that distances itself from outward, consumerist expressions. Novels of 

sophistication, in other words, may serve the purposes of a masculinist, artistic construction 

while distancing themselves from a feminized, consumerist one.  

Working against these conventional gender divisions, Zelda’s narrator associates The 

Beautiful and Damned with sophistication’s instructional mode. In so doing she also ironically 

suggests that the novel is to be consumed by a feminized reading public. Zelda’s narrator, 
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predictably, praises the book as an instructional guide, claiming that “its value as a manual of 

etiquette is incalculable” (Loc 7907, 387). The instructional aspects of the book entail both 

guides to behaviour and to decoration and consumption. The book purportedly matches 

appropriate behaviours to depicted scenarios: “For this book tells exactly, and with compelling 

lucidity, just what to do when cast off by a grandfather or when sitting around a station platform 

at 4 a.m., or when spilling champagne in a fashionable restaurant, or when told that one is too old 

for the movies” (Loc 7918, 387). The reader in search of instruction for sophisticated behaviour 

can simply “proceed according to its directions” (Loc 7918, 387-88). By associating the novel 

with sophistication’s instructional mode, the review undercuts the conventional expectations of 

the gendered zones of production. The ostensibly serious artistic product, the novel, may be read 

to fulfill the same purpose as the magazine, may be received as an instructional guide for a 

feminized mass culture.  

Against the backdrop of the review’s alignment of the novel with a feminized consumer 

culture, Zelda’s narrator then cultivates her own persona in line with sophistication’s relational 

mode. Citing her qualifications to review The Beautiful and Damned, Zelda writes, “I have been 

asked to analyze [the novel] carefully in the light of my brilliant critical insight, my tremendous 

erudition, and my vast impressive partiality. Here I go!” (“Friend Husband’s Latest,” Loc 7944, 

389). The list of literary critical talents that Zelda’s narrator possesses is hyperbolic, the list’s 

tone indicating their falsehood. The narrator also bathetically undercuts this hyperbole, 

substituting her “impressive partiality” for the impartiality conventionally expected of the 

literary critic. Zelda’s narrator ironically cultivates a critical persona in opposition to the “critical 

insight” and “tremendous erudition,” relying instead on the flippant exclamation of “Here I go!” 

to cast the serious business of literary evaluation as a lark, undeserving of effort. In contrast to 
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the instructional mode of sophistication with which Zelda’s narrator associates an ostensibly 

serious literary product, Zelda’s ironic literary critical persona cultivates a relational 

sophistication, one that is keenly aware of the values of literary criticism, but whose 

“fundamental attitude to life” opposes the conventional expectations of the literary critical task 

set to her.  

A second target of the review’s sophisticated relationally is the display of effort in literary 

erudition. The markers of effort can also stand in for the markers of literary seriousness: “The 

other things I didn’t like in the book—I mean the unimportant things—were the literary 

references and the attempt to convey a profound air of erudition. It reminds me in its more soggy 

moments of the essays I used to get up in school at the last minute by looking up strange names 

in the Encyclopaedia Britannica” (Loc 7944, 389). The reference to “literary references and...a 

profound air of erudition” may be read as stand-ins for the modernist literary values of 

intertextuality and complexity, or perhaps simply gravity. The review ironically identifies 

intertextuality and complexity as the aspects of literary form that are “unimportant.” The critical 

thrust of the review is the suggestion that a visible effort of literary erudition is “soggy” and 

equivalent to the decidedly unserious efforts of a school girl. At this point, the sophisticated 

critic’s barbed wit skewers both legible effort and “soggy” execution, accomplishing tasks within 

the purview of the literary critic—to evaluate both author and textual stylistics, particularly, in a 

moment before Barthes’s announcement of the death of the Author, to judge his ability to 

masterfully achieve this stylistics. Unique to Zelda’s writing, however, is the means by which her 

article achieves these tasks: her tool of criticism is the very feminized mode of production that 
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infringes upon the purported seriousness and masculinity of authorship, and her target is visible 

effort in modes of production, whether feminized or masculinist.11  

While the title of “What Became of the Flappers?” appears at first to indicate the demise of 

the flapper, Zelda’s narrator concludes that the flapper has simply moved on:  

The flapper! She is growing old. She forgets her flapper creed and is conscious only of 

her flapper self. She is married ‘mid loud acclamation on the part of relatives and friends. 

She has come to none of the predicted “bad ends,” but has gone at last, where all good 

flappers go—into the young married set, into boredom and gathering conventions and the 

pleasure of having children, having lent a while a splendour and courageousness and 

brightness to life, as all good flappers should. (Loc 8049, 399) 

In this formulation, the flapper as a social role has not necessarily disappeared,12 even though the 

individual flappers have moved on to other pleasures in life “as all good flappers should.” Even 

if the behaviours of individual flappers change as they age, what may be identified as the 

                                                           

11. Effort and seriousness become increasingly important in Zelda’s writing over the arc of her career, 

and I therefore take them up again in this chapter. 
12. The argument of “What Became of the Flappers?” stands in stark opposition to that of “Eulogy on the 

Flapper” (1922), which ironically heralds the social dominance of the flapper while commenting on the 

ostensible demise of the social category. Zelda writes, “[t]he Flapper is deceased. Her outer 

accoutrements have been bequeathed to several hundred girls’ schools throughout the country, to several 

thousand big-town shopgirls, always imitative of the several hundred girls’ schools, and to several million 

small-town belles always imitative of the big-town shopgirls via the ‘novelty stores’ of their respective 

small towns” (Loc 7954). In announcing the death of the flapper, the narrator posits not that the flapper 

aesthetic has disappeared, but that it has disseminated to the schoolgirls, shopgirls, and small-town belles 

whose versions of femininity presumably do not match that of the recently deceased flapper. This implied 

differentiation between the flapper and her beneficiaries is sophistication turned to the purposes of 

policing the boundaries of true flapperdom. It is simply her “outer accoutrements” that have become 

ubiquitous, flapperdom “has become a game; it is no longer a philosophy” (Loc 7970). This rhetorical 

strategy is hardly unique, and it occurs in contemporary hipster culture equally in announcements that 

“punk is dead” (Crass) in 1978, ostensibly the height of punk. Indeed, as I briefly discuss punk musician 

Patti Smith’s impressions of Zelda Fitzgerald in Chapter Four, there exists at least one example of affinity 

between the women of these oppositional cultures. 
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sophisticate’s fundamental attitude to life has not, as the flapper “is conscious only of her flapper 

self” rather than a “creed” or set of behaviours.  

Indeed, the cyclical continuation of flapperdom emerges in this article as a function of 

modernity. The narrator indicates that the  

flappers [she is] writing this article about are a very different and intriguing lot of young 

people who are perhaps unstable, but who are giving us the first evidence of youth asserting 

itself out of the cradle. They are not originating new ideas or new customs or new moral 

standards. They are simply endowing the old ones that we are used to with a vitality that we 

are not used to. We are not accustomed to having our daughters think for themselves. 

(original emphasis, Loc 8022, 397)  

While this description may most obviously refer to Zelda’s own generation, that of the most 

iconic flappers, particularly in its assertion of feminine independence, youthfulness, and stylistic 

ostentation, the narrator also looks forward to a the next generation of young women. She muses 

“I do not think that anything my daughter could possibly do eighteen years from now would 

surprise me. And yet I will probably be forbidding her in frigid tones to fly more than three 

thousand feet high or more than five hundred miles an hour with little Willie Jones, and bidding 

her never to go near that horrible Mars” (Los 8022, 397). The youth of this imagined future are 

equally as invested in driving quickly, breaking rules and a creed by which they “give and get 

amusement” (Loc 8031, 397). They continue this condition of youth under modernity with an 

overlay of space travel-esque futurism, furthering the technological innovation that must have 

been an observable aspect of modernity to Zelda and her fellow flappers.  

While “What Became of the Flappers?” posits flapperdom as a condition of modernity, one 

which continues both in future generations and in the “flapper self” as she ages, the article also 
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meditates on the nature of selfhood for the flapper. It describes the ideal flapper in terms of 

emotional reserve and artful self-presentation that indicate that sophistication is a quality that the 

flapper should self-consciously strive for. For instance, Zelda’s narrator states that the “best 

flapper is reticent emotionally and courageous morally. You always know what she thinks but 

she does all her feeling alone” (Loc 8040, 398). This prescriptive account of the flapper 

stipulates that she conceal sentiment and perform opinion. As a result of these qualities, Zelda’s 

narrator hopes that the flapper figure will “bring social intercourse to a more charming and more 

sophisticated level” (Loc 8040, 398). In this version of sophistication, Zelda’s flapper cultivates 

a performance of self that that imbues her social surroundings with sophistication. By way of 

lexical association, the flapper’s sophistication entails “subtlety” and “refinement” in the sense 

of artful cultivation of personality. Zelda’s description of the sophisticated flapper constructs a 

figure who is self aware—careful in her self-presentation as sophisticated.  

This prescription for the flapper also suggests that sophistication entails a masculinist self-

expression, one that seems at odds with the descriptions of “our daughters” who have come to 

think for themselves. If sentiment and emotion are typically associated with femininity, the 

sophisticated flapper instead presents herself as a person “reticent emotionally” whose thoughts 

and opinions are common knowledge while her feelings are private. The description sets up an 

implicit contrast to unsophisticated sentiment and unaware naturalness. Self-aware 

sophistication—sophistication that recognizes itself as such—entails a masculine self-expression. 

The article describes the ideal flapper as a female cultural figure who cultivates this masculine 

self expression; it suggests that culturally desirable modern femininity suppresses the qualities 

traditionally associated with femininity.  
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The enmeshed themes of femininity and sophistication in “Friend Husband’s Latest” and 

“What Became of the Flappers?” suggest to me that Zelda’s articles engage in a policing of 

gender expression in order to preserve the sophisticated flapper’s access to a masculinist form of 

cultural capital. The emergence of the flapper, however, seems rarely to result in an upheaval of 

gender binaries: when a flapper ages, she retains her inner self, but passes the mantle onto newly 

independent young women. The newfound independence of young women under modernity may 

have been shocking in itself, but the article also reassures a public of the flapper’s eventual 

conventional marriage. Sophistication, by extension, may also fall back on these conventions, 

acquiring social distinction through an oppositional internal attitude but not achieving, nor 

wishing to achieve, radicality. Indeed, this dimension of sophistication is consistent with the 

ultimate romantic conventionality of much of the literature of middlebrow sophistication, 

including Noël Coward’s Private Lives and Stella Gibbons’s Cold Comfort Farm (Hammill 114-

16; 138-47). Peculiar to the covert conventionality through sophistication that Zelda’s articles 

portray, however, is their concentration on femininity’s place in the market logic of 

sophistication. The articles are keenly aware of the hierarchies of feminized fields of cultural 

production, make use of these hierarchies in order to build an oppositional sophistication, but 

ultimately return to a conventional expression of femininity, presumably protected by the social 

distinction that they have articulated against other forms of femininity.  

In contrast to these articles, “The Changing Beauty of Park Avenue” provides some examples 

of the way that the versions of femininity typically denigrated by sophistication may be turned to 

the effect of destabilizing its masculinist hierarchies. Park Avenue, the article tells us, “is a 

masculine avenue. An avenue that had learned its attraction from men—subdued and subtle and 

solid and sophisticated in its understanding that avenues and squares should be a fitting and 
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sympathetic background for the promenades of men” (Loc 8076, 403). Zelda’s narrator performs 

her own lexical association with sophistication, enumerating the qualities of the sophisticated 

avenue as “subdued and subtle and solid,” and aligning them with maleness in terms of both the 

avenue’s aesthetics and its purpose. Aesthetically, Park Avenue has “learned its attraction from 

men,” reflecting the reserved self-presentation imagined to be masculine. Practically, it is a 

“background for the promenades of men,” a fitting environment for a subdued masculinity. In 

addition to the masculinist behaviours that “What Became of the Flappers?” prescribes, “The 

Changing Beauty of Park Avenue” describes the aesthetics and personages of sophistication as 

distinctly male.  

This apparent definition of sophistication in exclusively masculine terms would contravene 

scholarship on the gendered aspects of sophistication, particularly as they manifest in 

middlebrow culture. Nicola Humble sees the fact that middlebrow literature “was largely written 

and consumed by women” (2), as a reason for which it has been largely ignored in scholarly 

contexts. In addition to this scholarly bias, Humble also characterizes middlebrow writing as a 

zone of production that reflected and constituted the “shifting desires and self-images, mapping 

[the] swings of fortune” of middle class women, arguing that the “‘feminine middlebrow’ in this 

period was a powerful force in establishing and consolidating, but also in resisting, new class and 

gender identities” (3). Sophistication is often the mechanism by which this negotiation of class 

and gender identity occurs, as, indeed, we have seen in the versions of conventional femininity 

that “What Became of the Flappers?” negotiates. As Hammill notes, sophistication 

“deconstructs, rather than merely breaching, class divides, with its complex strategies of 

aspiration combined with slumming and its validation of certain forms of middle-class taste” 

(21), but subsequent to this deconstruction, Zelda’s articles also demonstrate a reconstruction, a 
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new conventionality. However insofar as sophistication is part of the middlebrow, it is also part 

of a feminized cultural production. The possibility that Zelda’s direct engagement with 

sophistication would privilege masculinity—indeed, what appears to be a normative 

masculinity—rings false. I perceive Zelda’s story-articles to rely on the relational quality of 

sophistication; they ironically reject their own explicit construction of sophistication in 

opposition to femininity. They therefore extend Backman’s description of sophistication pulled 

between being and becoming: sophistication’s “becoming” can also be a recreation of new 

conventions.  

“The Changing Beauty of Park Avenue” ironically contradicts masculinist sophistication by 

presenting female figures and qualities within an ostensibly masculine cultural context. The 

story-article directly contravenes its own description of the “masculine” Park Avenue as a 

“background for the promenades of men” by primarily depicting female figures on the avenue. 

Park Avenue is  

animated with sets of children, slim and fashionable, each set identically dressed and 

chaperoned by white and starched English nurses or blue-flowing French nurses or black 

and white maids. They clutch in gloved hands the things that children carry only in 

illustrations and in the Bois de Boulogne and in Park Avenue: hoops and Russian dolls 

and tiny Pomeranians. (Loc 8078, 403-04) 

If Park Avenue is a “masculine avenue,” it is populated by figures that belong in a distinctly 

feminine space. Moreover, the nurses and children are idealized: the hoops and Russian dolls and 

Pomeranians can only be found in select locations, the Bois de Boulogne and Park Avenue, and 

idealized illustrations. The version of femininity found on Park Avenue is a fashionable, 

idealized, and wealthy domesticity. Although the children are “fashionable,” the narrator presents 
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that fashion in terms of the picturesque rather than self-conscious sophistication. Public spaces 

characterized by their aesthetic alignment with masculinity and their fitting use by men are also 

equally iconic for their use by an idealized—decidedly not sophisticated—version of femininity. 

Sophistication and unsophistication, here defined as masculine and feminine, are in tension, and 

unsophisticated femininity encroaches upon sophisticated masculinity.  

In contrast to the way that “What Became of the Flappers?” constructs a sophisticated 

femininity as a new conventionality, “The Changing Beauty of Park Avenue” relies on a version 

of femininity denigrated by masculinist sophistication in order to undercut it. This femininity, 

granted, is still a conventional one. But its conventions belong to a bourgeois, perhaps Victorian, 

cultural expression, against which sophistication typically positions itself. It evokes the school-

girl sogginess of the childhood Zelda persona in “Friend Husband’s Latest,” in this case 

mimetically undercutting the purported masculinity of the avenue with the presence of a 

decidedly unsophisticated feminized gender expression, a relic of a nineteenth-century private 

sphere.  

Before I dismiss Zelda’s article writing wholesale, it seems to me that the conventionality of 

gender expression may, in fact, be worthy of close attention. Zelda’s articles demand a shift in 

the definitions of sophistication, one that “What Became of the Flappers?” may provide the 

evidence for: the cultural phenomenon of sophistication, which I have been discussing, becomes 

an umbrella category for the masculine sophistication that Zelda’s narrator explicitly identifies. 

The flapper’s role in social intercourse is to imbue her interactions with charm as well as 

masculine sophistication in the specific sense: she will “bring social intercourse to a more 

charming and more sophisticated level” (Loc 8040, 398). Similarly to sophistication as a broader 

cultural phenomenon, charm suggests a self-consciousness and artifice. It entails a purposeful 
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elevation of conversation, of contributing to the refinement that is related to sophistication as a 

cultural phenomenon. In contrast to specific masculine sophistication, charm is associated with a 

feminine version of self-presentation; it evokes feminine allure. The role of the flapper is to 

accomplish both feminine charm and masculine sophistication, to cultivate two differently 

gendered modes of artfulness that appear contradictory but that exist in tension with one another. 

If the flapper is part of sophistication culture at large, she turns her sophisticated detachment to 

the purposes of placing a specific masculine sophistication and a feminine performance of charm 

on equal footing for the sophisticated flapper. Zelda ironically undercuts a masculinist 

sophistication, instead presenting the cultural phenomenon of sophistication as a tension between 

masculine and feminine artfulness.  

Extending this tense co-existence to “The Changing Beauty of Park Avenue,” I perceive the 

“beauty” of the avenue to in fact depend on the conventional domestic femininity represented by 

the people who populate it. The avenue itself may be masculine—its architecture and 

surroundings—but those who walk down the “colossal thoroughfare” (Loc 8106, 405) are 

women. Park Avenue is “full of nuances and suggestions of all New York”; it is also “the place to 

walk, which means that it is an international street—where the tradespeople are accustomed to a 

clientele who need nothing, want nothing, and buy freely because they have large leisure and 

filled purses. Here shopping is pleasant and expensive and holy” (Loc 8097, 404). These 

activities evoke the consumer cultures of the feminized middlebrow, suggesting that the 

masculine, fashionable avenue depends at its heart upon this feminization. The description also 

evokes a Baudelairean flâneur, a “passionate spectator [for whom] it is an immense joy to set up 

house in the heart of the multitude, amid the ebb and flow of movement, in the midst of the 

fugitive and the infinite” (795), a figure himself produced from an emergent consumer culture 
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and in search of Baudelaire’s version of modernity. However, we know that these figures are 

more likely to be flâneuses, displaying leisure and sophistication as much as they display 

conventional femininity. There may be, therefore, a feminine modernity that emerges across the 

articles, in which the elements of the modern traditionally associated with male figures find that 

they are represented by female individuals.  

I return, therefore, to Hammill’s assertion that sophistication is equally available to men as to 

women. In the case of Zelda’s articles, masculine and feminine expressions are certainly both 

involved. However, the tenuous gender hierarchy at its core requires a feminized 

conventionality—whether as the production of a new feminine convention, or as the core of a 

“masculine” urban public. Zelda’s writing contributes an unusually explicit perception of 

sophistication as the cultural phenomenon that underpins much of the writing of the period. The 

articles’ essayistic form may also provide context for this engagement: the prescriptive essayistic 

impulse may have prompted Zelda to think explicitly rather than figuratively about the nature of 

sophistication, turning keen attention towards the mechanisms of sophistication and to present 

them as cultural commentary rather than as fiction. The goals of female sophisticates in Zelda’s 

essays are multiple: the sophisticated flapper lends both feminine and masculine qualities, in 

equal measure, to social interaction. Zelda’s explicit recognition of sophistication as a cultural 

phenomenon of which her writing is part appears to likewise produce an awareness of the 

gendered dichotomies through which modernist sophistication defines itself. 

 

Narrative and Sophistication 

While the essay form allows Zelda to undercut ironically a masculinist understanding of 

sophistication, I have found it more difficult to extend this reading to narrative forms elsewhere 
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in Zelda’s writing. It is possible to trace an evolution in Zelda’s writing from the essay to hybrid 

essay-narrative forms and finally to exclusively narrative forms, to assert the stylistic, temporal, 

and thematic coherence of her authorship. While I have discussed some of the works in the first, 

essayistic period, “A Southern Girl” (1929) belongs to a second period characterized by hybrid 

forms which I will call “story-articles,” following the language in which Zelda received the 

commission to write them. I perceive in this shift in form a parallel transformation in Zelda’s 

engagement with sophistication. In “A Southern Girl,” the only hybrid story-article in this 

second period to explicitly mention sophistication, the instructional mode of sophistication 

occasions the story-article’s subject matter. By contrast, the narrator takes on the role of 

ironically detached sophisticate, relying on sophistication’s relational mode. In this internal 

tension, Zelda’s story-articles reveal some of the mechanisms of femininity and sophistication as 

structured, specifically, by literary form and, generally, by the contexts of literary modernism. 

The plot of “A Southern Girl” depicts its protagonist, Harriet, relying on sophistication as a 

means of leaving her sleepy Southern town of Jeffersonville in pursuit of upward social 

mobility.13 The mechanisms of character development and motivation therefore frame the story’s 

discussion of sophistication. In terms of publication history, “A Southern Girl” is among the 

“story articles” H.N. Swanson, editor of College Humor, solicited in early 1929. According to 

Harold Ober, Scott’s literary agent, “Z would do six articles for College Humor” (my emphasis, 

qtd. in Milford 149). While Ober’s notes suggest that the commissioned pieces would be 

identical to Zelda’s earlier, essay-form work, his letters to Scott describe College Humour’s to 

expect a hybrid narrative form. He writes that Swanson wanted “story articles”: “not 

philosophical discussions of different types of girls. He thought each girl could be given a name 

                                                           

13. “A Southern Girl” is frequently read to be among the most autobiographical of Zelda’s story-articles, 

with Jeffersonville standing in for Montgomery, Alabama. 
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and she could be described as a certain kind of girl because at such and such a party, she did so 

and so. In other words, she could be described by instances in her life, things that she did, rather 

than things that were said about her, etc.” (Letter dated 15 February, in Bruccoli, ed., As Ever, 

Scott Fitz—, 128). Zelda’s story-articles are, indeed, hybrid in form; they were presumably 

expected to draw on the aesthetic of Zelda’s non-narrative writing and to combine it with a more 

literary narrative form. It is worth noting, moreover, that the story-articles are more strongly 

grounded in narrative form and explorations of their characters’ interiority than Swanson’s 

request directly specifies, which suggests to me that this period of Zelda’s writing already 

indicates her movement towards novelistic literary expression.  

Within the hybrid narrative form of “A Southern Girl,” the tension between the instructional 

and relational dimensions of sophistication comes to the foreground. Sophistication’s central 

paradox is that it is at once seemingly innate and presented as a quality to be acquired: “Since it 

cannot be taught or learned either, and that it can only be recognized by someone who already 

possesses it. Yet at the same time, and paradoxically, such a person would usually be imagined as 

educated, culturally aware, fashionable and self-conscious, and all of these things require 

deliberate effort” (Hammill 3). Harriet’s relationship to sophistication is one of acquisition, 

echoing the instructional mode that Hammill describes. The French language and fashionable 

magazines are fittingly part of this version of sophistication: “[Harriet] learned a vague species 

of French and bought all of the fashionable magazines. She was determined to find for herself a 

bigger sophistication than the one Jeffersonville had to offer” (Loc 6603, 306). Harriet is able to 

learn French, even if it is a rudimentary or bizarre version of the language, evoking 

sophistication’s historical alignment with Frenchness. She buys magazines, sophistication’s 

instructional literature, with the express purpose of gaining the social tools to access a “bigger 
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sophistication.” Harriet’s means of acquiring the markers of sophistication and therefore 

accessing sophistication at large aligns closely with broader consumer trends in the early-

twentieth century, consumer trends that are, crucially, driven by the feminized mass culture 

against which high modernist literature typically constructs itself. The story, therefore, relegates 

Harriet to the instructional mode of sophistication, with little indication that in acquiring 

sophistication Harriet may also acquire its relationality. 

The story also rhetorically aligns Harriet’s acquisitive impulses with social mobility. Harriet 

acquires French and magazines in search of “a bigger sophistication” beyond Jeffersonville. 

Similarly to “What Became of the Flappers?” which cultivates a specific definition of 

masculinist sophistication alongside feminine charm, the term sophistication in this case seems 

to mean social superiority. In this instance, superiority suggests urbanity in contrast to 

Jeffersonville’s rurality. An urban social superiority is perhaps within a range of possible 

sophisticated social phenomena. However, the specific use of the term in this context appears to 

lose the emphasis on relational qualities. When Harriet does climb social ranks, she goes to “live 

behind an expensive grilled door with [her husband’s] mother, a black taffeta widow who is very 

rich and very formidable, and Harriett seems to spend a great deal of time working for leagues 

and societies for the prevention of things” (Loc 6615, 307). Instead of sophistication in its 

cultural sense, Harriet has achieved bourgeois Victorian wealth and earnestness. If Harriet has 

achieved “a bigger sophistication,” it is a social superiority empty of the ironic relational 

qualities which sophistication as a cultural phenomenon entails.  

This mock-Victorian social distinction offers a parallel to “The Changing Beauty of Park 

Avenue,” in which the population of the masculine avenue is distinctly feminine, domestic, and 

bourgeois. While the article relies on these characters in order to undercut a masculinist 
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sophistication, the mocking tone of the story-article suggests that its targets are both 

sophistication and wealthy bourgeois femininity. In a general sense, Harriet’s acquisition of the 

markers of social superiority are the explicit subjects of mockery. Harriet’s French is a “vague 

species,” suggesting that her acquisition of sophistication by learning is incomplete, that instead 

of artfulness Harriet’s sophisticated performance reads as laborious artifice. Sophistication that 

stems from careful study results in inartful performance. Harriet does not, and presumably 

cannot, acquire the je-ne-sais-quoi of sophistication. Further, she does not appear to retain her 

carefully acquired markers of sophistication as she acquires more social status. Instead, the 

“leagues and societies for the prevention of things” in which she participates evoke moralistic 

Victorian models of social distinction against which sophistication and masculinist modernism 

alike would have reacted, but the story does little to suggest that these models might contribute 

to a shift in the definition of sophistication. Instead, the generalized, flippant vocabulary 

constructs the narrator’s own sophistication in an oppositional relation to this kind of femininity. 

These two targets of mockery—the painstaking acquisition of markers of sophistication, and 

their abandonment in favour of haute-bourgeois femininity—appear to align the narrator with a 

masculinist high-modernist distancing from feminized cultures. 

The narrator’s ironic detachment suggests that the narrator, rather than Harriet, is the true 

sophisticate of “A Southern Girl.” Irony and sophisticated relationality are closely related 

concepts, as both imply an opposition to surface meaning. Indeed, sophistication and irony were 

sometimes explicitly linked in descriptions of feminine sophistication in the modernist period. 

Margaret Lawrence’s chapter “Sophisticated Ladies” in The School of Femininity (1936), quoted 

in Hammill, reads, “Irony presupposes superiority of mind. You do not spread it before fools. It 

is, therefore, as it manifests in a woman, essentially part of the equipment of the sophisticate” 
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(21). The narrator may be this figure, presumably a feminine one, who possesses this ironic 

“superiority of mind” in relation to sophistication’s instructional mode.  

If the narrator of “A Southern Girl” is, indeed, a sophisticated narrator, her relational 

sophistication lies in her opposition to Harriet’s social climbing and instrumental acquisition. 

The argument that the text puts forward, therefore, may be that sophistication is in opposition to 

feminized consumer cultures. One feminized consumer culture entails a modernized pseudo-

sophistication gained through acquisition. Another feminized consumer culture entails a wealthy 

haute-bourgeois Victorian domesticity. In both cases, femininity and material gain appear to be 

the targets of the narrator’s broader oppositional sophistication. Although sophistication is, 

surely, closely entwined with cultural capital and, frequently, wealth, consumer culture and 

social climbing—both ruled by a logic of consumer acquisition and associated with femininity—

are part of the immediate context that the sophisticated narrator opposes. We may perceive in this 

relational sophistication a double irony: a feminine sophistication may be relationally opposed to 

the mode of sophistication most closely associated with feminized cultures.  

This opposition between sophistication and wealth, particularly feminized wealth, is perhaps 

surprising, especially given sophistication’s rootedness in middlebrow cultures and the 

possibilities that the articles open up for modernity to be expressed through femininity. However, 

literary form may prompt the relational mode of sophistication to overtake the instructional one. 

Hammill notes a key difference between instructional magazines and lifestyle guidebooks and 

literary texts:  

magazines and lifestyle guidebooks focus on sophistication in the context of fashion 

(whether in dresses, etiquette or reading choices), while novels and plays tend to 

understand sophistication primarily in relation to morality and values. In literary texts, 
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sophistication may take visible form through clothing or manners, but is nearly always 

revealed, in the end, as a fundamental attitude to life rather than simply a style of self-

presentation. (4) 

Hammill perceives novels to represent sophisticated characters, marked primarily by their 

“attitude to life” rather than their cultivation of a sophisticated exterior. Extending this literary 

trend to Zelda’s story-article form, one can see that Harriet is a character whose external 

presentation may be sophisticated at times. However, her “attitude to life” is revealed to be 

unsophisticated: she has consumed the instructional literature but has not acquired the internal 

attitudes that would qualify her as sophisticated. In this formulation of sophistication, the 

relational mode is a requirement; wealth and consumerism may be part of sophistication insofar 

as they serve sophisticated relationally.  

The primacy of the relational mode over the instructional mode reveals the complexity of 

middlebrow literature’s relationship to a feminized mass culture. Writers like Parker also align 

themselves with sophistication as an internal oppositional attitude. Parker exemplifies an 

instrumental use of femininity—in this case, sentiment—that exposes an internally held 

sophistication. Even though she “emphasizes the repetitiveness and generic quality of love 

affairs” (Hammill 111 n2), she also “distinguishes herself as uncommon by ironically parading 

her tendency to weep. This activity is distinctive precisely because of its context, the urbane and 

critical milieu of the Algonquin Round Table” (Burstein 234). By relying on sentiment, Parker 

defines her sophistication in line with the relational mode, in line with a sophistication that 

positions itself “against its immediate past, or immediate context” (Burstein 234). Indeed, she 

makes her internally held opposition clear: “The logic is simple: If everyone else does it, I don’t” 

(qtd. in Burstein 235). Parker’s version of the middlebrow does not oppose either femininity or a 
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feminized mass culture in principle, but embraces it insofar as it supports a sophisticated 

opposition.  

That “A Southern Girl”—hybrid and narrative in form—exposes this tension between a 

feminized logic of acquisition and a primary relational mode suggests to me that Zelda’s writing 

incrementally aligns itself with masculinist versions of sophistication. Indeed, this relational 

sophistication aligns closely with definitions of literary modernism. Hammill notes that the 

relationality of modernism also serves “as a preliminary definition of modernism. Modernism 

often operates through the mechanisms of sophistication, and the two words are often associated 

(usually in passing) by critics” (118). I have demonstrated to a certain extent the complicity of 

sophistication and modernity in Zelda’s early writing, especially as it pertains to the acquisition 

of cultural capital within a middlebrow literary field of production. An increasing association of 

her literature with modernism—and its attendant relationship to sophistication—has distinct 

stakes: to participate in the foremost expression of literary seriousness and commitment of her 

period. As I go on to show, Zelda Fitzgerald increasingly attempts to access artistic seriousness 

over the course of her short writing career. At first, then, it would seem that this adoption of a 

sophistication that closely resembles literary modernism would repudiate femininity, privileging 

instead the urbanity and irony associated with masculinist cultural production. However, this 

increasing proximity to literary modernist sophistication is only partially correct. Over the 

remainder of this chapter I aim to demonstrate the ways that literary celebrity imprimatur, 

sophistication, and affect are core aspects of Zelda’s artistry, working within and against cultures 

of sophistication. 
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A “miserable quality of emotion”: Sophistication, Sentiment, and Affect 

Sentiment is the quality most strongly associated with the feminized mass public against which 

modernism defines itself. Suzanne Clark identifies a masculinist modernist “reversal against the 

sentimental [that] helped to establish beleaguered avant-garde intellectuals as a discourse 

community, defined by its adversarial relationship to domestic culture” (1). This adversarial 

relationship to domestic culture—indeed, a domestic culture that may stand in for feminized 

zones of production in general—leads Clark to argue that “we should restore the sentimental 

within modernism” (original emphasis, 4). In the early and middle periods of Zelda’s writing that 

I have analyzed so far, a feminine version of sophistication hinges on qualities like “charm” 

rather than sentiment. I have given little attention to the ways Zelda’s writing depicts emotional 

earnestness for a dearth of material that occasions it. However, in the arc of Zelda’s writing 

career, representing emotional states becomes increasingly important alongside her increased 

reflection on artistic seriousness.  

In contrast to her early written works, Zelda’s paintings, and Dorothy Parker’s commentary 

on them, crystallize both the increasingly emotive artistic expression and its reception among a 

sophisticated spectatorship. Reflecting on Zelda’s painting exhibit in 1934, Parker tells 

biographer Marion Mead that the paintings “were pitifully inexpensive. There was the portrait of 

Scott wearing this piercing crown of thorns. They dug in; it did look like him; she had 

talent....But I couldn’t have stood having them hang in the house. There was that blood red color 

she used and the painful, miserable quality of emotion behind the paintings” (qtd. in Milford Loc 

5695, 290). To read Parker generously, she damns Zelda with faint praise by conceding that she 
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“had talent” and that the melodramatic depiction of Scott wearing a crown of thorns “did look 

like him.” More likely, she employs the full force of sophisticated ‘bitchiness’ (Hammill 120) in 

order to cast Zelda’s mimetic skill as meaningless. In tandem with this meaningless mimesis, 

Parker also interprets the painting’s thematic content—Scott’s artistic Passion, his martyrdom for 

the world’s sins—as cliché. For Parker, the painting is neither subtle nor complex enough to 

count as artistry. Indeed, in Parker’s evaluation we may perceive a modernist artistic gatekeeping 

operating through the mechanisms of sophistication.  

I find Parker’s strong reaction to the emotionality of Zelda’s paintings most instructive for 

my present purposes. Parker, as I have discussed, frequently treats displays of emotion (namely 

her tendency to weep) as a tool for social distinction within sophistication’s relational logic. 

However, an earnest sentimentality is precisely the grounds on which she rejects Zelda’s 

painting. The “painful, miserable quality of emotions behind the paintings” seems to suggest that 

Parker perceives in them the pain and misery of the painter, as though the paintings’ sincerity 

provided direct access to Zelda’s emotional state. In addition, the paintings are “pitifully 

inexpensive.” The economic logic of a modernist artistic market lends further pathos to Zelda’s 

earnest sentimental self-expression. For Parker to count Zelda’s paintings as serious artworks, 

they must presumably be ironically detached, thematically opaque, and valued highly in an 

artistic marketplace.  

This section argues that Zelda’s story-articles and novel embed affect into the experience of 

sophistication and undertake a meta-commentary on the broader social operations of 

sophistication. The story-articles belong to a coherent story world in which a consistent narrative 

voice performs sophisticated knowing-ness of the interior emotional lives of “girls” from diverse 

walks of life. From this perspective, the narrator comments on characters’ internal sophistication 
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in opposition to an external acquisition of sophisticated markers. In addition, the stories expand 

the scope of their commentary to the individuals over whom sophisticates assert their social 

dominance, to the wait staff and other secondary labourers of sophistication culture, and to the 

labours of sophisticates themselves. In turning to Zelda’s novel, Save Me the Waltz (1932), my 

analysis demonstrates the way that Zelda’s writing focuses on the affective dimensions of the 

cultural labour, particularly when those labours fail for the novelist’s protagonist, Alabama. 

Through these failures, effort comes to the foreground as Alabama’s primary experience of 

artistry. Zelda’s version of effort-full sophisticated labour departs from a Parkeresque use of 

emotion as a tool to gain social distinction through bucking convention. Instead, the affect of 

effort across the many types of sophisticated labour is Zelda’s unique commentary on the 

relationship between sophistication and modernism.  

The narration of the story-articles entails a consistent project of world-creation and meta-

commentary across Zelda’s short, narrative-form writing that operates through an accretion of 

knowledge about individual sophisticates. Knowledge gained through first-hand observation 

aligns the story-articles’ narrative subject to sophistication’s “knowing-ness,” establishing the 

narrator as a figure with such reach of knowledge that she may pass commentary on the 

operations of sophisticated societies and individuals at large. Hammill lists “knowing-ness” on a 

list of terms associated with sophistication in order to define this umbrella term, as sophistication 

is often “evident only through metonymic resonances with other words, or else through 

elaboration of its opposite terms” (Sophistication, 7). The concept of knowing-ness receives no 

other direct attention, but for my purposes I am interested in the way that this term functions as a 

subset of sophistication. Specifically, knowing-ness tethers irony to social performance. On one 

hand, knowing-ness is the necessary superior knowledge of the ironic subject or speaker; in order 
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to accomplish irony, a speaker must be able to speak in two registers or fields of knowledge at 

once. On the other hand, knowing-ness requires a performance of knowledge, tying 

sophistication back to an attitudinal modernism and supporting a cultivation of modernist 

sophisticated personality. Within the story-articles, the knowledge that the narrator gains of the 

“girls” demonstrates both the close confidence that she had built with individuals and the breadth 

of confidences across social categories; these confidences provide the knowledge base in support 

of ironic narrative positioning at the same time as they allow the narrator to comment on and 

cultivate her own sophisticated performance.  

The narrating subject of the story-articles positions herself as a social observer, one whose 

authority in knowing-ness stems only partially from the complicity of Zelda Fitzgerald as 

celebrity figure with the consistent narrative voice of the story-articles. Although the first-person 

narrator is usually unnamed and ostensibly anonymous, “A Millionaire’s Girl” (1930) addresses 

the narrator as “Fitzgerald.” When protagonists Caroline and Barry pay a visit to the narrator, 

Caroline asks, “‘Is this the Fitzgerald’s roadhouse?’”(Loc 6970, 329). It is possible to argue that 

the stories simply respond to the circumstances of their solicitation by College Humor: Zelda had 

already gained a reputation for incisive wit and observation, and on the basis of this reputation 

Zelda’s stories are presumed to be told from Zelda’s point of view. The audience imagined for 

the stories would also be knowledgeable about Zelda’s persona and would read the stories as if 

they were narrated by the person, Zelda Fitzgerald. While this may be the case, the stories also 

effect an internal consistency through first-person non-omniscient narration and a portrayal of 

the narrator’s close confidence with the “girls,” which provides the knowledge base for knowing-

ness. In complement, the imagined referent of the real-world, celebrity Zelda Fitzgerald—



89 

whether or not she is named—serves as a nexus for the construction of narrative personality and 

sophisticated performance through knowing-ness.  

The story-articles’ narrator most frequently performs knowing-ness by recounting first-hand 

observations of the girls’ behaviours and psychologies. For instance, in “The Girl With Talent” 

(1930), the unnamed narrator follows the protagonist, Lou, through the back alleys of a theatre, 

observing Lou’s banter with her dancing partner: “They laughed and pushed each other about 

with friendly little pats, talking shop in a professional lingo that I only half understood. She was 

fond of him, I knew, and we were all having a good time, but even so she gave the impression of 

constraint and of awaiting the passage of time as one waits for the five-fifteen” (Loc 6806, 318). 

The narrator is allowed into the intimacies of theatre life without fully understanding 

“professional lingo.” She is close enough to Lou to be invited backstage and to be welcomed into 

her confidence, and Lou has likely confided that she is “fond of [her dance partner].” The 

narrator’s observations extend beyond what Lou has intimated to her; she perceives Lou’s 

constrained carriage and impatience. The role of the narrator is to observe the motivations and 

psychologies of types of girls within cultures of sophistication, and in these observations 

knowing-ness comes to construct the narrator as much as the protagonists.  

While I have noted that Zelda’s story-articles approach a novelistic narration, it is important 

to note that these pieces emphasize the knowing-ness of the narrator as an individual personality 

rather than an abstracted omniscient force. This individuation manifests as the narrator’s 

remarkable access to “girls” of many different walks of life and an equally remarkable 

knowledge of their emotions. For example, in “The Girl the Prince Liked” (1930), the narrator 

Zelda Fitzgerald has closely observed the protagonist Helena’s self-presentation and has been 

brought into a friendly intimacy:  
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Helena always said that all she had from her father was the big clock that stood in the 

hall, engraved with a touching testimonial from his employees, but she forgot the eight 

million dollars and the driving, restless ambition that had led him to accumulate his 

money so relentlessly. She had also from him a pair of mystic, deep-set eyes and an 

unbroken, round hairline and a deep, straight crease above her lips when she laughed. 

These showed very plainly in her wedding photographs, when she was still completely 

under his living influence. 

 When I first knew her she was already twenty-seven, and the corners and ridges of a 

successful personality had been modulated and polished by a Parisian finishing school, 

seven years in Town Topics, two children, and an enormous collection of second prizes 

from golf tournaments. Heaven knows what the force of her must have been in its 

aboriginal state! She once showed me lots of grayish-brown photographs of a huge frame 

house whose ground plan must have looked like a roller coaster, so much was it of the 

billowing Nineties. (Loc 6600, 309) 

In terms of Helena’s personality, the narrator perceives the way Helena describes the legacy of 

her father, in addition to the physical traits, personality traits, and possessions that she does not 

detail. She also perceives the broader social influences that have shaped the version of Helena 

she knows at the age of twenty-seven. The narrator Zelda Fitzgerald also depicts Helena showing 

her “greyish-brown photographs” that evoke family albums; she suggests a scene of friendship or 

intimate acquaintance in which Helena performs a close confidence by flipping through family 

photographs and telling stories to accompany them. The knowing narrator within this world-

creation project, therefore, is to impart knowledge gained through personal observation rather 

than an abstracted psychological insight. 
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Helena, a particularly talented sophisticate, climbs the challenging social ladder of a “big 

windswept Middle Western city where she had lived since her husband had taken her there after 

their wedding” (Loc 6638, 310). She eventually leaves the Middle Western city for “theatres 

more worthy of her talents,” which include Chicago, [and] Europe, where she makes good on the 

attentions of “the most famous young man in England,” the titular Prince (Loc 6724, 314). 

Eventually she joins the expatriate communities of sophisticates, in which “she is often on the 

passenger list of the fashionable transatlantic liners and is usually registered at the Ritz in Paris 

and New York between seasons, or in some small, unpretentious hotel on the Left Bank that 

costs more” (Loc 6761, 316). Helena not only chooses fashionable hotels, she choses the ones 

that require rarified social knowledge to identify as both more expensive and the more 

sophisticated. Helena unambiguously moves in sophisticated circles, and she has at least 

accumulated the social markers of fashionable sophistication.  

Zelda’s narrator’s first-hand commentary amounts to an appraisal of personality as defined 

by social status, individual psychology, and a performance of self. In fact, we might define the 

sketches of “girls” as narratively driven depictions of Bourdieusian habitus, “a system of 

acquired dispositions functioning on the practical level as categories of perception and 

assessment...as well as being the organizing principles of action” (“Distinction,” 1813 n3). 

Helena’s habitus consists of her physical postures and “driving, restless ambition” that recall her 

entrepreneurial father in tension with the life circumstances of socialite femininity and social 

mobility—the finishing-school refinement, coverage in society papers, motherhood, and 

ostentatious leisure—that have knocked the edges off her “aboriginal state,” in which she would 

surely have been formidable. In addition Helena displays patterns of consumption that signify an 

identity constructed through rarified taste, legible to a spectatorship in the know, namely the 
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“small, unpretentious hotel on the Left Bank” with a higher price tag than the Ritz. These 

elements of self-presentation and consumption are those of a quintessential sophisticate. 

However, what is significant about their description in this story is the narrator’s performance of 

knowing-ness: the narrator perceives the social, economic, and psychological circumstances that 

produce a sophisticated habitus, exposing its artifice and its class-based construction. For Zelda, 

the project of literary narration is in tension with the sophistication that the characters perform; 

when narrators negotiate their relationship to sophistication, they also effect a meta-commentary 

on this cultural phenomenon.  

The concept of habitus includes abstract mental and emotional habits in its description of 

social embodiment, and these abstractions—in particular, perception, non-verbal modes of social 

control, and affect—are key in Zelda’s construction of the narrative persona. A knowing meta-

commentary places particular emphasis on the knowledge of characters’ emotional states and the 

effects of sophistication on them. Specifically, the narrator turns her psychological insight to 

sophisticated subjects who use negative affect as a tool to cultivate and retain their social 

superiority. In addition to the external markers of sophistication, Helena also possesses a 

sophisticated “fundamental attitude to life” (Hammill 4) that consists of an ironic tension 

between guilelessness and ineffable social intimidation. On one hand, the narrator describes 

Helena’s apparently innocent air: “I’ve asked myself what it was that gave her so much 

instantaneous authority, because even on the most formal occasions of the winter she never 

looked any way except like a very young person with very clean ears. She went through her 

wintertime beaux with the same air of impassibility and detachment” (Loc 6651, 310). From her 

vantage point of first-hand observation, the narrator is explicitly engaged in probing the source 
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of Helena’s social superiority, pointing out the disjuncture between Helena’s self-presentation 

and the “authority” that she wields. 

On the other hand, Helena’s assertion of social superiority is distinctly non-verbal, relying 

instead on an optics of observation. Helena’s way of “establish[ing] social dominance” is to “sit 

and watch [people] until she frightened them, and then suddenly be friendly and free and just as 

charming as she had been formidable” (Loc 6638, 310). The narrator observes Helena to “sit and 

watch” people in order to produce social domination. Her break into a “friendly and free” 

manner reads as disarming and as an additional social tool through with which to plausibly deny 

the threatening nature of her exertion of social superiority. Indeed, her internal sophistication is 

to use the opposition between social intimidation and guilelessness as a means of exerting a 

“superiority of mind” (Lawrence qtd. in Hammill 21).  

Zelda’s narrator bears witness to the verbal and non-verbal aspects of Helena’s exercise of 

social dominance. Helena’s mixture of intense, uncomfortable observation and guilelessness 

combines in her ability to wield humour as a social tool: “She could devastate a person with an 

apparently harmless little story about his personal eccentricities, and annihilate another with a 

broad, good-natured joke about his physique” (Loc 6724, 314). The humorous tone and light 

subject matter of Helena’s stories effect potentially socially devastating outcomes. The anecdotes 

that produce this social devastation, further, do not partake in a Parker-esque biting wit. Instead, 

they are “an apparently harmless little story” or “a broad, good-natured joke” about mundane, 

but personal observations. They presumably rely instead on the ineffable dynamics of 

embarrassment and personal insecurities. The narrator’s own powers of observation perceive the 

verbal and non-verbal aspects of Helena’s exercise of social superiority.  
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In addition to these verbal and non-verbal aspects of sophisticated social dominance, the 

narrator’s meta-commentary cites negative affect as the primary means of recognizing Helena. 

To recognize Helena, an account of her external markers of sophistication is absent; instead, the 

internal affects of the person who recognizes are most important: “You will know her 

immediately if you should run into her, by the raillery in her confident voice and by the 

awkward, stuffy way you feel before her” (my emphasis, Loc 6761, 316). Helena’s lasting power 

is not in performing her youthful “air of impassibility and detachment” (Loc 6651, 310), but in 

the negative affect that she produces in those she observes. It is also worth noting the narrator’s 

use of the second person pronoun “you,” a generalized use of the pronoun that might equally 

replace either “one” or “I.” This turn of phrase suggests a moment of vulnerability on the part of 

the narrator, that she, perhaps, has felt awkward and stuffy around Helena. As I have asserted 

that the story-articles rely on knowing-ness in order to cultivate a sophisticated narrator, it seems 

that a logic of competition between Helena and the narrator emerges through Helena’s social 

domination and the narrator’s subtle admission of her own uncomfortable emotional response. 

Parkeresque “bitchiness” is often held up as the quintessential urbane American expression of 

sophistication,14 and Helena’s sophistication through social domination may at first seem to align 

with it. However, Parker’s bitchiness is strongly tied to witticism—to ironic oppositions 

contained within a pithy phrase. Helena’s social domination is distinctly non-verbal, and the 

narrator’s verbal commentary only admits to her own emotionality indirectly, suggesting that a 

competitive cultivation of sophisticated habitus occurs in the abstractions of mind and emotion. 

Further, the means of this competition are ineffable: they may be externally observable in 

Helena’s strategies for social intimidation, but they are also indescribable, relegated to the tone 

                                                           

14. In addition to Hammill, Nina Miller’s Making Love Modern concentrates on the “biting wit” of 

modern love, a social phenomenon that overlaps significantly with sophistication. 
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or implications of a good natured story or palpable only through internal discomfort or 

embarrassment.  

If the narrator across the story-articles, however, is the ultimate sophisticate, it is knowing-

ness that retains her social distinction. The narrator’s meta-commentary takes up the 

“fundamental attitude to life” that sophistication entails, depicting the way that Helena cultivates 

tension between intimidation and insouciance. To this observation, she adds a perception of the 

internal emotional landscapes of those over whom Helena asserts her social dominance, placing 

equal importance on their internal experiences as either the external or attitudinal markers of 

Helena’s sophistication. In her moment of vulnerability, she is still able to pass judgment on the 

effects of sophisticated habitus and manipulation in a social landscape; she can act as the critic 

and observer whose superior knowledge is a performance of her ultimate sophistication.  

It is also possible to re-center the locus of sophisticated power in the figure of the narrator by 

means of her observations of emotions across a broad social landscape that entails multiple class 

categories in the labour of sophistication. In this formulation, the affective dimensions of habitus 

are again at the heart of sophistication’s social power. “The Girl with Talent” (1930) widens its 

scope from relationships among individuals to the stage of sophisticated performance at Les 

Arcades, a fashionable Paris nightclub. At Les Arcades, aspects of a broad performance of 

sophistication appear at first to adhere to a Parkeresque “bitchiness.” However, the story-article 

demonstrates the way that the social power of emotion is a collective experience in addition to 

the individual experiences that we have seen thus far.  

The social landscape of “The Girl With Talent” is more diffuse than that of “The Girl the 

Prince Liked.” The protagonist, Lou, dances at the Paris nightclub, Les Arcades, where the 

responsibilities of fashion and sophistication are anxiety-producing for the staff:  
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Now a Paris nightclub during the season is a very serious affair. The seriousness begins 

with the waiters. If you are not known, they have an awful time finding you just the right 

table for your station in life, and if you are known they have an awful time giving your 

table to somebody else. The strain shows in their earnest white faces. There are clients 

who must be hidden without their knowledge behind palms and screens and maybe even 

behind the cold buffet, and there are other clients who must be exploited and forced to 

like being put in the position of a sort of social sponsor to the party in spite of their 

inclination toward inaccessible corners. (Loc 6853, 321) 

The wait staff’s emotional strain does not necessarily emerge from direct interaction with the 

sophisticate. Instead, the strain in their “earnest white faces,” arises from the burden of 

orchestrating a fashionable nightclub during the season. While Helena of “The Girl the Prince 

Liked” may be read as a single sophisticated performer, the wait staff of “The Girl with Talent” 

are responsible for facilitating sophisticated performance in a semi-public social setting. 

Negative affect and physical strain may arise from social responsibility, rather than from any 

represented interaction. Therefore, neither the “biting wit” of Parker’s style of sophistication nor 

the dynamics of sophisticated relationally between individual characters necessarily govern the 

emotional landscape of sophistication.  

Instead, manipulation is an aspect of broader social relations, rather than individual 

performance, that hinges on “knowing-ness.” In complement to knowing-ness, I read here a 

corollary concept of known-ness, a broader social quality that is the state of being known and the 

navigation of social knowledge. In “The Girl With Talent,” the wait staff at Les Arcades as a 

group seek to modulate the prominence of known or unknown individuals in the staging of a 

night at Les Arcades; they rely on their social knowledge in order to display known-ness. As a 
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result, they support the social dynamics of sophisticated knowing-ness. In this landscape of 

known-ness and not-known-ness at Les Arcades, the physical space of the nightclub must be 

manipulated to support at once the desires of the renowned individuals and the principles of 

celebrity exploitation.  

Taken from another angle, manipulating the stage on which sophistication is set presents as a 

Parkeresque performance of emotion in service of sophisticated relationality. The orchestra at 

Les Arcades crafts an affective musical backdrop to the “serious affair” of a night at a Paris 

nightclub:  

Then there is the question of the orchestra: suave and supple it must be and conduct itself 

with grave decorum in moments of calculated abandon. It must transfer through the 

convolutions of its golden hours the certain hopes of the past into the uncertain 

expectancies of the future. It must make people want to eat and dance and drink and do 

what other people want them to, particularly what proprietors of nightclubs want them to.  

(Loc 6853, 321).  

The orchestra’s “calculated abandon” has the goal of eliciting certain consumer behaviours from 

its audience—to “make people want to eat and dance and drink”—that it effects through the 

affective transference of “certain hopes of the past” and the “uncertain expectancies of the 

future.” The orchestra’s role in the nightclub, then, may be described as a display of emotion for 

effect. Its “calculated abandon” works in service of the fashionable reputation of Les Arcades; in 

this case, emotion and performance serve to distinguish the proprietors of nightclubs.  

As is the case for the wait staff, however, negative affect is not simply a tool for social 

manipulation; it is also an inescapable aspect of sophistication. The orchestra at Les Arcades 

experience their labour of sophistication as negative affect and physical strain. The manipulation 
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of the scene of sophisticated societies is a “responsibility” that the orchestra holds towards 

proprietors: “Naturally, all this responsibility makes fashionable orchestras pale and solicitous 

and scoops great bays deep into the hair of their foreheads” (my emphasis, Loc 6853, 321). 

Zelda’s narrator posits a connection between physical strain and the responsibility of 

sophisticated labour in service of club proprietors and the distinction of the club. I read, here, an 

alienated labour of sophistication: the wait staff undertake a secondary labour of a sophistication 

that they will not partake in or benefit from.  

It is worth drawing closer attention to effort in this secondary labour. While “Friend 

Husband’s Latest” satirizes masculine efforts of literary erudition, this story-article is concerned 

with representing the efforts of sophistication’s secondary labours and with the physical 

legibility of effort. The responsibilities of the wait staff and the orchestra are effort-full. These 

characters are engaged in the detailed and challenging task of setting the stage for sophistication 

and providing an atmosphere that results in specific consumer behaviours. Their efforts may not 

be equivalent to the efforts of artistry, but they are nevertheless necessary. In order for the 

individual performance of sophistication to be possible, labourers in a broader social economy 

must undertake those efforts, and their collective habiti—their physical behaviours, their 

solicitous outward aspects, their strain manifested in hair loss— are shaped by the social 

relationships of performance.  

While effort is necessary, there remains the question of concealing effort in service of a 

performance of effortlessness. It may be the case that sophisticates and the secondary labourers 

of sophistication alike conceal effort and perform effortlessness. However, on the bodies of 

sophistication’s secondary labourers the strain of their responsibilities is legible, suggesting that 

attempts to conceal it are imperfect at best. The embodied habitus of sophisticated effort, in the 



99 

story-articles, emerges when the narrative focuses on the workers who support sophisticated 

performance. In contrast to “Friend Husband’s Latest,” “The Girl with Talent” depicts 

sophistication as a social labour that requires an effort whose effects are legible despite a 

possible desire to conceal it.  

Together, “The Girl the Prince Liked” and “The Girl With Talent” indicate a shift in Zelda 

Fitzgerald’s approach to sophistication. Instead of participating in a sophisticated disdain of 

effort and cultivating a performance of sophisticated subjecthood, the narrator of Zelda’s story-

world critiques the necessity of effort to sophistication and effort’s emotional and physical toll. 

This shift occurs in tandem with a move away from essay forms and towards a hybrid narrative 

form. The story articles accomplish this shift in part due to the psychological insight afforded by 

narrative forms, but primarily through a shift in focus away from the individual sophisticate and 

towards the diffuse social landscape of sophistication. They reveal sophistication to be embedded 

in a broader labour economy than the individual performer who is the typical subject of a 

literature of sophistication.  

Zelda’s focus on the affects of effort is not directly equivalent to Parker’s disdain of 

sentimentality in Zelda’s painting. However, Zelda’s engagement with affect amounts to a 

critique of sophistication’s relational approach to emotion. Instead of emotion representing one 

tool by which the sophisticate bucks convention, the emotional dimensions of sophisticated 

labour shape the broader economy of sophistication. In the arc of Zelda’s literature of 

sophistication, her only published novel, Save Me the Waltz, undertakes the strongest critique of 

the cultural phenomenon. The novel retains a similar meta-commentary on sophistication to that 

of the story-articles, depicting sophisticated knowing in particular as its object of critique. It is 

difficult to argue that Save Me the Waltz belongs to the same story world as the story-articles, 
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and, indeed, the novel uses a third-person omniscient narrative voice. It is distinct among Zelda’s 

writing for two reasons: its turn inward to the emotional life of a subject attempting to participate 

in sophistication, and the way that it valorizes and aestheticizes the efforts of artistic pursuit. The 

novel intensifies the exploration of affect, labour, and sophistication that begins in Zelda’s story-

articles. The novel depicts the sophisticate as a labourer through a sustained internal perspective 

on the interior affective dimensions of sophistication.  

Save Me the Waltz follows a Southern Belle, Alabama Beggs, married to a famous painter, 

David Knight. Alabama and David go to Paris, where their celebrity status places them in a 

social circle with socialites and movie stars, characters presented as sophisticates. After a party, 

David has an affair with a young actress and Alabama goes to the ballet. From this moment, 

Alabama is dedicated to becoming a ballerina, and she joins a ballet school. After long and 

arduous training, she joins a ballet company as a soloist, a professional decision that requires her 

to move away from her husband and child. The narrative depicts Alabama waking up in hospital, 

informed that an injured foot has become infected and her dance career is over. In the midst of 

Alabama’s emotional turmoil, her father dies. The novel closes with David turning to the subject 

of ballet in his paintings to great acclaim.  

While there are some continuities with Zelda’s earlier, short-form writing, I contend that the 

novel develops a literary irony that takes sophistication as its target. While it may ridicule 

paradigmatic performances of sophistication, it does not then set up a superior, relational 

sophistication that supersedes it. Instead, the novel’s irony is a bitter one: the negative affect of 

sophistication frequently entails the affective dimensions of a failed sophistication, of a thwarted 

labour of erudition. The risible, stereotypical sophisticates of the novel nevertheless retain a 

cultural superiority that alienates Alabama. In the novel, characters cultivate sophistication on the 
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basis of knowing-ness and known-ness. In turn, this means of cultivation supports the novel’s 

satirization of characters’ notions of sophistication. In contrast to a risible sophisticated 

performance, the narrative’s focalization on Alabama permits access to the internal affects of 

effort and failed sophisticated performance. 

Knowing-ness and known-ness together shape the social interactions in which Alabama must 

participate. In an early scene in the novel, Alabama arrives at a party hosted in Paris by Dickie 

Axton, a socialite who “[has] at her beck and call a catalogue of humanity, an emotional casting 

agency” (Loc 1876, 96). Among Dickie’s sources of social power is her ability to call upon this 

“catalogue,” with the “emotional casting agency” that Dickie has at her finger tips evoking the 

cast of characters at Les Arcades in “The Girl with Talent,” who are gathered and manipulated as 

the backdrop to sophisticated performance. Dickie informs Alabama that she and her husband 

must meet Gabrielle Gibbs, the beautiful young actress who would that night be the object of 

Alabama’s husband’s affections,15 claiming, “You must, sometime; if you’re knowing people” 

(Loc 2002, 102). “Knowing people” is an activity in which Alabama is expected to participate, 

and knowing-ness works to set the stage for sophistication. The knowing-ness of sophistication, 

here, relies on an ability to set the stage for a performance of sophistication.  

Known-ness, the celebrity mechanisms of being known, evokes the dynamics of social 

manipulation in “The Girl With Talent,” and serves similar mechanisms in the novel. As 

Alabama and David set out to Dickie’s party, the novel’s narration comments on their newly 

heightened fame: “The Knights had risen to so exalted a point in the hierarchy of the ‘known’ 

that they had become material for Dickie” (Loc 1881, 96). Dickie, here, reads as a sophisticated 

auteur, drawing on the “material” she has at her fingertips, cultivating sophisticated knowing-

                                                           

15. Scholars frequently equate the character Gabrielle Gibbs to Rosemary Hoyt in Scott’s Tender is the 

Night and to her real-life model, Lois Moran. 
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ness on the basis of these characters’ celebrity known-ness. Distinct from the story-articles, the 

labourer who undertakes this social manipulation is herself a sophisticate, presumably one who 

gains a level of cultural capital through her labours but who regardless espouses the performative 

aspects of a sophisticated effortlessness. On the basis of Dickie’s work of social distinction, the 

novel turns its critical impulse to the way that sophisticates achieve social control.  

This critique manifests in a humorous, satirical account of the notions of sophistication that 

characters like Dickie hold dear. The narrator describes these characters’ evaluations of 

Frenchness, excessive drink, and beauty as acceptable, if not desirable, aspects of sophisticated 

performance to comedic effect. Alabama meets Gabrielle, “the inebriate” (Loc 2012, 102), in the 

bathroom, where Gabrielle is sick from drinking. Far from considering this an embarrassing 

scene, Dickie’s commentary equates “high-brow” with Frenchness, and asserts that drink is the 

cause of both:  

The girl’s long blonde hair streamed in chiselled segments about her face, a platinum 

wisp floated in the bowl of the toilet. The face was as innocent as if she had just been 

delivered from the taxidermist’s.  

 “Quelle dommage,” she said laconically. Twenty diamond bracelets clinked against 

the toilet seat.  

 “Oh, dear,” said Dickie philosophically, “Gabrielle can’t speak English when she’s 

drunk. Liquor makes her high-brow.” (Loc 1998, 102) 

The narrator directs her critical humour at Gabrielle’s performance of drunken sophistication 

through the skeptical depiction of Gabrielle “to be as innocent as if she had just been delivered 

from the taxidermist’s.” This unusual image—taxidermal innocence—casts Gabrielle as stuffed 

and inert, perhaps innocent only for having been newly recycled from the casings of a different 
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life. Dickie seems only to take this absurd performance in stride, wryly explaining that alcohol 

makes Gabrielle “high-brow” and incapable of speaking her native language. Gabrielle, in this 

first introduction, is the object of ironic humour, as are the sophisticates that explain and 

cultivate this brand of sophistication.  

While the markers of social distinction that sophisticates hold dear have, at this point in 

Zelda’s writing, become the subject of satire, the internal narrative focalization on Alabama 

depicts her attempts and failures to perform sophistication. While Alabama observes Gabrielle 

recovering over the toilet and Dickie reveals her plans to introduce Gabrielle and David, 

Alabama thinks up a witticism: “‘Anything can be arranged in the toilet,’ Alabama thought to 

herself. ‘It’s the woman’s equivalent for the downtown clubs since the war.’ She’d say that at 

table, she thought” (Loc 2012, 103). Alabama seeks to engage in sophistication in a distinctly 

Parkeresque way: she wishes to craft a witty line, a moment of ironic and unexpected 

observation that will distinguish her among her sophisticated peers. Supplementary to this 

version of sophistication, the interior focalization of the novel insists upon the careful labour of 

the witticism, depicting not simply the performance, but also the effort that underpins it.  

The moments in which Alabama’s performance is foreclosed further enmesh the affects of 

internal effort and sophisticated performance. In addition to Alabama’s premonitions that 

Gabrielle would occasion her husband’s infidelity, Gabrielle’s presence and her relatively ham-

handed performance of sophistication obstruct Alabama’s own participation in this culture, an 

obstruction that Alabama registers as negative affect. Gabrielle interrupts Alabama’s 

performance of sophistication twice. In the first instance, “[Alabama] was wondering if this was 

the time to use the remark about the toilet when Miss Gibbs appeared in the doorway” (Loc 

2012, 103), forestalling Alabama’s delivery and launching into Dickie’s manipulation of known-
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ness as she introduces Gabrielle to David. In the second instance, Gabrielle cuts Alabama short 

with her own fanciful remarks:  

David hung over Gabrielle. “You know,” Alabama heard the girl say, “I think the soup 

needs a little more eau de cologne.”  

She was going to have to overhear Miss Gibbs’ line all during dinner, which fact 

considerably hampered her own.  

“Well,” she began bravely—“the toilet for women—“ 

“It’s an outrage—a conspiracy to cheat us,” said the voice of Miss Gibbs, “I wish they’d 

use more aphrodisiac.” (Loc 2039, 104)  

In this case, Gabrielle’s more successful—or perhaps just more insistent—delivery of the 

Parkeresque line is the source of Alabama’s annoyance that she would “have to overhear Miss 

Gibbs’ line all during dinner.” For all of Alabama’s effort, her labour of sophisticated erudition, 

Miss Gibbs performs her sophistication more successfully.  

Furthermore, the affective dimensions of performance and obstruction amount to 

laboriousness, an effort-full experience of sophisticated performance. When Gabrielle’s 

performance obstructs Alabama from sophisticated social distinction, Alabama registers it as 

negative affect. “She was angry about Gabrielle—Gabrielle made her feel clumsy” (Loc 2080, 

106), the narrator relates. This clumsiness resulting from obstruction finds its complement in the 

affect of attempting performance. Alabama’s attempt to insert her own line into the conversation 

is “brave”; she must pluck up the courage to insert herself socially. Alabama’s internal 

navigation of sophistication is one of bravery, clumsiness, and careful construction and planning.  

It would seem that the narrator’s meta-commentary in the novel applies across the novel’s 

depiction of sophistication. That is, as the narration, focalized through Alabama, casts 
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sophisticated self-perceptions as absurd, so, too, might the corollary concepts of sophisticated 

knowing-ness and known-ness come under similar critique. Indeed, this would seem consistent 

within the thematic shifts of Zelda’s writing away from a espousing and cultivating 

sophistication and towards critiquing it. From what I have observed, Zelda’s writing does, 

indeed, move away from espousing sophistication. However, the novel depicts the affective 

dimensions of sophistication to be closely related questions to of effort. The close relationship 

between affect and effort is distinct from both Zelda’s early articles and her mid-career story-

articles in two ways. First, while the story-articles depict an alienated labour of sophistication 

that produces physical expressions of strain among the wait staff, Save Me the Waltz depicts the 

interiority of a character, Alabama, who strives to be the beneficiary of sophisticated 

performance. Second, while the article “Friend Husband’s Latest” takes the literary labour of 

erudition as the target of its mockery, effort entails the substance of an interiority of 

sophistication in the novel. The novel’s opposition to sophistication is in fact produced by a shift 

in character perspective that reveals the integrality of effort and affective labour to 

sophistication. Effort is no longer risible; it is instead the stuff of a non-sophisticated artistic 

commitment. 

 

"A Consciousness of Rib": Affect and Seriousness 

The relationship between effort and pleasure in Save Me the Waltz is multivalent: at times, it 

posits an equivalency between the the perceived efforts of performance and Alabama’s physical 

pleasure as a witness; at others, it suggests that Alabama’s simultaneous experience of negative 

affect, effort, and pleasure to be surprising to her. While scholarship has often figured Zelda’s 
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interest in ballet as simply the biographical framework for her deteriorating mental health,16 I 

propose that the novel posits a poetics of effort in opposition to sophisticated ironic detachment 

using the ballet as the means by which to do so. Alabama’s first exposure to the ballet depicts her 

pleasure in witnessing effort-full balletic performance as an erotic experience. The physically 

and emotionally taxing experience of training in the ballet is at once affectively negative and 

expressed in terms of exalted love. And artistic suffering is a central consideration of adherents 

of and detractors from Alabama’s artistic commitments alike. Therefore, the novel’s poetics of 

effort entails a legibility of effort in balletic performance, an embodied experience of effort as 

negative affect, and an explicit reflection on the necessity of suffering for balletic art.  

The moment of Alabama’s discovery of ballet coincides with her husband’s off-screen 

indiscretion, and this temporal overlap has prompted scholars to read Alabama’s discovery of the 

ballet as a compensation for David’s betrayal and infidelity. The narrator discusses David’s tryst 

just before and just after Alabama’s first exposure to the ballet, and Alabama’s decision to start 

training is co-terminous with a sleepless night waiting for David to return home. Alabama, the 

argument goes, finds that her self-worth and self-esteem have been caught up in her 

attractiveness to her husband.17 When David turns his attentions to Gabrielle Gibbs, Alabama 

searches for an artistic outlet or identity on her own terms, and the ballet provides one.  

                                                           

16. This aspect of Zelda’s biography has been variously treated in scholarship on Zelda; a significant 

portion of scholarship on Save Me the Waltz reads Alabama’s relationship to ballet as a negative one. 

Mary E. Wood has read the novel as “an indictment of the self-revulsion and abuse of the body integral to 

the art of ballet as Zelda Fitzgerald describes it” (253). In other words, the novel is “an expression of self-

abuse” (253). In his biography of Scribner’s editor, Max Perkins, A. Scott Berg refers to “Zelda, [who] in 

the frenzy of her balletomania, broke down from overwork” (153), describing Zelda’s commitment to 

ballet as both a precipitating factor to her illness and as illness itself. Mary E. Wood also reads a lesbian 

erotics in the interpersonal interactions of the dancers with whom Alabama trains in New York, but an 

erotics that are disturbing and invasive to Alabama, and literary scholars and biographers alike map 

Zelda’s supposed fear of lesbian desire onto the novel (Cline). 
17. Sympathetic and non-sympathetic arguments alike depend on this line of argumentation. Linda 

Wagner-Martin, for instance, sees Alabama’s marital infidelity and her turn to ballet as an attempt to “pay 

Knight back in his own coin” (204). This impulse to revenge is fuelled by traditional gender dynamics: 
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However, the erotic affective dimensions of Alabama’s experience of the ballet supersede her 

jealousy over her husband’s infidelity. As Alabama watches the ballet, her reaction is visceral:  

The decor swarmed in Saturnian rings. Spare, immaculate legs and a consciousness of 

rib, the vibrant suspension of lean bodies precipitated on the jolt of reiterate rhythmic 

shock, the violins’ hysteria, evolved themselves to a tortured abstraction of sex. 

Alabama’s excitement rose with the appeal to the poignancy of a human body subject to 

its physical will to the point of evangelism. Her hands were wet and shaking with its 

tremolo. Her heart beat like the fluttering wings of an angry bird.  

 The theatre settled in a slow nocturne of plush culture. The last strain of the orchestra 

seemed to lift her off the earth in inverse exhilaration—like David’s laugh, it was, when 

he was happy. (Loc 2092, 106) 

It is possible to read an erotics that remain tied to Alabama’s marriage, providing some evidence 

for the argument that David’s infidelity propels her search for artistic autonomy. Alabama’s 

pleasure retains traces of her husband: a reminder of David’s laugh in her last moments of 

“inverse exhilaration,” and an echo of her anger at Gabrielle Gibbs in the “fluttering wings of an 

angry bird.” A possible transmigration of David’s sexual pleasure into Alabama’s experience 

suggests that David’s sexuality and Alabama’s rejection by David are the primary impetus for 

Alabama’s search for her own artistry.  

Despite these traces, the source of Alabama’s pleasure is the ballet and her affective response 

to the dancers’ bodies. For Alabama, the aesthetics of ballet are orgasmic. The music, presumably 

evocative of Stravinsky’s jarring violins, provides the “rhythmic shock” that propels the lean legs 

and ribs of dancers in their “tortured abstraction of sex.” Her body responds to the bodies of the 

                                                           

“When a woman’s identity is encompassed in the role of wife, when her worth is based almost entirely on 

her physical self—her ‘beauty,’ then physical betrayal is the ultimate rejection” (203). 
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dancers with rising excitement, and the “last strain of the orchestra” brings her to a prolonged 

finish. Instead of concentrating on the off-screen sexual encounter between Gabrielle and David, 

Alabama experiences her own erotic climax, her own embodied pleasure in response to art.  

These orgasmic erotics entail Alabama’s embodied reaction in the act of witnessing artistic 

effort. The performance suggests effort: the “spare, immaculate legs” communicate technical 

precision; the “consciousness of rib” suggests an attention to bodily position, perhaps a 

kinaesthetic intelligence; the “lean bodies” indicate discipline over time. The narration casts 

balletic performance as steeped in skill and effort. Alabama reacts physically to effort, and the 

passage suggests that her physical reactions keep musical time with the dancers. Alabama’s 

“hands were wet and shaking with its tremolo” (my emphasis); the antecedent of “its” is 

unclear—it may refer to the “poignancy of a human body,” or, as a musical term,18 it may refer to 

the “violins’ hysteria” two sentences earlier. This grammatical ambiguity is significant: the dance 

is set to to the rhythms of its violin accompaniment, and Alabama, in turn, responds to both the 

rhythms of the violin and the human bodies she witnesses. Alabama’s pleasure in witnessing, 

therefore, is structured by the musical accompaniment such that her physical response keeps time 

with the dancers’ performance.  

Negative affect, depicted as integral to the erotics of effort, provides a bridge between the 

pleasures of witnessing and the pleasures of effort-full production of art. Alabama’s pleasure in 

the aesthetics of ballet is not exclusively a positive affect. The performance is made up of jolts 

and shocks, its abstract representation of sex is “tortured,” and the beat of Alabama’s heart is like 

an “angry bird.” Negative affect as an aspect of artistic pleasure translates into Alabama’s 

experience of her own balletic artistic production. When Alabama goes on to take up training in 

                                                           

18. Tremolo is the rapid repetition of a single note, particularly in stringed instruments. 
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ballet, her intense physical and emotional commitment to the art form is frequently arduous. For 

instance, the process of becoming proficient in balletic technique is one of a jarring disjuncture 

between intellectual and physical understanding:  

Miles and miles of pas de bourrée,19 her toes picking the floor like the beaks of many 

feeding hens, and after ten thousand miles you got to advance without shaking your 

breasts....Over and over she tried. Her ankles turned; her comprehension moved faster 

than her feet and threw her out of balance. (Loc 2375, 120) 

Alabama experiences a balletic step that is meant to be performed with a certain souplesse, to 

evoke a bird-like fluttering, in terms of the minute violence of pecking hens. Bird imagery, in 

fact, handily encapsulates the tension between pleasure and negative affect: as an art form, ballet 

frequently casts birds as figures of feminine beauty.20 Alabama’s moments of artistic effort, by 

contrast, use bird imagery to express the pain of repetition—“the beaks of many feeding hens.” 

In the novel’s poetics of effort, the achievement of a balletic aesthetics turns balletic images of 

feminine beauty to the purpose of expressing the painful internal dimensions of effort. Far from 

                                                           

19. The pas de bourrée in classical ballet is a three-part step in which, for instance, the extended right leg 

closes together behind the left en pointe or demi-pointe, the left leg opens to a small second position en 

pointe or demi-pointe, and the right leg closes again in front of the left in pointe, demi-pointe, or in a flat 

third or fifth position. However, it is likely that in this quote Zelda is referring to the bourrée, a series of 

very small steps to the side performed en pointe for a given measure of music. The desired effect of the 

bourrée is to make the knees and feet appear to flutter while the upper body usually performs a slow port 

de bras. The “Dying Swan” from Swan Lake contains a particularly famous example of the bourrée that 

Zelda would likely have been familiar with, particularly interpretations of that piece by dancers like Anna 

Pavlova. Alabama practices her “pas de bourrée” until she can perform the step without “shaking [her] 

breasts” and “finally [teaches] herself what it felt like to move the upper part of her body along as if it 

were a bust on wheels” (Loc 2375). These descriptions indicate some of the challenges and aesthetic 

goals of the bourrée in classical ballet technique. 
20. Two examples that would be particularly resonant in the modernist period are Odette in 

Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake (1877, 1895), and the Stravinsky-scored ballet, The Firebird, choreographed 

by Michel Fokine for Diaghilev’s Les Ballets Russes (1910). Judith Mackrell describes the aesthetics of 

The Firebird in terms of its dancers’ lightness of technique and birdlike wildness: “A century later, 

dancers still find the [role of] the Firebird a challenge. It requires a technique light and powerful enough 

to suggest a bird in flight; musicality precise enough to articulate Stravinsky’s serrated rhythms; and 

acting expressive enough to dramatise wildness” (Bloomsbury Ballerina, 45). 
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the object of ridicule, effort is central to artistry, as Alabama’s response to witnessing the ballet 

and training in it both concentrate on her experience of effort. 

Within this economy of artistic seriousness, effort’s close corollary—control—is part of 

Alabama’s training in balletic technique. For Alabama, control is achieved by asserting the effort 

of the spirit against the efforts of the body: “She invented a trick: you must pull with your spirit 

against the forward motions of the body, and that gave you the tenebrous dignity and economy of 

effort known as style” (Loc 2375, 120). Control, for Alabama, produces style, and style entails a 

“tenebrous dignity and economy of effort.” This concentration on control as an artistic principle 

gained through training may at first seem to connote souplesse or sprezzatura—a concealment of 

effort such that effort-full, skilled performance may be read as effortless or spontaneous, a formal 

feature of art forms like ballet which requires tremendous effort and control, but cannot display 

it. Indeed, much of modernist aesthetics—muscularity, difficulty, and complexity combined with 

a sophisticated disdain of overt effort—would align with this balletic virtuosity. However, I 

maintain that the novel produces a poetics of effort: effort is not simply the mechanism by which 

a given aesthetic is achieved, it is the aesthetic itself. In this poetics, a “tenebrous dignity” may 

entail a stylistic tempestuousness and grandeur that concentrates on rather than conceals effort. 

“Economy of effort” may indicate that a modulation of effort remains a visible aspect of 

performance. In tandem with the legibility of effort in the performance that Alabama attends, 

control may be among the technical aspects of dance that produces the erotic negative affect of 

pleasure in artistic performance and witness alike.  

The novel, further, argues that negative affect accompanies, if not contributes to, a love of an 

art form. In addition to Alabama’s extreme physical duress, the narration reports her hatred for 

her ballet mistress: “[Alabama] could have cried out in pain. Looking at Madame’s smoky eyes 
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and the red gash of her mouth, Alabama thought she saw malice in the face. She thought 

Madame was a cruel woman” (Loc 2277, 116). However, hatred and exhaustion are rarely the 

only emotions that Alabama feels; she frequently aligns her negative affect with explicit love:  

“You like it?” said Madame implacably.  

 Alabama felt her face flush with a hot gush of embarrassment. She was very tired 

from her lesson. Her body ached and trembled. This first glimpse of the dance as an art 

opened up a world....She remembered unexpectedly the exaltation of swinging sideways 

down the pavements as a child and clapping her heels in the air. This was close to that old 

forgotten feeling that she couldn’t stay on the earth another minute.  

 “I love it.” (Loc 2303, 117) 

I wish, for now, to draw attention to the way that the novel articulates the love of an art form 

emerging from an experience of physical abnegation, and to return in the next chapter to draw 

wider parallels to artistic suffering in Zelda Fitzgerald’s oeuvre. It suffices to notice that the body 

that aches and trembles is also the body that can no longer “stay on the earth another minute.” 

Alabama expresses love and demonstrates commitment to an art form through, if not because of, 

the way that she suffers to achieve it.  

The novel relies on artistic suffering and the commitment that it entails in order to set up an 

opposition to sophistication’s ironic detachment. At a surface level, Alabama’s dance peers and 

mentors consider a life of suffering, a life in dance, as an inferior option to a life of wealth. When 

Alabama vehemently expresses her new-found desire to dance, the former dancer and Russian 

princess whom she asks for guidance objects to Alabama’s impassioned commitment: 

“Please, Madame,” Alabama persistent intently, “would you give me a letter to whoever 

trains the ballet? I would do anything in the world to learn to do that.”  
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 The shaved head scanned Alabama enigmatically. “Whatever for?” She said. “It is a 

hard life. One suffers. Your husband could surely arrange—” (Loc 2105, 107) 

Alabama’s request is not simply to learn the technique of the ballet, but to enter the profession. 

The Princess’s objection that Alabama’s “husband could surely arrange” is cut short, but it 

suggests that Alabama’s comfortable married status would gain her access to dance as a hobby or 

divertissement. Alabama’s commitment to dance despite her marriage is also a persistent source 

of tension between her and her peers in the dance school, with one fellow dance student 

remarking, “Oh, but you will be a dancer!...but I do not see why, since you have already a 

husband” (original emphasis, Loc 2637, 124). Even within the dance world, artistic commitment 

is not a requirement; Alabama’s vocational need to become a dance artist runs against the grain 

of the experiences of many of her peers.  

The novel’s depiction of the social pressures that Alabama works against in order to become 

a dancer parallel the trend in the story-articles to concentrate on the broad social dynamics of 

sophistication, contextualizing an engagement with seriousness within this fraught landscape. 

Dickie, the text’s ultimate sophisticate, responds to Alabama’s desire to train in ballet in a way 

that Alabama may at first find heartening, but Dickie’s reaction is ultimately disappointing:  

“I think,” said Dickie surprisingly, “that it would be the very thing for Alabama. I’ve 

always heard she was a little peculiar—I don’t mean actually batty—but a little difficult. 

An art would explain. I really think you ought, you know,’ she said decisively. ‘It would 

be almost as exotic as being married to a painter.” 

“What do you mean ‘exotic’?” [said Alabama.] 

“Running around caring about things—of course, I hardly know you, but I do think 

dancing would be an asset if you’re going to care anyhow. If the party got dull you could 
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do a few whirly-gigs,” Dickie illustrated her words by gouging a hole in the tablecloth 

with her fork, “like that!” (Loc 2118, 107-08) 

Dickie points out that the prospect of “caring about things” is unusual—exotic—within the 

sophisticated circles she and Alabama are part of. Indeed, if ironic detachment is among the 

qualities of sophistication, an overt display of care and commitment would be distinctly 

unsophisticated. Dickie’s appraisal of Alabama’s insistent caring reveals the way that the logic of 

sophistication attempts to incorporate artistic seriousness: within sophistication’s relational logic, 

caring may only be permissible insofar as it serves social distinction, provides some “exotic” 

diversion. Dickie reduces caring to insignificant entertainment and in so doing reveals that 

artistic seriousness is only redeemed as such; Alabama’s desire for serious artistic commitment is 

beneficial insofar as it provides an unusual form of party entertainment.  

In relation to sophistication, Save Me the Waltz represents the terminal achievement of Zelda 

Fitzgerald’s writing career and the opposing point of the artistic arc that begins with “Friend 

Husband’s Latest.” The version of Zelda Fitzgerald who writes Save Me the Waltz has achieved a 

skepticism of and alienation from sophistication, in stark contrast to the Zelda Fitzgerald of 

“Friend Husband’s Latest” who is actively engaged in constructing a sophisticated persona. In 

this section, I have shown that the novel cultivates a poetics of effort, one that incorporates the 

legibility, embodied experience, and social discourses of effort. This poetics communicates a 

specific structural relationship among modernist artistic principles. For Zelda, sophistication and 

modernism become opposing poles of a binary, with emotion, earnestness, seriousness and 

control, all adhering to the “effort” side of this binary. Zelda’s construction of this opposition 

suggests a tension between the stylistic and attitudinal aspects of modernism. That is, while the 

novel in many ways aligns stylistically with both the mastery and figural strains of literary 
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modernism, her writing becomes increasingly skeptical of the attitudinal relationally that 

modernist posturing shares with sophistication. Within stylistic modernism, Zelda’s writing 

comes to argue for a move away from the attitudes that typically construct detached modernist 

subjects and attitudinally sophisticated modernist texts.  

However, literary modernism also frequently espouses seriousness and control as artistic 

principles, even as it eschews emotion and earnestness. Zelda’s ultimate contribution, then, is to 

demonstrate the way that her own modernist artistry adheres to seriousness and control, but 

favours emotion and earnestness over ironic detachment. Zelda’s modernist artistry is unafraid of 

earnestness. It would seem, then, that Parker’s criticism of Zelda’s paintings and their “miserable 

quality of emotion” is correct. The earnestness entailed in sentiment is certainly present in 

Zelda’s writing. However, Zelda aligns this earnestness with modernism, as though precipitating 

Parker’s criticism and providing an alternate perspective on modernism’s cultures of 

sophistication. 

 

Conclusion 

I wish to close this chapter with a coda. I’m interested in the way that the religiosity of the 

artist’s Passion and seriousness indicate which bodies may access artistic legitimacy and acclaim 

in Save Me the Waltz. The motif of the artist’s Passion emerges from both Alabama’s exaltation 

in the suffering of the ballet and from Parker’s commentary on Zelda Fitzgerald’s painting.  

By revisiting Alabama’s physically painful, effort-full experience of training in ballet, I now 

wish to look at her experience of exaltation: “She remembered unexpectedly the exaltation of 

swinging sideways down the pavements as a child and clapping her heels in the air. This was 

close to that old forgotten feeling that she couldn’t stay on the earth any longer” (Loc 2303, 117). 
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Through Alabama’s pain, she is exalted. The pain of movement is also the childlike, innocent joy 

of movement. This exaltation, further, is one that transcends the earth-bound body; Alabama’s 

exaltation recalls the Rapture in which she cannot “stay on the earth any longer.” In this moment 

other characters’ warnings that “one suffers” for the life of ballet do not dissipate. Rather, 

suffering produces exaltation; bodily pain produces rapture. If the Passion—a suffering through 

and for art that produces exaltation—may be part of artistic commitment, Zelda’s reflection in 

Save Me the Waltz on the experience of artistry at the very least indicates that the criteria for 

serious artistry are discursively available to her, if not the experience of artistic commitment and 

the exertion of artistic effort.  

However, I have also discussed another of Zelda’s treatments of the Passion—her painting of 

Scott wearing a crown of thorns—that prompts Dorothy Parker to dismiss Zelda’s work at least 

in part on the basis of her use of this motif: “There was the portrait of Scott wearing this piercing 

crown of thorns. They dug in, it did look like him; she had talent” (qtd. in Milford Loc 5695, 

290). The painting, which does not survive, may call upon Scott’s Catholicism, his claims to 

have suffered for his art, and, perhaps, the ways in which he may have presented himself to be 

martyrized by Zelda’s illness. It is easy to read the Fitzgerald’s marital relationship into the 

painting. Parker’s reason for mentioning this painting, out of the nearly thirty others, may simply 

be that it fits the jarring “blood red collar and the painful, miserable quality of emotion” that 

entail her aesthetic objections to the painting. Parker may also wish to provide an oblique 

suggestion of biographical context—Scott’s martyrdom, Zelda’s jealousy.  

It is possible that Parker relies on this biographical suggestion as a means of calling Zelda’s 

artistry into question. It may indeed be the case that the painting is technically accomplished and 

mimetically accurate but lacking in the complexity, meaning, or ironic detachment that would 
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aesthetically qualify it as art in modernist terms. But the suggestion of Zelda’s shortcomings—

her jealousy, her tempestuous marriage, perhaps even her delusions—is sufficient to accuse her 

of a facile translation of experience into mimetically competent but cliché representation. Indeed, 

an appeal to biography is a consistent strategy in scholarship both sympathetic and 

unsympathetic to Zelda’s life and work. Again, she is either a mad woman with pretensions to 

artistry, or an artist thwarted by husband and illness; in neither case do scholars grant both 

artistic legitimacy and artistic achievement. Zelda’s thematic engagement with seriousness and 

the Passion in contrast with Parker’s dismissal of the meaningfulness of this recurring theme 

encapsulates a central tension in scholarship on Zelda’s work. Her commitment is insufficient at 

best and pathological at worst and the product of her commitment fails to be sufficiently 

meaningful, complex, or detached from a pathologized biography.  

If Zelda’s artistry is quickly dismissed on the basis of her biography, she displays some 

awareness of the ways that artistic communities disregard committed, female artists. In Save Me 

the Waltz, David receives accolades for his painting shortly after the failure of Alabama’s career:  

“How is your exhibition?” they said. “We’ve seen the reproductions.”  

 “We love those last pictures,” they said. “Nobody has ever handled the ballet with 

any vitality since—” 

 “I thought,” said David, “that rhythm, being a purely physical exercise of the eyeball, 

that the waltz picture would actually give you, by leading the eye in pictorial 

choreography, the same sensation as following the measure with your feet.”  

 “Oh, Mr. Knight,” said the women, “what a wonderful idea!” 

In an echo of the scene of Dickie’s party, the narrator presents the interactions of sophisticates 

admiring David’s paintings. This time, the tone is significantly less humorous, as the character 
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who dominates the sophisticated landscape is not Gabrielle Gibbs, but Alabama’s husband, who 

presents his theorizations of the ballet with no reference to his wife’s experiences. And, even 

though the source of his inspiration may be clear, and even though Alabama’s seriousness about 

the ballet would have been known to sophisticates like Dickie, the women credit the “wonderful 

idea” to David alone. In further contrast to the scene of Dickie’s party, the narrator does not 

provide Alabama’s thoughts, her affective response, or her opposition to the sophisticates that 

surround her. This omission suggests that Alabama may have run out of the energy and 

commitment to oppose the superficiality of sophistication culture. Zelda may suggest in this 

scene that sophistication does, indeed, serve some kinds of artists, does allow some kinds of 

artists to gain notoriety for their artworks, even artworks driven by a deep theoretical 

engagement with rhythm and vision, within a sophisticated culture. Alabama, the earnest, effort-

full, committed, emotional, and female artist is not the right kind. 
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Chapter Three: The Fitzgeralds, Authorship, and Mental Illness 

 

One of the most famous conflicts in Zelda and Scott’s marriage was written down. It was 

recorded in a stenographic transcript by the secretary of Dr. Thomas Rennie, Zelda’s psychiatrist 

at the Henry Phipps Psychiatric Clinic of Johns Hopkins University, who mediated the argument-

come-therapy session. After the publication of Zelda’s novel, Save Me the Waltz (1932), Scott 

had forbidden Zelda from writing, but she continued to do so in secret, starting a novel heavy in 

psychological content which occasioned the argument. The manuscript does not survive, but the 

argument over it does.  

The transcript reveals that Zelda and Scott’s domestic conflict was made up of extremely 

public concerns. The most widely cited portions of the over 114-page stenograph concentrate on 

the topics of serious artistry, professional identity, and insanity as both aspects of biography and 

as literary topoi. Scott uses concepts of professionalism and authorship within the therapeutic 

space to argue for Zelda’s non-professionalism and non-artistry. At the same time, he argues for 

his ownership over the materials of their shared private lives as literary content. The stenograph 

contains the most explicit overlap of the psychomedical and celebrity imprimatur of any of their 

biographical documents. It also suggests how gendered concepts of mental instability may be 
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used to support the male creation of imprimatur, the stylistic signature of a given author that acts 

as a brand in the promotional logic of literary celebrity.  

The previous chapter explores the way that Zelda’s writing constructs a binary between 

sophistication and artistic seriousness, with the topic of effort in artistic expression a defining 

aspect of debates over Zelda’s artistic legitimacy. This chapter explores a psychomedical 

vernacular that permeates Zelda’s and Scott’s writing; throughout it the intertwining private and 

public mechanisms of psychomedical discourse become increasingly important. The private 

mechanism, most frequently mediated by institutions—in the Foucauldian sense, as a “body-

organism-discipline-institution” biopolitical complex that effects its “organa-discipline” in the 

“restricted framework of institutions, schools, hospitals, barracks, workshops, and so on” 

(“Society,” 250)—is primarily psychiatric. The public discursive mechanism, by contrast, is 

more likely to be anachronistically psychoanalytic. Psychoanalytic medical frameworks in public 

discourse persist across modernist-period zones of cultural production long after they fall out of 

medical fashion. Scholarship has long recognized the importance of psychoanalysis for high 

modernist cultural production, in part 119ueled by the persistence of smaller-scale institutions of 

private therapy that, like the psychomedical vernacular, remain active and “psychoanalytic” to 

some degree.1 The importance of psychoanalysis also persists, as I demonstrate, in the middle-

brow and popular aspects of modernist culture and in particular in a culture of sophistication as 

an aesthetic and behavioural hallmark of modernist celebrity. This bifurcation between private, 

                                                           

1. One example of this is the loosely psychoanalytic clinic of Wilfred Ruprecht Bion, where Samuel 

Beckett underwent a condensed version of psychotherapy. Ian Miller and Kay Souter detail this 

therapeutic relationship in Beckett and Bion: The (Im)Patient Voice in Psychotherapy and Literature, and 

I have discussed it in “Beckett’s everyday psychopathology: Reading male nervous hysteria in Murphy” 

(2014). 
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psychiatric modes and public, psychoanalytic modes complicates the lived experience of 

modernist writers, which entail both cultural and institutional lived experiences. 

In tracing these aspects of psychomedical discourse, this chapter continues to trace Zelda’s 

artistic evolution from flapper to novelist. In the previous chapter, I argue that Zelda’s early 

writing lays bare the tensions amongst effort, seriousness, artistry, and sophistication and casts 

those relationships in an aesthetic that is shot through with negative affect. This innovation 

manifests in her story-articles’ keen perception of the anxieties of sophistication, especially 

sophistication’s demands for “knowing-ness” and “known-ness.” In this chapter, I explore her 

novelistic writing in Save Me the Waltz (1932), and her painting exhibit, “Parfois la folie est la 

sagesse” (“Sometimes madness is wisdom”) (1934) in comparison to Scott’s texts Tender Is the 

Night (1934) and “The Crack-Up” essays (1936). Zelda’s late artistic work reveals a conflict in 

contemporary theorizations of imprimatur, one that is intensified by gender and pathology: 

conflict between intended imprimatur, achieved through text and stylistic signature, and the 

imprimatur created through reception, contingent upon reputation and a wider array of texts in a 

paraliterary apparatus. 

The novel intensifies the affective dimensions of artistry whose consideration begins in the 

story-articles, and represents a disjuncture in how Zelda likely wishes to cultivate her literary 

imprimatur in her late career. As becomes evident in my discussion of Zelda’s paintings, the 

kinaesthic themes that begin in her novel stretch across media, and balletic artistry appears to be 

the lens through which Zelda wishes to undertake composition in any medium. Up until the 

exhibit, Zelda’s construction of a public image may be read primarily as an intended imprimatur 

of effortful artistry rooted in ballet; the reception of her texts and authorial persona, by contrast, 

interpret her art on the basis of biographical knowledge about her mental illness. The painting 
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exhibit combines these two aspects of Zelda’s imprimatur; it communicates an effortful aesthetic 

in visual art forms within a psychomedical framework. Despite this self-aware embrace of public 

reception of Zelda’s works across art forms, reception of Zelda’s paintings still does not grant 

artistic legitimacy. As I aim to show, the slippage between stylistic signature and reception is 

particularly pernicious in the context of celebrity figures for whom illness is part of that 

imprimatur. 

 

“A Complementary Intelligence”: Professionalism, Publicness, and Suffering 

Scott wanted her to be what he called a “complementary intelligence.” That was not at 

all what she wanted to be.  

(Milford, Zelda: A Biography, 274) 

 

By the time of the stenograph-recorded conflict on 28 May 1933, Zelda had been in four asylums 

as a result of two major “breakdowns.” She had most recently been hospitalized at Henry Phipps 

Psychiatric Clinic at Johns Hopkins, and her improvement there resulted in her release to live at 

La Paix, a house that Scott had rented near Baltimore. Here, Zelda had begun composition of a 

second novel, which instigated Scott and Zelda’s mediated domestic argument. The record of 

Zelda’s illness, and her persistent artistic production during that illness, demonstrates the way 

that a simplified cultural memory of Zelda as tragic muse, frustrated artist, and life-long 

schizophrenic have obscured the complexities of artistic agency and cultural production for 

women like Zelda in the modernist period.  

Of the texts I study here, the stenograph provides the strongest evidence for this complex 

history of artistic agency and cultural production and for their relationship to psychomedical 
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discourses and apparatuses. Scholarship has paid uneven attention to the stenograph’s role in 

analyses of Zelda’s and Scott’s careers. For feminist scholars, it has provided some of the most 

damning evidence of Scott’s purposeful obstructionism. The evidence for this is difficult to 

escape: Scott is vicious in his appraisal of Zelda’s talent, and Zelda is quick to point out his 

cruelty to her. This mode of engaging with the stenograph typically relies on biographical 

evidence in order to argue that Zelda’s artistic career was foreclosed by the abuses of her 

marriage within patriarchal structures. However, few scholarly accounts have engaged seriously 

with the ways that the stenograph reveals Scott’s and Zelda’s assumptions about artistry.  

Ashley Lawson’s work is an exception. Lawson traces the evolution of the couple’s working 

relationship through modes of creative labour that evolve from apprenticeship, to collaboration, 

to competition. Discourses of professionalism are a linchpin in this evolution, and they are laid 

bare in Scott’s arguments for his greater claim to the shared material of the couple’s lives. Scott, 

Lawson argues, “employed designations of ‘amateur’ and ‘professional,’ rhetoric with an 

inherent gender bias that defined inferior writing as feminine (and female writers as lesser)” (82). 

For Lawson, Scott’s and Zelda’s understanding of artistry is itself shaped by the patriarchal 

understandings of artistry of their time. Outside of the scope of Lawson’s article, however, is the 

way that psychiatric mediation provides more than simply the occasion for this argument.  

I argue in this section that the concepts of agency and property that shape the public-facing 

aspects of celebrity imprimatur are contingent upon the policing of domestic space through 

psychomedical frameworks. Psychomedical frameworks also provide the content and structure 

for policing the criteria of serious artistry and professionalism. Scott attempts to police the 

boundaries of artistic content in the terms of literary property, which here entails his assertion of 

a professional right to literary topoi. The structure within which Scott polices these boundaries 
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entails a reciprocal relationship between publicness and psychomedical discourse. On one hand, 

domestic control is effected by constructing publics within ostensibly private space. On the other, 

the legitimization of imprimatur is effected through psychomedical apparatuses.  

It is not novel to claim that property shapes domestic modes of control; however, it is 

important to establish that celebrity culture is subject to its own mechanisms of domestic control 

in the service of public self-construction, and that the phenomenon of imprimatur is also 

contingent on the policing of the boundaries of publicness. In the mediated domestic dispute 

represented by the stenograph, protection of property and, by extension, imprimatur drive Scott’s 

exercise of control over Zelda’s artistic production. Imprimatur is the underlying discursive and 

economic mechanism that ties property to ideas of authorship. The terms of Scott’s defence of 

literary property—of the content upon which literary stylistic signatures and recognizable literary 

personas may be built—map onto the stylistic signature and bodily agency that make up 

imprimatur. Scott may have cannily perceived the way that his particular representation of the 

psychomedical professions would indeed become central to his literary legacy.  

Among Scott’s explicit concerns in the stenograph is insanity as a literary topos. Scott lays 

out explicit directions for Zelda that concern her and his respective ownership over literary topoi:  

 Zelda: Well, what do you want me to be?  

 Fitzgerald: I want you to do what I say. That is exactly what I want you to do and 

you know it....Now, one of the agreements made between Dr. Adolph Meyer and Dr. 

Rennie and myself was that it was extremely inadvisable for you to write any novels 

which were a resumé of your insanity or discussed insanity. I gave you a clipping one day 

about Nijinsky which I had in my files, and immediately you founded upon the idea that 

you would write a novel about insanity. You have been sneakingly writing that novel for a 
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period of some months. What good that could have brought you or given you, I don’t 

know, against any wish of mine that you should publish a book before I publish another 

book and with the use of my name...I don’t want you for your own sake to write a novel 

about insanity because you know there is certain psychiatric stuff in my books; and if you 

publish a book before me or even at the same time in which the subject of psychiatry is 

taken up and people see “Fitzgerald,” why that is Scott Fitzgerald’s wife. They read that 

and that spells out the whole central point of being a novelist, which is being yourself.  

(Bruccoli, Epic, 346)  

In this short excerpt, Scott refers to psychomedical content as a literary theme four times. Twice 

he indicates that Zelda should not “write a novel about insanity” (emphasis mine, 346), and 

twice he refers to psychiatry as “certain psychiatric stuff in my books” and the “subject of 

psychiatry” (emphasis mine, 346). Scott considers both insanity and psychiatry—the 

representation of illness and the representation of the institutional contexts of illness—as literary 

topoi to which Zelda must not have access.  

Scott’s protection of the topoi of his writing supports the construction of his literary 

imprimatur. By protecting literary topoi, Scott would also protect the content upon which his 

recognizable literary stylistics is built and for which he may be identifiable in a literary market. 

Zelda’s use of these topoi is especially forbidden “with the use of [Scott’s] name,” as literary 

imprimatur depends on the cultivation of a recognizable stylistic signature in addition to the 

construction of the “bodily agency” of the author. The use of the name “Fitzgerald,” Scott’s 

interdiction suggests, would confuse the boundaries of individual authorial integrity. In Scott’s 

protectionist logic, it would be damaging to his novelistic identity if a novel with psychiatric 

material were to appear under the name Fitzgerald before he publishes his own novel. It would 
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be possible to argue that Scott is simply interested in the economic opportunity costs of a 

saturation or denigration of his authorial brand, or, put differently, a self-conscious manipulation 

of the Fitzgerald signature or author-function for the purposes of economic gain. But the 

involvement of his personal identity with imprimatur indicates that economic threats are also a 

threat to personhood, and—in contrast to Foucault’s assertion that the author of the modern 

period tends to efface himself from text (Foucault xx; Walker 551)—the person of the author and 

the individual behind it are collapsed. Indeed, Scott claims that “the whole central point of being 

a novelist...is being yourself” (346). The control of literary property is closely tied to control of 

one’s proper self in a literary marketplace. Scott’s claim to the proprietary use both of literary 

topoi in tandem with the name Fitzgerald indicates that imprimatur shapes claims to literary 

property both in the sense of literary content and in the sense of the construction of a public 

persona, and, further still, that claims to property shape the self implicated in authorship. If male 

authors have greater claim over literary property than female ones, Scott may suggest that his 

very masculine identity is structured by a right to literary property.  

It is significant here that Scott lays claim to insanity in addition to psychiatry. It would be 

difficult for Fitzgerald to build his imprimatur on insanity alone; both the breadth of the topos 

and its ubiquity in the modernist period would prevent it from differentiating Scott’s work or 

imprimatur in a meaningful, or at least marketable, way. Such texts as T.S. Eliot’s poem 

“Hysteria” (1920), the French Surrealists’ article “La Cinquantenaire de l’hystérie” in La 

Revolution surréaliste (1927), or Virginia Woolf’s depictions of Septimus Smith’s shell-shocked 

internal life in Mrs. Dalloway (1925),2 offer some canonical examples that draw on insanity as a 

                                                           

2. Mrs. Dalloway does, indeed, comment on the state of psychomedical intervention for shellshocked 

soldiers, skeptical of the arrogance both of the old-guard Dr. Holmes and of the ostensibly compassionate, 

self-important William Bradshaw. However, Woolf did not mine psychiatry as the subject matter for her 

literary imprimatur. Neither does it seem that her own biographical struggles with mental illness became 
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literary topos. However, up to this point in literary history, psychiatry as a topos may 

differentiate Scott in a literary market.3 I make this point cautiously, as it may be possible to 

argue that authors like Charlotte Perkins Gilman and Emily Dickinson became famous for a 

textual signature frequently concerned with women’s psychological distress. These histories, 

however, are not precisely equivalent to the involution of authorial persona with the exploration 

of psychiatric themes that emerges in Fitzgerald’s later work. For example, the psychomedical 

dimensions of Gilman’s “The Yellow Wall-paper” (1892) have now become a canonical aspect of 

scholarly interpretation, but since its publication it has been as frequently read as a horror story 

or as a psychological thriller, not devoid of social commentary, but more likely represented as an 

aberration of psychological marital abuse than a systemic critique (Dock 16-19). When Scott 

writes Tender Is the Night and “The Crack-Up,” few modernist texts explore “insanity” alongside 

a sustained discussion of its institutional and professional therapeutic frameworks, the 

“psychiatric stuff” that Scott seeks to protect. While modernist literature had laid particular claim 

to interiority and explorations of the human psyche, Scott may have cannily observed the 

importance of this institutional-psychiatric theme to the protection of his professional identity.  

Scott’s assertion that only he access a given literary topos under his own name may expose 

that modernist imprimatur is not simply a construction of self-in-public, but a careful policing of 

who has the proprietary rights upon which to build celebrity imprimatur. Property, including the 

public intellectual property of the modernist literary celebrity, must be negotiated and protected 

domestically. Therefore, the scholarly tendency to omit the gendered aspects of domestic control 

                                                           

part of the paratext of her literary celebrity—much of her autobiographical writings were not published 

until after her death, and the overwhelming majority of letters written to Leonard Woolf on the occasion 

of her death recount the importance of her novels for the young, female letter writers (“Leonard Woolf 

Papers,” The Keep, University of Sussex). 
3. This would not remain the case for long, as the literary period post WWII saw the publication of T.S. 

Eliot’s The Cocktail Party (1949), Samuel Beckett’s Watt (1953), and H.D.’s Tribute to Freud (1956). 



127 

over property is a significant oversight in theories of modernist literary celebrity. Further, that 

psychomedical themes provide the content for this dispute—not simply the occasion for it—will 

prove significant as publicness and domestic psychomedical control reciprocally inform one 

another.  

The private and domestic negotiation of property is a key mechanism of Scott’s claim to 

artistic property and of his development of literary imprimatur. Perhaps by virtue of the 

stenograph’s mediated and recorded nature, the conversation it represents also exposes the 

complexity of audience in ostensibly domestic conversation. At the broadest level, the cultivation 

of literary imprimatur depends on an imagined audience, specifically on an imagined public 

audience. When Scott wishes that Zelda not publish material “with the use of [his] name” (346), 

he cannily perceives that imprimatur requires both the “visionary appearance of bodily agency 

and textual form” (Jaffe 10). In other words, he is aware of imprimatur in the terms in which 

Jaffe describes it. “Fitzgerald” needs to refer to a specific textual signature—in this case both 

stylistic and thematic—and needs to adhere to an integral body. From the perspective of the 

market function of imprimatur, Scott’s tacit knowledge of the economic structures in which he 

places and promotes his novels hinges upon a relationship between audience and author 

constructed reciprocally. But from the perspective of Scott’s articulation of his authorial identity, 

I find here a slippage between the economic mechanisms of the author-function and the affective 

relationship through which Scott builds his authorial identity. In fact, in Scott’s perception the 

protection of the internal and emotional dimensions of identity are required for the construction 

of the integral, virtual, authorial body.  

Following from this matrix of the virtual body, the affects of identity, and the market function 

of imprimatur, I also contend that publicness does not simply influence domestic conversation. 
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Instead, aspects of a given individual’s relationship to publicness provide the basis for domestic 

control. Specifically, Scott’s use of rhetoric and persuasion suggest multiple levels of audience 

within this recorded domestic conversation. Scott asserts a rhetorical equivalency between 

literary and medical professionalism, placing the two psychiatrists present in the simultaneous 

roles of witnesses and complicit parties to the exertion of domestic control. Persuasion is applied 

both to Zelda—the object of control—and to the psychiatrists—the complicit witnesses—

suggesting that the discursive work of convincing multiple audiences of the legitimacy of 

domestic control is as important as the exercise of that control.  

Scott gestures towards a semi-public of professionals with whom he rhetorically aligns 

himself, suggesting that a logic of publicness and a construction of audience also shape Scott’s 

domestic exercise of patriarchal control. He directs his speech to Zelda while drawing upon the 

authority of medical professionals: “Now, one of the agreements made between Dr. Adolph 

Meyer and Dr. Rennie and myself was that it was extremely inadvisable for you to write any 

novels which were a resumé of your insanity or discussed insanity” (346). Scott’s interdiction on 

Zelda to write novels stems presumably from his own professional standing as an author. Novels 

are his professional purview. Zelda’s health, moreover, is the purview both of her husband and of 

the medical professions. The formality with which the stenograph records Scott speaking the full 

professional titles of “Dr. Adolph Meyer and Dr. Rennie” (346) indicates that Scott attempts to 

cultivate an atmosphere of professional authority, that his oral delivery perhaps slips into a more 

formal tone. In addition, Scott’s use of formal language in the passive voice—“it was extremely 

inadvisable”—attempts to communicate an objective, professional opinion of the state of Zelda’s 

health and the actions appropriate or inappropriate in that state. Scott, the literary professional, 

aligns his opinions with those of medical professionals. This alignment of two professional 
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categories is a negotiation of identities beyond the strict boundaries of the private or the 

domestic.  

Professionalism, instead of simply a public concern that creeps into private discourse, in fact 

shapes how Scott asserts domestic control, and the rhetorical alignment of professional 

categories is the mechanism by which Scott exerts that control. This is not to say that 

professional intervention is necessarily a negative thing, particularly when the goal is to 

ameliorate or cure illness. However, as critic Nina Auerbach notes, the collusion of “those 

quintessential good men, husbands and doctors” (31) in the assertion of control over women’s 

lives is a particularly pernicious example of the access of male domestic partners to professional 

authority in the domestic control of their wives.4 Scott’s attempts to align his own 

professionalism with psychiatric professionalism fits into this broader historical context. In 

addition, Scott’s claim over the property of his imprimatur is more than simply negative; it does 

not solely take away the stuff of Zelda’s imprimatur, but also serves to generate his and Zelda’s 

imprimaturs.  

Complementary to the professional authority through which Scott asserts domestic control, 

the discursive work that Scott undertakes to justify that control suggests that it is not sufficient 

for him to simply wield it. Instead, he must persuade those around him of its legitimacy. 

Persuasion frequently, perhaps always, relies on the construction of an audience to be persuaded. 

Zelda is one object of Scott’s persuasion. In order to persuade her, Scott integrates a language of 

personal, albeit paternalistic, concern with his professional register. Scott does not want Zelda to 

                                                           

4. Fittingly, Auerbach also cites the republication of Gilman’s “The Yellow Wall-paper” in the early 

1970s as part of a cultural moment in which the victimization of historical women artists received 

heightened attention. Julie Bates Dock complicates this moment of renewed attention in which academic 

readers assumed that Gilman’s story had gone “unprinted and unread” (Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan 

Gubar qtd. in Dock 4) for decades, noting that the piece was anthologized no less than twelve times 

before the 1970s, often reaching popular audiences rather than academic ones. 
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write “for [her] own sake” and he wonders “what good that could have brought [her] or given 

[her]” (346). As Zelda’s husband, Scott would be legally within his rights to exert domestic and 

psychomedical control with little justification. However, his careful defence of his paternalism 

suggests that the discursive aspects of gendered and pathologized control are similarly important 

to him as a simple prohibition on Zelda’s artistic activities. Scott’s performance of the discursive 

and ideological work of domestic control constructs his wife as an audience to be convinced of 

his authority and rationality. Zelda is both the object of domestic control and an audience that 

Scott attempts to convince, or, as Scott is much more cruel elsewhere in the stenograph, to 

coerce.  

This discursive work of persuasion also takes place in the construction of fellow 

professionals as an audience. As psychiatrist Thomas Rennie is in the room with Scott and Zelda, 

it is possible to imagine Scott gesturing towards Rennie as he speaks. Scott may have physically 

indicated a presumed complicity and cooperation among himself and psychomedical 

professionals, regardless of how closely those psychomedical professionals understood 

themselves to be aligned with Scott. The indeterminacy of this alignment suggests that Rennie 

and, to a lesser extent, Meyer, must remain convinced of Scott’s authority in order for Scott to 

exercise it. Rennie and Meyer, then, form a pseudo-public, an audience to be persuaded and to 

legitimize Scott’s domestic control. Scott’s domestic control over Zelda depends on the 

persuasion of an audience of professionals constructed as peers, on the persuasion of the object 

of his control, and on the construction of an imagined audience of readers for whom Scott’s 

imprimatur is constructed. 

Psychomedical discourse provides the content for the domestic negotiation of literary 

property and imprimatur. Scott’s use of rhetoric and persuasion elucidates the ways that 
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audience, and the public nature of audience, structure ostensibly domestic negotiations of 

property and imprimatur. Psychomedical discourse provides the content upon which these 

complexities of publicness and privateness are negotiated, the literary property at the core of 

these disputes. Psychomedical discourse also provides the frame through which male artistry 

contrasts itself with female pathology. In other words, artistic legitimacy is coded as male, 

mature, and serious, in either explicit or implicit contrast to an immature female non-artist 

subject. In the stenograph, the construction of these gendered psychomedical discourses 

crystallizes around the idea of artistic suffering. As we will see shortly, Scott’s reliance on 

cultural ideas of artistic suffering effects a delegitimization of Zelda’s work by contrast: Scott is 

the serious, mature male artist who suffers for his art; Zelda is the frivolous, immature woman 

whose suffering is not a legitimate point of concern in relation to her artistic identity.  

Artistic suffering has a long and complex cultural history, but ideas of the artist who suffers 

for art have been the subject of few direct studies.5 Scholars Susannah B. Mintz and Fernand 

Destaing offer some indication of how ideas of artistic suffering resonate for modernist artists 

and for contemporary scholars. Mintz concentrates on the physical pain of artists represented 

autobiographically or semi-autobiographically across literary genres. Her observations about 

pain may also apply more broadly to suffering: instead of pain shutting down an author’s sense 

of self, “[t]o the contrary...many authors depict pain as an avowal of self and the on-going 

                                                           

5. Despite the dearth of scholarship on artistic suffering, the artistic representation of suffering has 

received robust scholarly attention. In fields like affect studies, landmark publications like Elaine Scarry’s 

The Body in Pain (1985) have argued that pain’s expression in language is insufficient and indeterminate. 

By contrast, medical practitioners like Frank and Biro argue that literature provides a way for patients to 

articulate the body in productive opposition to dominant medical narrative, ultimately aiding therapeutic 

intervention (Mintz 6). In philosophy of human emotion, scholars like Jerrold Levinson and Aaron Smuts 

(Suffering Art Gladly: The Paradox of Negative Emotion in Art, 2014) address the seemingly paradoxical 

attraction of human readers, listeners, and spectators to artworks that represent and elicit in them negative 

emotions, analyzing the relationship of negative emotion to well-being, worth, and hedonic impulses. 
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relationship between the self-in-pain and the world beyond its boundaries” (Hurt and Pain: 

Literature and the Suffering Body, 7). In Mintz’s formulation, pain can be constitutive of 

authorial identity, and I would venture that suffering may fill a similar constitutive role.  

The possibility for pain and suffering to constitute authorial identity seems to be borne out by 

Destaing’s study of twenty French “geniuses” of the nineteenth century, including proto-

modernist writers like Guy de Maupassant, Charles Baudelaire, and Arthur Rimbaud, who 

“almost all suffer from a profound anguish” (262),6 whether that anguish is in debauch, drugs, 

physical affliction, or mental illness. Destaing perceives that in suffering the role of the artist is 

heightened: “These bruised souls speak better than others. From the depths of their pain, they 

make superior connections, they find more subtle harmonies, songs more profound and inspired” 

(8).7 Suffering in its many forms can, according to Destaing, produce the conditions under which 

artists produce better art, defined here as art that is at once stylistically sophisticated—“superior 

connections,” “subtle harmonies”—and affectively charged—“profound and inspired.” The 

suffering of the genius directly results in the profundity of the artistic product. Taken together, 

the work of Mintz and Destaing indicates a long-standing cultural phenomenon in which 

suffering combined with “genius” generates artistic greatness, and through which artists may 

build an artistic identity. 

Scott and Zelda both draw upon this cultural history, Zelda in her literary depiction of 

protagonist Alabama pursuing artistic seriousness in Save Me the Waltz (1932), and Scott in his 

protestations to the psychiatrists in the stenograph in addition to the way that “The Crack-Up” 

                                                           

6. “Ils souffrent presque tout d’une angoisse profonde.” [Note: All translations are my own unless 

otherwise indicated. In the case of quotations from Destaing, I have included text in the original language 

in footnote and translations in the body of my own text.] 
7. “Ces âmes meurtries parlent mieux que les autres. Du tréfonds de leur douleur, elles tirent la meilleure 

lie, elles trouvent les accords les plus subtils, les chants les plus profonds et les mieux inspirés” (Destaing 

8). 
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essays (1936) align nervous suffering with artistic identity. As I discuss in more detail in the 

previous chapter, Alabama’s ballet teacher warns her of the difficulty of pursuing the art form in 

Save Me the Waltz: “one suffers” (Loc 2105, 107). The concept of suffering has also been central 

to scholarly readings of Zelda’s writing and biography. For instance, when Mary E. Wood reads 

Save Me the Waltz as an autobiographical asylum narrative, she traces the suffering endemic to 

“isolation in pain and illness” (258) within life-writing forms. She then relates this suffering to a 

form of artistic fulfillment, as “[t]he novel ends not with Alabama’s celebration of the cure of her 

illness—the standard closing of the asylum autobiography—but with her meditation on the 

power of form and its relation to her own self-expression” (259). Wood’s reading suggests that 

the form for which Alabama/Zelda has suffered is constitutive of her artistic identity. The close 

complicity of suffering and artistic identity, for artists and for scholarly interpretation, permeates 

Zelda’s writing and Zelda partisans’ attempts to recover and legitimize her artistry.  

Scott’s protestations about his own suffering in the stenograph attempt similarly to claim 

artistic legitimacy on the basis of suffering. “The Crack-Up” consists of three essays—“The 

Crack-Up,” “Pasting It Together,” and “Handle With Care”8—which meditate on psychological 

distress and authorship. The first essay, “The Crack-Up,” contains the most sustained description 

of physical and mental breakdowns. The essay opens: “Of course all life is a process of breaking 

down” (69). Scott’s understanding of his on-going life is of a slow march towards death that is 

structured around “blows” or “breaking down”—minor or major nervous breaks. These cracks, 

moreover, take a specifically psychological bent: “Now a man can crack in many ways—can 

crack in the head, in which case the power of decision is taken from you by others; or in the 

                                                           

8. In the 1945 edition of The Crack-Up essay collection that I cite, the titles of the second and third essays 

are switched, with the second essay entitled “Handle With Care,” and the third essay entitled “Pasting It 

Together.” Both the archived digital publication in Esquire and some comparison to other scholarship are 

consistent with the titles I have given the essays. 
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body, when one can but submit to the white hospital world; or in the nerves” (70-71). Scott’s 

narrator posits different kinds of “cracking” and different consequences for each. A crack in the 

head entails being stripped of agency; a crack in the body results in submitting to medical 

treatment (presumably in this case to physicians, rather than psychiatrists). A third kind of crack 

is the crack that Scott is subject to, caused by “nervous reflexes that were giving way—too much 

anger and too many tears” (71). But this kind of crack does not accompany an explicit 

consequence, and the metaphorical cracked plate of Scott’s nerves may be pasted, albeit 

imperfectly, back together in the two subsequent essays.  

The theme of suffering emerges in both “The Crack-Up” essays and in the stenograph. In the 

stenograph, Scott claims, possibly gesturing to Rennie again, that his art “is a struggle. It has 

been a struggle to me” (345). I interpret struggle and suffering as analogous concepts, and so 

Scott’s insistence that his art is a struggle, one he feels personally, is an expression of suffering 

for art. In the second of the essays in “The Crack-Up,” “Pasting It Together,” Scott expands his 

descriptions of a “crack of the nerves” that may appear to contemporary readers to describe the 

listlessness and quasi-physical suffering of depression:9 

Now the standard cure for one who is sunk is to consider those in actual destitution or 

physical suffering—this is an all-weather beatitude for gloom in general and fairly 

salutary daytime advice for everyone. But at three o’clock in the morning, a forgotten 

package has the same tragic importance as a death sentence, and the cure doesn't work—

                                                           

9. I refer, here, to the contemporary diagnostic category of depression as a short-hand for Scott’s 

description of nervous illness. However, as I detail in the Introduction, Edward Shorter traces the 

emergence of depression as a relatively recent medical phenomenon. In line with Shorter’s historical 

work, nervous illness is a more appropriate diagnosis, here, and one that would likely have been resonant 

for Scott Fitzgerald. 
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and in a real dark night of the soul it is always three o’clock in the morning, day after 

day. (75) 

A nervous crack may seem insignificant compared to “actual destitution or physical suffering,” 

particularly for an imagined interlocutor who offers standard advice on how to cure being 

“sunk.” However, the severity of the “dark night of the soul” equates nervous distress to more 

tangible versions of suffering. Like contemporary understandings of depression, Scott’s nervous 

suffering at first seems like a distraction from artistic production. In fact, Scott’s narrator 

describes the “inhuman and undernourished” (73) experience of social isolation in the first essay, 

“The Crack-Up,” and in the second essay, “Pasting It Together,” he describes the experience as 

“simply a silence with only the sound of my own breathing. In this silence there was a vast 

irresponsibility toward every obligation, a deflation of all my values” (78).  

However, over the arc of the essays, Scott’s narrator aligns suffering with artistry by 

constructing a chronology of “cracks” or “jolts” over the course of his life, culminating in a final 

break whose “blow was more violent than the other two but it was the same in kind” (“Pasting It 

Together,” 77); all of these cracks are artistically generative, first of Scott’s competence in 

writing, and subsequently his first novelistic achievement. Scott’s narrator’s first crack occurs as 

a result of mild tuberculosis in college, after which he “had lost every single thing [he] 

wanted”—namely, social leadership and accolades among his college peers. This loss, which is 

the same in kind as the crack that occasions the essays, is integral to Scott’s formation as a 

writer: “[y]ears later I realized that my failure as a big shot in college was all right—instead of 

serving on committees, I took a beating on English poetry; when I got the idea of what it was all 

about, I set about learning how to write” (“Pasting It Together,” 76). In Scott’s narrator’s early 
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loss and suffering, the technical competency and dedication upon which he will build his artistic 

career emerges.10  

A second break—suffering in love just after the war—results in Scott’s first novel, The 

Beautiful and Damned (1922). After World War I, at which point a knowing reader may be aware 

that he was posted in Alabama and had been courting Zelda, Scott’s narrator “overextended [his] 

flank.” That is, expressed in militaristic language, Scott has courted out of his financial league. 

He writes of the early courtship, “It was one of those tragic loves doomed for lack of money, and 

one day the girl closed it out on the basis of common sense.” Zelda did, indeed, call off her 

engagement with Scott as he did not have sufficient funds, as nearly all biographies attest, and 

although this may not have been common knowledge at the time, “Pasting It Together” makes 

the financial terms of his marriage explicit in a way that would likely have been legible to 

anyone with a passing knowledge of the Fitzgeralds’ lives. As a result of this suffering for lack of 

love and money, Scott’s narrator commits himself to his first novel: “[d]uring a long summer of 

despair I wrote a novel instead of letters, so it came out all right” (“Pasting It Together,” 77). 

Suffering—across its social, financial, romantic, and, by extension, nervous manifestations—is 

consistently generative for Scott’s development as a literary artist, and, more specifically, cracks 

produce moments of artistic commitment, often from desperation.  

It is worth noting that Scott does not characterize the “crack” or “blow” as an éclat of 

inspiration or a feeling of extreme vulnerability and awe that produces artistic expression. 

Instead, artistic productivity emerges from a collapse in the integrity of the authorial self. In 

                                                           

10. “The Crack-Up” essays also suggest a connection between “personality” and artistic regeneration 

through the crack. In future work, I hope to take up this concentration on “personality” in tandem with the 

way that scholar Loren Glass takes on the evocative question “of whether or not personality can be 

considered a form of property” within the legal framework of copyright that emerged alongside celebrity 

culture. The connections between personality, property, and suffering are a promising avenue for 

exploration. 
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these moments of crack, Scott’s narrative persona loses things that he holds dear, or finds his 

sexual and emotional conquests thwarted. That the cracks constitute an attack on Scott’s 

masculinity becomes apparent in continued resentment that Scott’s persona displays after the 

second crack: “In the years since [my marriage] I have never been able to stop wondering where 

my friends’ money came from, nor to stop thinking that at one time a sort of droit du 

seigneur might have been exercised to give one of them my girl” (“Pasting It Together,” 77). The 

language of property—the droit du seigneur that signifies entitlement of feudal lords to have 

sexual relations with women, and the suspicion of economic inequality in communities of 

writers—is fitting. It connects the crack to the structures of property inherent in literary 

imprimatur, implying that a threat to Scott’s domestic control is likewise a threat to his authorial 

persona. If the literary celebrity cannot retain a droit du seigneur over his domestic property, he 

may then be insufficiently masterful to stand as the agential, authorial figure upon which to 

construct literary imprimatur.  

While the crack threatens authorial mastery, the precise valence of the crack to which Scott is 

subject works to recuperate this mastery. Scott’s “crack in the nerves,” as I mention briefly, is the 

only crack for which the narrator lists a specific, medicalized consequence. In light of the 

vernacular medical context of “nerves,” Scott may rely on a social construction of psychological 

distress that is serious but distinctly does not connote psychosis. If this is Scott’s intended goal, 

scholarship has taken up this interpretation. Galow uses the term “nervous breakdown,” recalling 

the serious-but-not-psychotic medical framework of nervous illness, and the more contentious 

definition of the folk diagnosis “breakdown.” Galow also maps the way that critics interpret 

Scott’s crack-up in the few years after the essays’ publication and upon his death in 1944. The 

“immediate and passionate response” (Galow 112) to “The Crack-Up,” whether positive or 
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negative, was to understand the essays as a true confession of a nervous breakdown, or, at least, 

of what Ernest Hemingway denounced as “whin[ing] in public” (qtd. in Galow 131). Galow 

argues that these essays were Scott’s “attempt to position himself both within and against 

reigning notions of masculine authorship” (xiv), challenging the stoicism, sacrifice, and 

athleticism epitomized by such rival figures as Hemingway. Upon Scott’s death, Galow notes, 

Scott’s contemporaries overwhelmingly interpreted the essays to mean that “Fitzgerald had a 

nervous breakdown and decided to make a ‘clean break’ with his old life by recommitting to a 

new existence as a ‘writer only’” (143). Scott’s essays have been interpreted as an attempt to 

reinvigorate a stalled career; in fact, it seems as though the non-pathologized valence of “crack in 

the nerves”—this avoidance of psychomedical diagnoses—permits a scholarly apology for 

Scott’s nervous distress: Scott as celebrity authorial figure retains his mastery as his cracks 

produce a purposeful commitment to his art; in stark opposition the cracks in which “the power 

of decision is taken from you by others,” the power of decision and recommitment paradoxically 

re-emerge from the crack of the nerves.  

Further, the discourse of artistic suffering may provide a framework through which 

interpreters of Scott’s crack may do this work of apology. Scott’s retrospective articulation of 

suffering as central to his artistry prefigures Destaing’s description of “bruised souls” that have 

in common not particular afflictions but the fact of their suffering. Destaing’s meditations on the 

fact of suffering echoes Barthes’s criticism of biographical literary criticism. Barthes writes, 

“[t]he image of literature to be found in ordinary culture is tyrannically centred on the author, his 

person, his life, his tastes, his passions, while criticism still consists for the most part in saying 

that Baudelaire’s work is the failure of Baudelaire the man, Van Gogh’s his madness, 

Tchaikovsky’s his vice” (1466). While Barthes focuses on the failures of artistry because of vice, 
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madness, or other form of personal shortcoming, Destaing perceives these vices as the suffering 

that produces genius and vision. Scott also incorporates the related idea of artistic vision, an 

aspect of artistic suffering that he uses in order to legitimize his own artistry and to delegitimize 

Zelda’s. He addresses Rennie when he claims that Zelda “has certain experiences to report but 

nothing essentially to say” (qtd. in Bruccoli, Epic, 345). Zelda’s “song” is not one “profound and 

inspired” as Destaing might describe it (8). It is instead simply reportage, not tied to an impulse 

to communicate profound truths. We may infer that, in contrast to Zelda, Scott does have artistic 

vision. As a result, when he suffers he cries “[t]he tears of a writer” (Destaing 8).11 Because 

Scott’s “torment is pure and lasting the work is all the more beautiful” (Destaing 7).12 Artistic 

vision, or what Destaing might call “genius,” legitimizes artistic suffering and differentiates 

Scott from Zelda.  

It is worth taking a moment contextualize this language of “cracks” and vision. Virginia 

Woolf offers perhaps the most famous example. In “A Sketch of the Past,” Woolf contrasts the 

protected and insulated experience of everyday life with the jolt of inspiration: “As a child then, 

my days, just as they do now, contained a large proportion of this cotton wool, this non-

being....Then, for no reason that I know about, there was a sudden violent shock” (71). For 

Woolf, this shock may result either in despair or satisfaction, and the pain of the shock prompts 

her to write: “It is only by putting it into words that I make it whole; this wholeness means that it 

has lost its power to hurt me; it gives me...a great delight to put the severed parts together” (72). 

Woolf’s shock also takes on a valence of awe and inspiration:  

I only know that many of these exceptional moments brought with them a peculiar horror 

and a physical collapse; they seemed dominant; myself passive. This suggests that as one 

                                                           

11. “Les larmes d’un écrivain” (Destaing 8). 
12. “Car c’est lorsque le tourment est pur et dur que l’oeuvre se fait plus belle” (Destaing 7). 
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gets older one has a greater power through reason to provide an explanation; and that this 

explanation blunts the sledge-hammer force of the blow. I think this is true, because 

though I still have the peculiarity that I receive these sudden shocks, they are now always 

welcome; after the first surprise, I always feel instantly that they are particularly valuable. 

And so I go on to suppose that the shock-receiving capacity is what makes me a writer.  

(72) 

Woolf’s account of the “shock” is, unlike Scott’s “crack,” an experience of awe, in which she is 

reduced and passive in the face of great insight and removal of the cotton wool of daily life. 

While Scott’s cracks are degenerative and harmful, producing resolve rather than reinvigoration, 

Woolf’s response to the shock becomes more formidable with her greater maturity. The turn of 

phrase “shock-receiving capacity” indicates that Woolf has both the ability to receive and the 

aptitude and fortitude to handle shocks; they are an artistic gift. The language of vision and 

religiosity are, moreover, appropriate in Woolf’s case. Even though she is careful to indicate that 

“there is no Shakespeare, there is no Beethoven; certainly and emphatically there is no God” 

(72), her religiosity is directed towards the “rapture” (72) of writing and a vision of humanity’s 

interconnectedness, as “we—I mean all human beings—are connected in this” (72).  

In comparing Scott’s “crack” with Woolf’s “shock,” the jolt or trauma that leads to artistry 

seems to be a profoundly different experience for each writer, with Woolf’s version a sudden 

visionary experience for which she has developed a mature artistic capacity, and Scott’s an 

internal breakage against which he must steel his artistic resolve but from which he never truly 

recovers. However, the scholarly interpretation of each author’s capacity to receive shocks has 

worked against these grains. As I have explored in the Introduction, Woolf’s artistic production 

has frequently been interpreted in terms of her sensitivity and illness. And scholarly appraisals of 
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Scott’s artistic productivity entail the impulse to apology, the willingness to read “The Crack-

Up” as metaphorical rather than pathological, to restore authorial mastery. It seems to me, at least 

in part, that “The Crack-Up” essays permit this scholarly interpretation by concentrating on the 

valence of “crack” which entails no medical or psychiatric consequences, and that the 

stenograph’s concentration on the logic of audience and persuasion permit the 

professionalization of masculine authorship to construct authorial agency.  

My discussion of Woolf’s “shock” and artistic vision also elicits questions about the role of 

gender in these divergent literary critical interpretations of male and female authors. I return to 

the stenograph and Scott’s dismissal of Zelda in order to excavate the gendered and 

psychomedical connotations of legitimate artistic suffering. On one hand, as we shall see in a 

moment, Scott dismisses Zelda’s artistry in explicit terms of gender and immaturity; on the other 

hand, the connotative alignment of maturity with artistry implies that a psychoanalytic 

conception of gender might inform the legitimization of artistry at large. As in his exercise of 

domestic control, Scott directs his self-construction as a serious artist who suffers towards 

psychomedical professionals, constructing them in turn as an audience to be persuaded of his 

artistic legitimacy, of his right to literary property and literary imprimatur. In this sense, audience 

and persuasion are aspects of publicness that structure this private negotiation of artistic 

seriousness. Scott’s additional reliance on explicit and implicit psychomedical conceptions of 

gender also imply that psychomedical discourse underpins the legitimization of artistry.  

In his explicit use of gendered language, Scott labels Zelda “girl,” connoting that female 

immaturity contrasts with mature, male artistry. Scott accuses Zelda of approaching writing as 

though “anything is possible and that a girl just has to get along” (345, my emphasis). Scott does 

not simply state that Zelda is unserious, but that girlishness is unserious and unduly optimistic. 
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Artists cannot simply “get along,” they must suffer. The girl suffers insufficiently to qualify as an 

artist, her torment cannot be “pure and lasting” as is required of an artist (Destaing 7). It is 

perhaps not incidental that Scott’s diction mirrors the “girl” story-articles which form the bulk of 

Zelda’s literary output. Scott also offers what may be his only, even if tenuous, reference to 

artistic vision, claiming that Zelda has “nothing essentially to say” (qtd. in Bruccoli, Epic, 345), 

that she lacks artistic insight. If Scott does not put a great deal of stock by artistic vision, he 

suggests that Zelda certainly does not have it. Zelda’s artistic persona, the subject matter of her 

work, and her artistic disposition are explicitly illegitimate. By contrast, “good” writing and 

appropriate suffering consist of a set of competencies and dispositions coded male. Artistic 

suffering is also structured by these psychomedical frameworks. For Destaing, madness may be 

one of the forms of suffering which the artist experiences. However, he is careful to point out, 

that “[g]ood sense in addition to statistics show us that hospitals are overrun with the mad, while 

it is rare to find geniuses there” (261).13 While madness may be a form of artistic suffering, 

artistic suffering is only such when the genius suffers. If “genius” is conventionally male, then 

madness is only artistic suffering when the male artist suffers. If artistic seriousness lies in 

opposition to girlishness, coded as both immature and female, Zelda’s artistic suffering cannot 

produce the “superior connections...more subtle harmonies, songs more profound and inspired” 

(Destaing 8). Her suffering cannot count as artistic suffering.  

Both Fitzgeralds suffer, and for both suffering has been an important part of projects to 

legitimize their artistry. For Zelda, suffering for an art form has been read as a function of her 

biography. Her very dedication to artistic suffering is pathological. She drove her body to illness, 

says biographical convention, in her obsession with classical dance. As I have shown, Scott’s 

                                                           

13. “Le bon sens comme les statistiques nous aident encore à voir que les hôpitaux sont encombrés de 

fous, alors que les génies y sont quand même rares.” (261) 
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biographical and professional meditations on suffering have been read as a legitimation of his 

artistic legitimacy. William Wasserstrom, for instance, opposes the interpretation of the 

stenograph by Zelda’s biographer Nancy Milford, arguing that Scott was more deeply hurt by 

Zelda’s professional infringements than Zelda was by Scott’s. The legitimacy of artistic suffering 

is determined circularly: suffering is artistic suffering when the genius suffers. The legitimization 

and delegitimization of artistic identities occurs largely in domestic settings, in the context of 

psychomedical apparatuses, but this is not to say that these settings are entirely separate from the 

public sphere. By contrast, these domestic settings are structured by audience and publicness. 

Rhetoric and persuasion, far from the exclusive domain of the traditional public sphere, are the 

tools with which Scott builds a case for his legitimate exercise of domestic control in protection 

of literary imprimatur. Imprimatur, moreover, depends on a gendered, domestic policing of 

private property in order to support the construction of a public male persona which benefits 

from overlapping discourses of suffering, vision, mastery, and gender. 

 

Hysteria and Sophistication 

Two of Zelda’s “girl” story-articles, “The Original Follies Girl” (1929), and “A Southern Girl” 

(1929), adapt a psychoanalytic vocabulary to describe vague threats of mental instability. The 

content of Zelda’s imprimatur entails experimentation with a psychomedical discourse in a 

vernacular modification of psychoanalytic vocabulary. While hysteria as a disease category was 

outmoded in medical circles, it retains an explicit medical denotation until the end of the 

modernist period. The works I discuss in this section were published in or before 1929, and in 

my analysis of them I show that their psychoanalytic vocabulary describes nervous disease that is 

closely tied to sophisticated performance since this performance both generates and assuages 
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characters’ pathologies within the structures of social relationship. I then demonstrate that 

sophistication culture at large also adopted a psychomedical vernacular on the basis of 

psychoanalytic vocabulary. Psychomedical vernacular, in fact, develops in parallel across high-

modernist and middlebrow zones of cultural production. While scholars of middlebrow culture 

typically argue that the innovations of high-brow fields of production migrate subsequently into 

middle-brow ones, in this case the psychomedical vernacular appears instead to be coterminous 

with high modernism. Psychomedical vernacular in Zelda’s “girl” stories, then, is distinct from 

the pathologized biographical legacy of her posthumous celebrity image: instead of relegating 

Zelda’s engagement with psychomedical discourse to her hospitalization, we may instead look to 

her early work to establish a sustained engagement with—indeed, a cultivation of—

psychomedical vernacular within sophistication.  

As I attempt to argue for Zelda’s literary imprimatur, I must contend with the intended 

stylistics and thematics of her writing, the way that her texts make meaning, and their reception 

over the course of her career. The precise extent of Scott’s hand in Zelda’s writing and publicity 

is ultimately indeterminable. Both of the stories that I analyze here were published in College 

Humor under Scott and Zelda’s joint by-line. Even though it is difficult to separate Zelda’s and 

Scott’s literary imprimatur, the consistent style and theme of single by-line works like “Friend 

Husband’s Latest” (1922) and “What Became of the Flappers?” (1925) at least indicate that the 

reception of the story-articles would have cleaved equally to Zelda’s literary imprimatur as to 

Scott’s. Moreover, when Ober and Swanson arranged to commission the story articles, they 

perceived “articles about different types of girls” to be Zelda’s particular talent, even if they may 

have wished to attach Scott’s name as additional promotional appeal to his imagined readership. 
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My critical approach, then, will maintain that the stories that appear under the joint by-line 

would likely have been legible as Zelda’s cultural contribution.  

 “The Original Follies Girl” and “A Southern Girl” form the core of Zelda’s cultivation of a 

psychomedical vernacular. Outmoded psychoanalytic diagnoses like hysteria come to stand in for 

vague threats of mental instability. In these “girl” stories, the vernacular applies primarily to 

young women, suggesting at first that Zelda mirrors a Freudian psychoanalytic pathologization 

of female immaturity. However, Zelda’s innovation is to tie psychomedical vernacular to a 

socially embedded threat of mental instability. Ultimately, the social embeddedness of “hysteria” 

also entails social performance— a performance of modernist sophistication frequently at risk of 

slipping into pathology. 

Hysteria, as Zelda’s psychomedical stylistics casts it, is an ever-present and underlying threat 

to mental stability that particularly applies to “girls.” “The Original Follies Girl” and “A 

Southern Girl” portray female characters whose hysteria is tenuously suppressed. In “The 

Original Follies Girl” the protagonist, Gay, has sufficient wealth to protect her from succumbing 

to hysteria: “And then, though undeniably an adventuress of a quiet order, she was financially 

safe, which relieved her from the taint of hysteria that goes so often with her kind of life” (Loc 

6392, 294). In the narrator’s formulation, “the taint of hysteria” is typical for the life of an actress 

in the Follies. Similarly in “A Southern Girl,” the protagonist Harriet “gave [her fellow residents 

of Jeffersonville] the right to all the self-deception they found necessary for their peace of mind, 

so long as they granted her that sudden, blatant laugh that began with a sort of ticklish chuckling 

and ended with a series of in-drawn screeches bordering on hysteria” (Loc 6493, 300).  
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Despite the alignment of laughter and hysteria in this passage, there is little evidence to 

suggest that the story describes hysterical laughter in the contemporary sense.14 Harriet’s laugh is 

unsettling for its approximation to the vernacular psychomedical conception of the disease. Both 

Gay and Harriet, neither of whom are diagnosed hysterics in the medical sense, are subject to a 

general, underlying mental instability described in a psychomedical vernacular as hysteria. This 

conceptualization applies largely to “girls,” perhaps by virtue of the stories’ concentration on 

“girl” characters, and this concentration at first suggests that Zelda’s cultivation of a 

psychomedical vernacular of hysteria is, like Scott’s accusations in the stenograph, framed by 

Freudian notions of female immaturity and pathology.  

However, like the social embeddedness of the efforts of sophistication that I explore in 

Chapter One, the stories also indicate a social etiology. Zelda’s narrator says that the  

roots of [Harriet’s laugh] lay deep in fatigue and strain, and if it didn’t spare anyone’s 

nerves, well, ever since Harriet walked for the last time with the rest of us between the 

blind-eyed Venus and plaster Minerva that were just inside the high school door, she had 

never spared her own. (Loc 6493, 300)  

This passage provides a compressed image of blind love or sexuality—“blind-eyed Venus”—and 

false wisdom—“plaster Minerva”—that seems to indicate a cultural origin to Harriet’s “deep 

fatigue and strain.” This image suggests that the possibilities for love and knowledge in the lives 

of both Harriet and “the rest of us” are limited. In the sense of individual etiologies, the story 

                                                           

14. As I detail in the Introduction, “hysterical” did not firmly come to be associated with laughing in 

response to something humorous until the mid-1950s. This does not mean, however, that hysteria had no 

association with laughter. Eliot’s 1915 poem, “Hysteria,” depicts a woman laughing indecorously. In the 

poem, the laughter is infectious, again not in the sense of humour, but in the sense of contagion: “As she 

laughed I was aware of becoming involved in her laughter and being part of it” (1). 
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suggests that the proscribed possibilities for meaningful personal lives are inextricably tied to a 

female vulnerability to pathology.  

If proscribed life prospects are an aspect of etiology, the fatigue and strain that they produce 

in turn produce a nervous tension across Harriet’s community. It is worth pulling apart the causal 

relationships among a cultural etiology, Harriet’s strain, and the nerves of her community. The 

logic of the origin for this disease is convoluted, if not tautological. Harriet’s hysterical laugh 

both emerges from her “deep fatigue and strain” and produces nervous tension, as it doesn’t 

“spare anyone’s nerves,”15 in her community. Harriet’s laugh exposes the threat of mental 

instability in the community surrounding her. But Harriet’s “strain and fatigue” does not spare 

her own nerves either. She is equally affected by her laugh as her community. This feedback loop 

suggests that hysteria, in this psychomedical vernacular, is both personal and embedded in social 

relationship, as though the tensions between individual pathology and community belonging 

infinitely produce and are produced by hysterical laughter.  

The social embeddedness of this psychomedical vernacular hysteria also emerges in the 

social forces that keep mental instability in its delicate underlying balance. Returning to “The 

Original Follies Girl,” the narrator suggests that, if Gay did not have wealth provided by a rich 

husband, the “taint of hysteria” endemic to the life of an actor would be a real danger. For Gay, 

hysteria is not simply mental instability, it is in some way produced by social and financial 

circumstances. In addition the phrase “taint of hysteria” may mean either that hysteria produces 

social stigmatization, or that it is a pre-existing taint that emerges in under specific social 

pressures. In either case, the social standing and financial security that Gay’s marriage offers her 

                                                           

15. The present section focuses on hysteria, but it is also necessary to refer to the Introduction, in which I 

detail the way that older medical models like nervous illness survive and shift across the twentieth 

century. 
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staves off possible mental instability in addition to the social consequences of perceived mental 

instability. As these consequences “[go] so often with her kind of life,” that is, the life of a 

performer, those who perform are particularly susceptible to the social consequences of 

psychomedical vernacular hysteria.  

Performance has a particular connection to the underlying threat of hysteria, and the more 

explicit depiction of performance in “A Girl With Talent” elucidates its mechanisms in “The 

Original Follies Girl” and “A Southern Girl” by contrast. Gay is a Follies dancer and her 

profession aligns her with Lou and the wait staff in “A Girl With Talent.” While the wait staff 

may be read as the stage hands to sophisticated performance, Gay of “The Original Follies Girl” 

is the performer herself, vulnerable to the “taint of hysteria.” In “A Southern Girl,” Harriet’s 

“deep fatigue and strain” echoes the “strain” of the wait staff, suggesting that her role as a social-

climbing Southern Belle is as much a social performance as the scenes in the sophisticated 

nightclub. In fact, shared but unacknowledged strain seems endemic to Jeffersonville society, as 

Harriet’s laugh is permitted in exchange for her “impeccable” social graces because she grants to 

Jeffersonville residents “the self-deception they [find] necessary for their peace of mind.” 

Harriet’s laugh may elicit stress in other members of her community, but her social graces 

control and excuse that tension. The world of Zelda’s stories imagines performance of a role—

whether of the sophisticate or the Southern Belle—to be tied to deep nervous tension.  

It is possible to call this aspect of Zelda’s texts a sophisticated performance anxiety, but our 

own limited vernacular understanding of that pseudo-medical term risks flattening the texts’ 

dynamics of nervous distress and sophisticated performance. Characters are not simply anxious 

about the adequacy of sophisticated performance (even though we may read the distress of social 

exclusion in the example of Alabama’s sophisticated performance in Chapter One); nervousness 
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and a vernacular “hysteria” are instead constitutive of social belonging, structuring the delicate 

balance of performance and nervous distress. That this balance is woven into sophistication 

culture is a singular aspect of Zelda’s literature, and my analysis of it refocuses her depiction of 

femininity to account for forces beyond a traditional psychoanalytic pathologization of female 

psychology. Before Zelda’s biographical diagnoses could become part of her legacy, one aspect 

of her imprimatur was the literary negotiation of female characters pulled between the 

psychological strain of sophisticated performance and the ways that this performance also allows 

for the containment of this psychological strain.  

It also appears that sophistication culture closely follows the high modernist literary practice 

of adopting psychoanalytic diagnostic categories and conceptual frameworks. To a certain 

extent, the two poles of sophistication’s involvement in the psychomedical boils down to a 

contrast between words and ideas. But the shared adoption of a medical vocabulary is 

significant: it indicates that frameworks of medical thought have been transmuted into a non-

specialist venue and that the vernacular use of this vocabulary parallels a high-modernist 

exploration of psychoanalytic concepts. Literary modernism’s adoption of Freudian 

psychoanalysis is well established, but the connection between psychoanalysis and sophistication 

culture remains relatively obscure. Sophistication, and Zelda’s intervention in it, is largely a 

middlebrow phenomenon, but it is also frequently in negotiation with high-modernist literary 

culture, as I detail shortly. Hence, I find it particularly fruitful to elucidate the relationship 

between psychomedical discourse and sophistication through the perspectives that middlebrow 

literary culture may have of high-brow modernism.  

The middlebrow both adapts high-modernist experimentation with psychoanalysis and 

cultivates its own engagement with a psychomedical vernacular at large, negotiating its 
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relationship to highbrow modernism on the ground of sophistication. For instance, “How to 

Appear Sophisticated,” an article in the Oakland Tribune in 1924, addresses a middlebrow 

audience and satirizes a modernist literary highbrow:  

How to Appear Sophisticated 

1. Express yourself in free verse, the crazier and the more meaningless the better. 

2. Refer familiarly to H.L. Mencken, Theodore Dreiser, D.H. Lawrence, the 

intelligentsia, and your bootlegger. 

3. Interlard your stuff with French phrases, such as may be found in any First French 

book. 

4. Allude often to Freud and play up his jargon. 

5. Emit an occasional cynicism about books, jakes, yokels, morons, etc. 

 (qtd. in Nardini 8; qtd. in Hammill 119). 

In 1924, to “Appear Sophisticated” is consciously to perform a high-modernist cultural 

superiority (Hammill 119). Hammill notes that “modernist formal practices” like free verse, 

perhaps the “crazy” and “meaningless” stylistics of automatic writing, and the vocabulary (and 

presumably concepts) of Freudian psychoanalysis “began to be imitated and appropriated as 

signs of sophistication by middlebrow artists and audiences” (119). This article is among a body 

of satirical works on these practices, indicating that high modernist sophistication is closely tied 

to certain recognizable aspects of modernist literary style.  

However, this satire does not simply adapt the intellectual or theoretical framework of 

psychoanalytic ideas; it also develops a psychomedical vernacular vocabulary. The object of 

ridicule includes “Freud and...his jargon,” in addition to a more vague idea of “crazy” self-

expression through free verse that draws on a generalized psychomedical discourse. It may at 
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first appear that the middlebrow satirization of psychoanalytic thought merely parrots Freudian 

vocabulary. However, this satirization requires a keen perception not just of psychoanalysis but 

also of modernist literary experimentation with those concepts. The satirizing subject constructed 

by the Oakland Tribune recognizes the version of sophisticated performance he satirizes and also 

recognizes the pretension of that performance. I also venture that the middlebrow satirist 

performs his own sophistication in line with sophisticated knowing-ness: the imagined high 

modernist sophisticate asserts personal superiority over “books, jakes, yokels, morons,” a 

familiarity with sophisticated figures like Mencken, Dreiser and Lawrence, in addition to a 

familiarity with Freudian theories and vocabulary.  

When the middlebrow satirist describes these aspects of high-modernist sophistication, he 

positions himself as a canny observer of the way that the high-modernist sophisticate knowingly 

integrates Freudian theories and vocabulary into his sophisticated performance. What the 

imagined high-modernist sophisticate cannot observe, and the middlebrow satirist can, is the way 

that the psychomedical vernacular may not be exclusive to highbrow zones of cultural 

production. Modernist literary experimentation with psychoanalytic concepts and middlebrow 

psychomedical vernacular are closely intertwined aspects of the same sophisticated performance.  

Scholarship on sophistication maintains that middlebrow literary culture incorporated 

stylistic aspects of modernist psychoanalytic experimentation some time after the formal 

experimentation with psychomedical ideas in high-brow modernist literature. Hammill and Sean 

Latham note that, a decade after the Oakland Tribune satire, authors like Stevie Smith self-

consciously evoked stream-of-consciousness literary style to commercial success, as the 

“modernist literary practice...had, by the late thirties, become a commodified object of taste and 

sophistication” following authors like Woolf and Gertrude Stein (Latham 6). This stream-of-
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consciousness stylistic technique represents the influence of psychologists like William James, 

demonstrating how these medical ideas made their way first through high-modernist literary 

experimentation and then to middle-brow literary production. It is likely that psychoanalytic 

thought followed a similar trajectory, and the influence of the translations and publications of 

Freud’s texts with the Woolfs’ Hogarth Press would add further evidence to this probable 

trajectory.16 Scholarly perceptions of a delayed temporal adoption of modernist literary style by 

middlebrow sophistication is largely accurate. However, in terms of a psychomedical vernacular, 

middlebrow literary culture may have been in temporal lock-step with high modernism. The 

satirist’s observation of a psychomedical vernacular within high-modernist performances of 

sophistication suggests that it was at least as available to the middlebrow as to high modernism. 

While stylistic experimentation with psychoanalytic ideas may have seen uneven development 

across high modernist and middlebrow zones of production, the medical concept and vocabulary 

were both legible to middlebrow culture.  

In summary, I have explored the specific way that Zelda’s “girl” story-articles adapt a 

psychomedical vernacular to the purposes of describing underlying threats of mental instability. 

Nervous strain and hysteria are a persistent underlying threat within the framework of the social 

performance—they are both generated and held in check by social performance, particularly the 

performance of sophistication. The stories also cultivate a knowing narrative voice in which 

sophisticated knowing17 is also the knowing of the minds of others specifically within vernacular 

cultural understandings of the mind. Zelda’s stories, then, may represent a particular 

                                                           

16. The Hogarth Press was, of course, not the only locus of engagement in psychoanalytic thought. A 

young Samuel Beckett was deeply influenced by the psychoanalytic ideas developed by British 

psychoanalyst, Ernest Jones. I have argued that Beckett’s extensive notes on psychoanalysis inform his 

first major publication, Murphy (1938). 
17. For more detailed argumentation about the way that the stories cultivate a knowing sophisticated 

narrator, see Chapter Two. 
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sophisticated middlebrow cultivation of a psychomedical stylistics that parallels the high-

modernist one.  

 I do not think that Zelda intended her literary imprimatur to be identified with a 

psychomedical vernacular. However, I would claim that this aspect of Zelda’s literary 

achievement is notable both for its cultivation of a psychomedical vernacular and for its 

participation in an understudied tendency in middlebrow culture to adopt psychoanalytic 

vocabulary and concepts at the same time as high modernist forms of literary production. The 

broader context for a psychomedical vernacular—its permeation across high-modernist and 

middlebrow contexts in addition to the middlebrow’s keen perception of psychomedical 

discourse across brow categories—lends further importance to Zelda Fitzgerald’s psychomedical 

vernacular in at least two ways. First, the story-articles and their cultivation of a psychomedical 

vernacular stylistics precedes the diagnoses that eventually became part of Zelda’s legacy. This 

timing indicates that Zelda’s cultivation of a middlebrow psychomedical vernacular has little to 

do with her eventual legacy rooted in psychomedical discourse. Second, the more general 

stylistic trend in middlebrow literature, which itself precedes the adoption of a sophisticated 

psychoanalytic stylistics on the heels of literary modernism, may mark Zelda’s participation in a 

a particularly precocious middlebrow trend in the development of psychomedical discourse.  

The possibility that Zelda’s literary imprimatur entailed a psychomedical vernacular places 

Scott’s proprietary impulses over insanity and psychiatry as topoi on shakier grounds still. That 

said, it may also make the vehemence of Scott’s claim to literary property more comprehensible. 

If Zelda had, intentionally or otherwise, cultivated psychomedical aspects of an imprimatur on a 

long-standing basis, Scott’s task to disentangle himself from a shared imprimatur with his wife 

would have been significantly more difficult. When in 1933—four years after the publication of 
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“A Southern Girl” and “The Original Follies Girl”—Rennie’s medical staff recorded Scott and 

Zelda’s mediated argument, the stakes of Scott’s claim to literary property may have been 

higher. He had not produced a novel in some years and had relatively newly turned his attention 

towards what would become Tender Is the Night, a novel heavy in psychiatric content. However, 

at least four years before this argument, Zelda’s story-articles suggest that psychomedical 

vernacular formed part of Zelda’s authorial imprimatur. 

 

Professionalism, Psychiatry, and Extra-Textual Reputation 

Reviews of Zelda’s Save Me the Waltz suggest that the circulation of extra-textual knowledge 

through coterie gossip or through public, textual means affect the interpretation of literary texts. 

Scott’s Tender Is the Night provides an opportunity to combine the impact of extra-textual, 

biographical knowledge, and the legitimization of artistry through professionalism. In Scott’s 

novel, psychiatry stands in allegorically for authorship, and the novel negotiates the boundaries 

of both artistic and psychomedical legitimacy in terms of seriousness and professionalism. 

Psychomedical professionalism is constitutive of literary professionalism and both are policed 

through gossip channels. While these ways of knowing often do not show up in print, circulating 

instead by means of gossip and coterie knowledges, the novel’s representation of the boundaries 

of legitimized psychiatric professionalism suggests the ways that Scott may have perceived 

gossip to legitimize or delegitimize his own professionalism.  

The co-terminal development of psychomedical and artistic professionalism described by 

scholars like Pamela Boker provides the historical context in which Tender Is the Night 

negotiates the boundaries of psychomedical and artistic professionalism. Discussing the 

psychoanalytic professions in particular, Boker points out that literary seriousness and 
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professionalism have at the very least incidental ties to psychomedical professionalism in the 

early twentieth century: 

the idea of professionalism was taking on a new, more powerful, and more clearly defined 

connotation. Owing primarily to the efforts of Freud and his followers, psychoanalysis 

had securely established itself in the eyes of both laymen and professionals as a medical 

“science,” its curative powers reaching almost magical proportions. Members of the new 

group of writers that emerged in the 1920s—including Hemingway, Pound, Anderson, 

Wolfe, and Dos Passos—were also highly conscious of their status as professionals, 

which they often measured by the size of their royalties and the price a publisher paid for 

their works. According to Cowley, “from the very first,” these writers considered 

themselves “professionals.” (original emphasis, 309-10) 

To interpret Boker modestly, increasing professionalism over the course of the twentieth century 

applied equally to writing as to psychoanalysis. Professionalism is an overarching trend in the 

modernist period, one tied to monetization—“measured by the size of their royalties and the 

price a publisher paid for their works”—and to self construction—American modernists were 

“from the very first” professionals. Therefore, Scott’s impulse in the stenograph to align his own 

professional identity with psychomedical professionals was part of a larger trend in 

professionalised labour; writers and psychoanalysts could build their identities and livelihoods in 

line with their professions.  

Interpreting Boker more strongly, psychomedical professionalism was also constitutive of 

literary professionalism: “as a literary professional with a mission to cure, restore, and improve, 

[Scott] Fitzgerald, along with his fellow writers of the period, was confronted with a ‘patient’ of 

clearly defined neurotic parameters—a finite set of behavioral ‘symptoms,’ drives, and historical 



156 

influences. To complete the diagnosis they were given a name—they were the ‘lost generation’” 

(310). Boker argues that the activity of professionalised authorship is to undertake a diagnosis of 

his own generation and, implicitly, the individuals of that generation. Further still, professional 

psychoanalysis appears constitutive of professional authorship, not simply coincident with it. 

This argument evokes broader critical observations about the authorial activity of psychological 

insight, with the additional framework of professionalization. When modernist authors build 

their professional authorial identities, therefore, they do so in the terms of psychomedical 

professionalism. In Boker’s argument, professional reputation in Tender Is the Night may be read 

as a proxy for literary reputation.  

The stenograph offers some evidence that Scott may have looked to professionalism, namely 

in the psychiatric professions, to aid in constituting his own authorial professionalism. I have 

discussed one aspect of this in Scott’s rhetorical alignment with Rennie and Meyer as an attempt 

to exercise domestic control over literary property. In an extension of this argument, this 

alignment may also reveal the mechanisms by which Scott asserts his own authorial 

professionalism. Modern authorship entails an aptitude or talent for psychological insight, and so 

the trends in professionalization that Boker observes in psychoanalytic professionalism may 

extend to psychomedical professions in general, including psychiatry.  

Indeed, Boker implicitly argues that the psychiatric professions constitute professional 

authorship when she turns to Tender Is the Night in search of evidence for the Freudian 

psychoanalytic argument that “no psycho-analyst goes further than his own complexes and 

internal resistances permit” and in order to apply the dictum to the novelist’s psychological 

insight (298). In so doing, Boker draws on the opinions of characters like Dr. Franz Gregorovius, 

a Swiss psychiatrist and mentor and colleague to Dick, suggesting that for a contemporary 
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critical audience, historical trends in professionalism may be observed to apply across 

psychomedical disciplines. Psychiatric professions, then, may become a by-word for 

representations of authorial professionalism within the novel itself. 

Tender Is the Night evaluates psychiatric seriousness in terms that evoke a stylistic evaluation 

of modernist authorship. Franz says Dick’s book, A Psychology for Psychiatrists, is 

inconsequential, and unworthy of his promise and talents: “Soon you will be writing little books 

called ‘Deep Thoughts for the Layman,’ so simplified that they are positively guaranteed not to 

cause thinking” (qtd. in Boker 299-300).18 Seriousness and psychological insight (whether into 

the self or into the other) for the psychiatrist echos modernist stylistic values like difficulty and 

interiority.19 The texts of literary and psychiatric professionals must signify as erudite and 

consequential. The professional personage must support this presentation of seriousness, must 

also presumably provide a paratext of the serious professional in order to support interpretations 

of the text.  

Franz’s remarks reveal a reciprocal relationship between literary and psychiatric 

professionalism. The texts that underpin psychiatric professionalism may be evaluated in the 

stylistic terms of the texts of literary modernism. In addition to the means by which 

psychomedical professionalism constitutes authorial professionalism, authorship may have a 

reciprocal influence on psychomedical professionalism. Authorship may provide the criteria by 

which to judge both the authorial and the psychomedical professional modes. As some scholars 

read Dick Diver as an avatar for Scott, the accusations levied against an unserious Dick may be 

                                                           

18. Boker interprets Dick Diver’s professional shortcomings to be framed by the fact that “[f]or a 

psychiatrist, to be a serious man means to possess depth and insight, to move ever downward and inward 

into the dark recesses of oneself and the world” (299), and that Dick has failed to become serious in this 

way. 
19. For an account of how aesthetic difficulty has been used to craft literary imprimatur, see chapters 3 

and 4 in Timothy Galow’s in Writing Celebrity (2011). 
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read as Scott’s anxieties about his unravelling literary prestige. This scholarly position appears 

not to result simply from the biographical alignments between Dick and Scott. They may also 

result from the underlying structures in which literary professionalism is constituted by 

psychomedical professionalism, especially as Tender Is the Night appears to ventriloquize the 

mechanisms of professional reputation through Franz Gregorovius.  

In light of the reciprocal relationship of psychomedical and authorial professions, the means 

by which Tender Is the Night portrays the extra-textual policing of psychiatric professional 

reputation may also reveal the mechanisms by which authorial professionalism may be policed. 

Within Tender Is the Night, seriousness is effected through gossip within and without the semi-

public of a professional coterie. Franz has two domestic conversations with his wife, Kaethe. 

Hurt by Nicole Diver’s attitude of superiority towards her, Kaethe comments on the Divers’ 

marriage, noting that Dick married Nicole for her money, and on Nicole’s unwillingness to allow 

the Diver and Gregorovius children to play together. Kaethe perceives in Nicole, a wealthy 

woman, a disdain of the practical, frugal, professional-class Gregorovius family. She receives a 

pointed rebuke from her husband: “Franz had heard enough: ‘Hold your tongue—that kind of 

talk can hurt me professionally, since we owe this clinic to Nicole’s money’” (202). At first, 

Franz dismisses his wife’s gossip as potentially damaging to his professional life.  

The professional stakes of gossip, however, also propel Kaethe to change tactics in the way 

that she articulates her dislike and disapproval of the Divers. Leading into the second of two 

domestic conversations, the narrator notes that  

Franz’s last remark reminded Kaethe that other Americans had money, and a week later 

she put her dislike of Nicole into new words.  
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 The occasion was the dinner they tendered the Divers upon Dick’s return. Hardly had 

their footfalls ceased on the path when she shut the door and said to Franz: “Did you see 

around his eyes? He’s on a debauch!”.... 

 Franz had not noticed these details.  

 “But what?” Kaethe demanded. “Do you think that sort of thing does the clinic any 

good? The liquor I smelt on him tonight, and several other times since he’s been back.”  

 She slowed her voice to fit the gravity of what she was about to say: “Dick is no 

longer a serious man.” (202-3) 

Kaethe is able to express her dislike in terms of professionalism. By pointing out Dick’s personal 

failings—his drunkenness, his inability to control his alcohol consumption or other behaviours—

and by exercising psychological insight more effectively than her psychiatrist husband—Franz 

had not noticed the physical symptoms of Dick’s debauchery—Kaethe connects character to the 

professional well-being of the clinic and, by extension, of her husband’s career. The modulation 

of tone that she achieves, “slow[ing] her voice to fit the gravity of what she was about to say,” 

indicates the impact that accusations of unseriousness might have.  

While Franz initially dismisses Kaethe’s warnings as potentially damaging to his 

professional life, Kaethe’s use of domestic gossip in the terms of professional seriousness are an 

effective tactic to persuade her husband. Although Franz continues in the immediate aftermath to 

defend Dick’s brilliance, “once Kaethe’s idea had had time to sink in, he never after believed that 

Dick was a serious person. And as time went on he convinced himself that he had never thought 

so” (203). Franz’s eventual persuasion demonstrates the way that ostensibly private circulation 

of information—in this case, domestic gossip—can police the boundaries of professional 

legitimacy in the field at large.  
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This domestic exercise of persuasion in Tender Is the Night offers a point of contrast to the 

similar dynamics in the stenograph, where Scott relies on the close proximity of professionalism 

and seriousness as a means of discrediting Zelda’s artistry and laying claim to literary topos and 

the construction of imprimatur. In Tender Is the Night, Kaethe likewise seeks to convince her 

husband of Dick’s unseriousness and therefore his illegitimacy as a professional. Distinct from 

the stenograph, Kaethe acts as a member of a fictional public or, perhaps, a fictional coterie. 

Gossip among professionals is important for literary imprimatur. As Galow says that editorial 

apparatuses may be as important for imprimatur as authorial attempts to cultivate imprimatur, so 

might extra-textual circulation of information take on an equally important role.  

In light of the importance of professionalism—both psychiatric and artistic—for Scott’s self-

construction as an author, the ways in which gossip in the domestic sphere impacts upon 

psychomedical professionalism indicates that similar circulations of information may police the 

boundaries of artistic legitimacy. Namely, the accusation of unseriousness—of a lack of control, 

of inappropriate or diseased professional comportment—may have been among the public 

perceptions that Scott suspected to circulate through domestic channels. As I turn to discuss the 

reception of Zelda’s novel and painting exhibit, gossip—whether private or coterie—will 

combine with the printed public revelation of Zelda’s illness. This vacillation among private, 

coterie, and public discourses of professionalism and legitimacy frame the way that Zelda’s 

writing was received and reviewed after the onset of her illness. 
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“A warm, intelligent, undisciplined mind”: Imprimatur and Reception in Save Me the Waltz 

and “Parfois la folie est la sagesse” 

In both Zelda’s novelistic writing and in her painting, there is evidence to suggest that the 

aesthetics of dance drove her composition across media. Biographies and the stenograph tell us 

that Zelda had planned to continue writing novels, and scholarship contains some debate over the 

theme and content of Zelda’s second novel. Alice Hall Petry summarizes this debate: “The exact 

nature of the proposed second novel is unknown. Nancy Milford asserts that the new novel was 

to focus on a couple being driven insane by their own daughter (Milford 261). Matthew J. 

Bruccoli states that it “probably” would have dealt with ‘Nijinsky, the Russian dancer who had 

gone mad’” (82 n16). The intended content of Zelda’s second novel is most likely a combination 

of both scholars’ speculations. In the stenograph, Scott says to Zelda, “I gave you a clipping one 

day about Nijinsky which I had in my files, and immediately you founded upon the idea that you 

would write a novel about insanity” (qtd. in Bruccoli, Epic, 346). Scott wishes to stop Zelda from 

writing about insanity and psychiatry, but the interdiction is prompted by insanity specifically 

related to dance. 

It is also possible to interpret Zelda’s paintings in continuity with her novelistic writing. 

Thematically, a significant portion of her paintings focus on dance. The exhibition catalogue for 

“Parfois la folie est la sagesse” (“Sometimes madness is wisdom”) lists a total of twenty-eight 

paintings and drawings. Of these, one painting (“Dancer”) and two drawings (“Etude Arabesque” 

and “Feuété” [sic]) are unambiguously about dance. In light of the aesthetics of many of Zelda’s 

paintings, which consist of composite scenes and a sense of movement across individual figures, 

some of the other paintings (“Chinese Theatre,” “Spectacle,” “Chopin,”20 and “Portrait of a 

                                                           

20. Ballet has been using Frédéric Chopin’s music for performance and as informal accompaniment since 

at least the 1890s for Michel Fokine’s non-narrative ballet, Les Sylphides. Composer Alexander Glazunov 
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Russian”) and drawings (“Girl on a Flying Trapeze,” “Two Figures,” and “Study of Figures”) 

may also feature the distinct kinetic style that Zelda developed in her paintings of dancers (see 

Figures 2 and 3).21 Zelda’s own commentary on her paintings bolsters this continuation of 

balletic aesthetics across media. Describing her paintings, she insisted, “‘that’s how a ballet 

dancer feels after dancing’” (qtd. in Taylor 288). She did not wish to paint dancers, per se, but to 

paint “the pure quality of what it was they were dancing” and “the step itself” (qtd. in Taylor 

288).  

 Zelda’s description echoes W. B. Yeats’s frequently quoted poem “Among School 

Children” (1926), in which Yeats’s 60-year-old persona observes young school children and the 

nuns who instruct them, day-dreaming about the children’s blossoming, bird-like beauty and the 

religious devotion of the nuns while reminiscing that he “[h]ad pretty plumage once” (30). 

Yeats’s speaker closes the poem with the question, “O body swayed to music, O brightening 

glance,/ How can we know the dancer from the dance?” (63-4). That the poem’s themes of avian 

beauty—so closely tied to the ballet—religious rapture, and bittersweet nostalgia might resonate 

with Zelda’s posthumous legacy has certainly occurred to commentators on Zelda’s life. Novelist 

Lee Smith quotes Yeats’s poem as an epilogue to her fictionalization of Zelda Fitzgerald, Guests 

on Earth (2013), and Jacqueline Tavernier-Courbin closes her foundational article on Save Me 

the Waltz with the same poem (42). In tandem with Yeats’s broader concerns with the madness 

and elderly femininity in the “Crazy Jane” poems, Yeats’s poetic oeuvre, the legacies of dancers 

like Nijinski, and Zelda’s continued resonance together indicate a broad cultural matrix of dance,  

                                                           

set Chopin’s music to suit Fokine’s choreography for the opening performance in 1893. The ballet’s 

alternate title is often listed as “Chopiniana.” 
21. None of the paintings included in this exhibit appear in published collections of Zelda’s art. However, 

I have included Figure 2, “Ballerinas Dressing” (1941), and Figure 3, “Ballet Figures” (1941) as examples 

of the kinetic quality of Zelda’s paintings. Both paintings, however, were completed after the exhibit 

discussed here. 
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Figure 2. “Ballerinas Dressing” (1941) [Courtesy of International Arts and Artists, www.artsandartists.org] 
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Figure 3. “Ballet Figures” (1941) [Courtesy of Zelda, an Illustrated Life] 

 

   

madness, and mourning. As Zelda describes her painting, she does not seek to separate the 

dancer from the dance; instead, to paint dance is also to represent the kinetic sensations of 

movement, a goal that may have resulted in the signature distortion of bodies that the paintings 

achieve.  
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These two aspects of Zelda’s imprimatur—dance and madness—encapsulate the debate over 

Zelda’s artistic legitimacy. In what respects does Zelda cultivate these aesthetics; in what respect 

does she conform to the agential model of celebrity imprimatur, combining “visionary 

appearance of bodily agency and textual form”; to what extend does this visionary artistic 

seriousness carry across the various media of her oeuvre? I seek in this section to demonstrate 

the central challenge that Zelda’s imprimatur poses to contemporary theories of celebrity. 

Frivolity and mental illness are the aspects of Zelda’s reputation that have persistently signified 

most strongly. However, her novel and painting exhibit, the two major artistic products of the 

final days of her public-facing career, suggest that her own attempts to construct an imprimatur 

centre upon the aesthetics of dance and an explicit reflection on artistic seriousness. This 

slippage between intended and received imprimatur is, of course, not exclusive to Zelda 

Fitzgerald. However, the degree to which it occurs in Zelda’s body of work exposes theories of 

literary or artistic celebrity to be contingent upon the agency—or, a public’s perception of that 

agency—of the celebrity subject and on masculinist assumptions of the way that certain kinds of 

bodies signify as agential. While scholars often claim that literary celebrity is primarily a 

masculine phenomenon (Glass 17-20; Jaffe 165), I contend that our critical frameworks lead us 

to think about celebrity through a masculinist lens. Zelda Fitzgerald, paradigmatic as both 

celebrity and patient, challenges these critical assumptions.  

As I have shown in Chapter One, Save Me the Waltz takes balletic artistry as its central 

theme. Here, I briefly trace evidence that Zelda’s intention at this point in her career was to 

explore composition in any medium—novels, visual arts—in terms of dance. Despite this 

intention, the reception of the novel draws its signification back to Zelda’s biography and her 

illness, which, at this point, had become common knowledge. This section is in many ways an 
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account of Zelda’s failure to achieve artistic legitimacy in her own time. It is important, I 

believe, to examine the terms on which her artistry was not granted this legitimacy, and to look 

to the slippages in meaning between art and reception.  

Seriousness as an aspect of professionalism is policed through the intertwined structures of 

gossip and coterie and public knowledges. The reviews of Zelda’s novel, Save Me the Waltz, 

suggest the ways that gossip and public knowledge may have applied in her case, as both means 

of circulating knowledge depended on the suggestion of or direct reporting of Zelda’s 

experiences with mental distress, traces of the domestic means of policing imprimatur. Reviews 

vary in their assessment of the novel’s stylistic achievements, but I read in some of the most 

frequently cited reviews a paternalistic concern for Zelda as a writing subject that suggests the 

circulation of knowledge about mental illness in coteries and in public print venues.  

Reviewers of Save Me the Waltz had some positive things to say about the novel and its 

author. Cline notes that reviewers often overlooked the proof-reading errors that plagued the 

novel, with William McFee of the New York Sun recounting, “Here is a peculiar talent and 

connoisseurs of style will have a wonderful time...there is promise of a new and vigorous 

personality in fiction” (qtd. in Cline 320). The New York Herald Tribune describes the novel’s 

protagonist, Alabama, turning “somersaults through the pages with a hardboiled experimentalist 

surface concealing an uncompromising sentimentalist” (qtd. in Cline 320), suggesting that at 

least some reviewers perceived in the novel a modernist stylistic experimentation. And the New 

York Tribune describes the book’s writing to have “a masculinity that is unusual: it is always 

vibrant and always sensitive’ (qtd. in Cline, 320), contravening through the description of this 

stylistic masculinity a common scholarly interpretation of the book as entailing an essentially 

female expression of art and self-fulfillment.  
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However, negative reviews like Dorothea Brande’s damning account in The Bookman, are 

the most widely cited. Brande’s primary criticism is that Zelda’s publishers “have not given the 

book the elementary services of a literate proofreader” to the extent that “the number of absurd 

errors in the book are beyond counting” (Romantic Egoists, 189). Brande is not alone in her 

assessment of the book’s unfortunate printed form. A review in the New York Times laments that 

“[i]t is a pity, too, that the publishers could not have had more accurate proofreading” as “to meet 

such mistakes on practically every page is so annoying that it becomes almost impossible to read 

the book at all” (Romantic Egoists, 190).22 Reviews of Zelda’s text interpret it as a flawed, 

improperly edited novel, an incomplete work that missed the final stages of polish; significantly, 

much of this criticism is directed towards the failures of an editorial apparatus that did not ensure 

the technical quality of the manuscript before publication. For reviewers, the novel’s failure is in 

part a failure of management.  

In addition to perceiving a failure on the part of an editorial apparatus, negative reviews are 

also pitying towards Zelda. Similarly to Parker’s commentary on Zelda’s painting, Brande’s 

review damns with faint praise: “There is a warm, intelligent, undisciplined mind behind Save 

Me the Waltz. Mrs. Fitzgerald should have had what help she needed to save her book from the 

danger of becoming a laughing stock” (emphasis mine, Romantic Egoists, 189). When Brande 

has words of praise for Save Me the Waltz, they are largely about the potential talents of the 

                                                           

22. The question of why Zelda’s novel made it to print with so many errors is difficult to answer. Scott 

heavily revised the manuscript of Save Me the Waltz and he was a notoriously bad speller. But without a 

surviving manuscript it is impossible to tell whether he was responsible for introducing errors or whether 

Zelda had made this volume of errors in her own manuscript or typescript. If Scribner’s did not assign a 

proofreader to the book, it may be because Scott requested that the novel be published on lower-grade 

paper and with fewer publicity efforts than Scribner’s originally proposed. Scott’s request seems largely 

to be motivated by finances: a sparser publicity apparatus would make Zelda’s book cheaper to publish. 

As Scott applied a large chunk of the profits of Save Me the Waltz to his debts at Scribner’s, this cost-

saving measure may be to blame for the poor to non-existent proof-reading that Save Me the Waltz 

received. 
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author. If only her mind were more disciplined. Brande evokes both the language of control that 

surfaces nearly fifty years later in Bruccoli’s and Scottie Fitzgerald’s descriptions of Zelda’s 

prose and person and the sustained engagement with control that the novel engages in. The fact 

that the novel’s theme of control is absent in the review suggests that it either was not legible to 

Brande or insignificant in light of the demonstrable lack of discipline in the novel’s execution. 

This oversight is nevertheless significant, as it illustrates the fundamental irony of literary 

celebrity imprimatur for Zelda: Brande levels a criticism of the author’s undisciplined mind 

despite the novel’s concern with a discipline of the spirit.  

It is, further, significant that Brande calls for Zelda’s undisciplined mind to have received 

“what help she needed.” It is unclear whether she directs her criticism towards the editorial 

apparatus at Scribner’s or towards Scott. Here, again, we find an alignment of professional 

categories, this time literary professional, and the burden of domestic care and control that falls 

on husbands. She implores either Scribner’s or Scott to take better care of Zelda, to save her 

from herself, to prevent her and her book from “becoming a laughing stock.” The review works 

in the realm of suggestion: it does not say that Zelda’s novel is unsatisfactory because its author 

is mentally unstable. However, Brande’s description of an “undisciplined mind” that did not 

receive sufficient “help” to avoid becoming a “laughing stock” draws on a language that parallels 

the care and control that should be applied to the mentally ill. At the very least, Zelda is an object 

of pity for Brande. Brande may or may not be aware of the psychomedical connotations of her 

pity.  

Brande and other reviewers may have been faced with a difficult problem: how to honestly 

and fairly assess the value of a literary work in light of the open secret of Zelda’s failing mental 

health. Knowledge of Zelda’s hospitalization may have foreclosed the ostensibly objective 
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performance of literary critical assessment. Even if Brande was not aware of Zelda’s struggles 

with mental illness, her language evokes a discourse of care and control that may well have 

resonated to a knowing audience as concern for the mental health of the author not for the quality 

of the work. Further the slippage in signification in Zelda’s imprimatur—that an exploration of 

effort and discipline could remain illegible and that the novel could be criticized on those very 

terms—suggests at the very least that cultivation of celebrity imprimatur on the basis of stylistic 

signature is an imperfect process.  

The question of whether reviewers likely knew about Zelda’s mental illness is at least 

partially answered by the novel’s promotional materials.23 For instance, a puff piece that 

Scribner’s placed in a Baltimore newspaper makes reference to Zelda’s hospitalization:24  

Last May, when Mrs. F. Scott Fitzgerald was a patient at Johns Hopkins Hospital and her 

famous husband was, consequently, staying in Baltimore, a reporter for this paper wrote 

an article about the husband. In the final paragraph he casually wrote that “His wife, 

Zelda, now taking a rest cure at the hospital, is also a writer and has sent off her first 

novel to the publishers days ago.” (Romantic Egoists, 190) 

By way of context, the promotional article describes Zelda as a “patient at Johns Hopkins” and 

cites an earlier article in the same newspaper that describes Zelda “[taking] a rest cure” at the 

hospital. The article’s description of Zelda’s hospitalization is euphemistic: “rest cure” connotes 

                                                           

23. Linda Wagner-Martin says that people started to tell “‘crazy Zelda’ stories” upon Zelda’s first 

diagnosis in 1930. She provides a footnote for this claim: “Nearly all the memoirists of the 1920s have, 

consciously or unconsciously, vilified Zelda; for example, see William Wiser, The Great Good Place 

(1991), where all the Fitzgerald’s car-related episodes, many of them dangerous, are based on Zelda’s 

whims (pp. 246-7)” (227 n13). It appears that the evidence that she draws on is retrospective in a way that 

likely does not reveal the way that these stories circulated at the time or the way that they became part of 

Zelda’s reputation at that moment. It does seem likely, however, that her claim is true. 
24. Bruccoli et al.’s Romantic Egoists includes this article but does not attribute it to a specific 

newspaper, even though this is their standard editorial practice. It seems likely that the article comes from 

a Baltimore newspaper, which would explain the need for contextual information about the Fitzgeralds’ 

prolonged stay in the Baltimore area. 
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an anachronistic, perhaps more dignified, affliction with nervous illness. This euphemism is 

likely intentional. As Linda Wagner-Martin notes, upon Zelda’s diagnosis with schizophrenia, 

“people started telling ‘crazy Zelda’ stories” (140). While Wagner-Martin likely refers to coteries 

telling stories, we may trace the movement of coterie knowledge to a broader, reading public. It 

is easy to imagine the way that coterie knowledge and rumour might fuel each other, and the way 

that the euphemistic reference to Zelda’s “rest cure” might both draw from coterie knowledge 

and spread the details of that knowledge further afield.  

It is against this backdrop of knowing-ness—in this case a coterie knowing-ness whose reach 

expands—that I read Geoffrey Hellman’s review of Save Me the Waltz in the Saturday Review of 

Literature (1932). Hellman criticizes the novel for its lack of believable characters:  

It is with the disintegrating effect of this empty, rootless life on David’s Southern-born 

wife, Alabama, that Mrs. Fitzgerald is chiefly concerned. Less plausible than her theme is 

her treatment thereof. To point to but one example of its implausibility, the desperation 

which prompts Alabama to turn to ballet-dancing with a group of dingy, impoverished 

people in Paris is anything but convincing on the part of a healthy young woman (which 

she has shown to be) who has a husband whom she loves and a daughter she adores. In 

short, Alabama is a poor vehicle for the neuroticism and dissatisfaction which she is 

suddenly called on to exemplify. (my emphasis, Romantic Egoists 190) 

Hellman’s review employs the most clearly psychomedical language of all of the reviews of 

Zelda’s novel. His diction is turned to the purpose of questioning the psychological realism of 

Zelda’s characters. Hellman’s criticism that Alabama “suddenly” exemplifies neuroticism and 

dissatisfaction indicates that he in unconvinced by the terms in which the novel expresses the 

lead-up to Alabama’s turn to ballet. For Alabama to be an appropriate vehicle for these 
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pathologies, she would presumably need to be in ill health, unmarried, have no children, and 

more consistently neurotic from the beginning of the novel. However, as I have demonstrated, 

discomfort, dissatisfaction, and alienation are central to Alabama’s characterization and to 

Zelda’s engagement with the sophistication-seriousness binary. The criteria on which Hellman 

bases his assessment of psychological realism do not entail these affectively negative aspects of 

the performance of sophistication; they are certainly no match for the fulfilment gained through 

marriage and motherhood.  

Hellman frames his skepticism in a language of disease. In addition to the “neuroticism and 

dissatisfaction” that Alabama exemplifies, the rootless life of the famed artist has a 

“disintegrating effect” on an ostensibly “healthy young woman” who has all of the necessary 

accoutrements of domestic life. Psychological realism is expressed in a language of health and 

pathology, of normal and deviant psychology. And, crucially, it is expressed as a skepticism for 

the causes of female mental illness: a married mother is a “poor vehicle” for psychological 

distress as she has all she needs to be healthy and happy. Hellman’s critique of the novel is 

uncomfortably close to a critique of the author, herself a healthy, married mother who is a “poor 

vehicle” for both artistic ambition and psychological distress. The review reads as a 

condemnation of women’s artistic ambitions in psychomedical terms; in the terms of Hellman’s 

psychological realism, artistry and dissatisfaction are inexcusable neuroticism.  

Reviews of Zelda’s novel elucidate the tension amongst three major aspects of imprimatur in 

Zelda’s oeuvre at large: the stylistic trademark of the text; the marketing efforts of the artist and 

publishing apparatus; and the editorial paratext of reviews and reception. They also suggest that 

biography and gossip—particularly about Zelda’s mental stability—permeate all three of these 

aspects of imprimatur. First, I have shown that Zelda’s oeuvre is stylistically complex, 
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particularly in its engagement with psychomedical discourse. If her contemporaries and her 

scholarly readers have wished to find in Zelda’s work complex depictions of gender, sociality, 

artistic seriousness, sophistication, and mental illness, these themes are prominent and explicitly 

treated in her work. However, both her contemporaries and her scholarly readers have relied 

instead on biography in order to read Zelda’s work as personal testimony, as directly 

representational life writing.  

Reception of Zelda’s novel works against the aesthetic of dance and thematic engagement 

with seriousness that the novel seeks to construct. It focusses instead on the reception of Zelda’s 

authorial persona as uncontrolled and non-agential, reading illness back into the novel in the 

interplay of text and celebrity persona. From this point in Zelda’s career onwards, I perceive a 

shift in her artistic production in which she begins to combine the themes and aesthetics of ballet 

with madness, attempting to embrace the terms of her reception and to forge a coherent version 

of artistic imprimatur. As I have detailed, this shift is best exemplified by the increasing 

combination of the themes of madness and dance, first in Zelda’s unfinished and lost novel, and 

then in her painting exhibit, “Parfois la folie est la sagesse” (“Sometimes madness is wisdom”). 

I now turn to detail how this shift was itself received. The non-agency ascribed to Zelda’s 

celebrity and legible in the reception of Save Me the Waltz persists in the artistic production that 

attempts to marry balletic aesthetics and madness. That is, madness continues to disqualify 

Zelda’s artworks for reception as artistically legitimate, despite their explicit engagement with 

the theme of madness.  

The exhibition catalogue for “Parfois la folie” suggests that the exhibit cultivated an artistic 

imprimatur around the trope of madness and psychiatry. In addition to the name, a prominent 

aspect of the exhibition catalogue is the double billing with Dr. Marion Hines, who was 
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exhibiting her photography for the first time. The exhibit catalogue describes Hines as an 

“authority on Neurology and Neural Anatomy.” Her profession, her equal prominence to Zelda in 

the catalogue, and the title’s reference to madness would suggest that the two exhibitors’ 

reputations—one as a patient and one as a neurologist—were purposefully juxtaposed. Indeed, 

further exploration of Hines’s biography suggests that her professional reputation would offer a 

productive complement to the artistry that Zelda attempts to cultivate. Horace Winchell Magoun 

and Louise Marshall describe Hines as part of a two-person “team of achieving women” at Johns 

Hopkins Medical School,;Hines made two significant discoveries in brain-based physical causes 

of deficits in motor capabilities (namely, spasticity) in animals (97-8). In light of the way that 

Scott yoked together medical professionalism and literary professionalism—indeed, in light of 

the broader importance of a rising professional class for modernist writers—Zelda’s double 

billing with Hines would seem particularly auspicious.25  

The importance of the exhibition to Zelda and her hand in choosing the exhibition title 

indicate that she would to a certain extent have intentionally cultivated its association with 

madness. The exhibition seems to have been Scott’s idea, but it was Cary Ross, a gallery owner, 

who “had been trying to interest New York dealers in Zelda’s art, and [who] had even contacted 

Alfred Stieglitz and Georgia O’Keefe” (Taylor 288). Ross eventually provided space in his own 

gallery and arranged a secondary showing in the lobby of the famed Algonquin Hotel. By all 

accounts, the exhibition was emotionally and psychologically important to Zelda, who 

“diligently [worked] to amass a body of artwork for exhibition” (Taylor 287). Zelda had already 

shown paintings at a local Baltimore exhibit, she had been taking painting lessons (Taylor 281) 

                                                           

25. As Hines was a frequent contributor to medical publishing, both with scholarly articles and with 

reviews of other works, it seems that her professional reputation—and her career as a prolific woman in 

one of the world’s leading psychiatric hospitals—was formidable. 
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and expressed to her doctors that painting was crucial to her as her “way of communicating” 

(Milford 283) and considered herself to be a professional artist: “She kept notebooks in which 

she wrote down ideas, made sketches, and outlined her paintings. She submitted her paintings 

and drawings to various shows and exhibitions” (Adair n.p.). Zelda chose to call the exhibition 

“Parfois la folie est la sagesse” and designed the catalogue book and the red and blue sign 

decorated with swans.26 The exhibit represents a culmination of Zelda’s development in painting 

and her own hand in thematically identifying the framework in which her paintings should be 

interpreted—as both madness and wisdom, the movement-related content suggested by the swans 

symbolically associated with ballet.  

However, accounts of the genesis and organization of “Parfois la folie” are muddy. As with 

Save Me the Waltz, Scott’s influence on the exhibit is indeterminate. Milford notes that Zelda 

was at first “thrilled by the prospect of such an exhibition, but as the details of the arrangements 

were being worked out by Scott and the art dealer, she became irritated and refused to discuss 

anything with either of them” (283). Kendall Taylor sustains an argument that Scott encouraged 

Zelda to concentrate on painting to cultivate an artistic career so her writing would not compete 

with his (270). And Wagner-Martin even goes so far as to assert that Fitzgerald scheduled the 

exhibition “to coincide with the serialization and publication of Tender is the Night” (177), the 

novel whose publication was so upsetting to Zelda, knowing that she “would probably be so 

affected” (177). Taylor links Zelda’s subsequent re-entry to the asylum to her visceral memory of 

“how Scott had manipulated the publication of Save Me the Waltz” in the face of his 

                                                           

26. When Scott wanted to change the title, Ross “assured him that the general public would not know that 

Zelda’s work had been completed in a sanitarium, and that her choice of words would be interpreted as 

symbolic” (Taylor 289). As I note in this chapter, the general public did know that Zelda was in a 

sanitarium from at least 1932. Scott’s concern over the name of the exhibition provides further evidence 

that the choice of name was peculiarly Zelda’s. 
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determination “to have the showings go smoothly” (288), to what Wagner-Martin describes as 

Scott “directing her life—giving the art world access to her work, even if she did not want that 

work shown” (173). 

The connection to co-exhibitor Hines is likewise muddy. Despite the seeming auspiciousness 

of her and Zelda’s double billing, it is curious that—of all biographies of both Scott and Zelda—

only Bruccoli’s biography of Scott mentions Hines at all, and even then only in passing. 

Similarly, there is no mention of Hines in the Fitzgeralds’ published letters. In terms of a 

concrete connection between the two women, they may have been acquaintances or had 

acquaintance in common from Zelda’s four months at Johns Hopkins in 1932 and her subsequent 

year and a half as an outpatient in Baltimore.27 It is difficult to straightforwardly claim that Zelda 

had full artistic control either over the marketing of the exhibit or over the choice of her co-

exhibitor. But it is still reasonable to claim that the exhibition cultivated a psychomedical theme 

in which Zelda was almost certainly involved.  

Reviews of the exhibit almost invariably mention Zelda’s illness, suggesting that, to a certain 

extent, an imprimatur constructed around psychiatry was legible to a viewing public. The most 

famous review of the exhibit appeared in Time magazine (1934): “Last week, in Cary Ross’s 

Manhattan studio, Zelda Fitzgerald showed her pictures, made her latest bid for fame.... From a 

sanatorium last week which she temporarily left against doctors’ orders to see a show of Georgia 

O’Keeffe’s art” (Romantic Egoists, 190). The review recounts Zelda leaving a sanatorium to 

participate in the New York art world, both as an artist and as a spectator to O’Keefe’s exhibit. 

This matter-of-fact reportage on Zelda’s institutionalization evokes earlier articles published in 

                                                           

27. Hines made her major medical discoveries in 1935 and it is therefore plausible that their time at Johns 

Hopkins overlapped. The Henry Phipps Psychiatric Clinic is also a psychiatric school and was the first of 

its kind when it opened in 1913. 
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the New York Times. In 1932, the New York Times ran two short, in places identical, articles 

(“Book Notes” 11 May 1932; “Book Notes” 26 May 1932), which describe Zelda as a “semi-

invalid.” Both articles concern the forthcoming publication of Scott’s Tender Is the Night (1934) 

and his move to Baltimore to be near Zelda during treatment. Public knowledge of Zelda’s 

illness persists in the Time review of her exhibit, and matches the thematic thrust of the exhibit.  

Furthermore, the aesthetic of negative affect and effort that Zelda cultivated over the arc of 

her writing career intermingles with this psychiatric context. Rare among the reviews,28 the Time 

article comments on Zelda’s work in addition to her biography. It calls the paintings “intensely 

rhythmic” and describes one in particular as a “pinkish reminiscence of her ballet days [with] 

figures with enlarged legs and feet” (Romantic Egoists, 190). Taylor notes that figures “were 

depicted with swollen joints and deformed legs in tortuous training, bodies so distorted they 

lacked gender” (288). In continuity with the aesthetic of her writing, the reviews, contemporary 

scholars, and Zelda herself express an consistent stylistic signature to her painting: a body in 

pain, immersed in effort, accessing the “pure quality” of an art form.  

Even if the exhibition’s intended stylistic signature signified successfully with its audience, it 

does not necessarily follow that Zelda’s painting found critical acclaim. The exhibit did enjoy 

moderate commercial success: paintings sold well, but exclusively to acquaintances. Her 

contemporaries saw the affectively negative embodiment depicted in the paintings as deeply 

unsettling. Gerald Murphy describes the “‘swollen intertwining legs’” of the figures in “Chinese 

Theatre,” a painting he purchased, imbued with a “quality of repellent human life,” as “obscene” 

(qtd. in Milford 290). As I explore more thoroughly in the previous chapter, Dorothy Parker did 

not wish to hang the paintings in her home because of the “blood red color she used and the 

                                                           

28. It was not unusual for reviews of exhibits or books to concentrate on biography instead of the artistic 

work in this period. 
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painful, miserable quality of emotion behind the paintings” (qtd. in Taylor 290; see Figure 4).29 

Zelda’s thematic concentration on negative affect and the marketing framework of the topos of 

psychiatry have been received neither as an artistic contemplation on these themes, nor as 

visionary immersion in suffering of genius, and it is possible to read in Parker’s criticism of 

Zelda’s painting an echo of T. S. Eliot’s theory of impersonality. As Eliot argues in “Tradition 

and the Individual Talent,” “[p]oetry is not a turning loose of emotion, but an escape from 

emotion; it is not the expression of personality, but an escape from personality” (1097). If 

emotion is too present, and the person feeling the emotion too present, Parker’s criticism may 

amount to an appraisal of Zelda as not truly an artist.  

 That the imbrication of personality or emotion in art might prevent Zelda from accessing 

legitimacy is in tension with Milford’s account of Zelda’s objections to the organization of 

“Parfois la folie.” Her description of Zelda’s non-cooperation continues, “[s]he said something 

about her paintings being too personal to her and went to bed” (283). If Zelda’s paintings are too 

personal, she may not have wished for them to be displayed—or evaluated—as art in the 

Tradition, to be subject to a scrutiny of their originality. It would seem, then, that Zelda conforms 

to Eliot’s dictum that “the more perfect the artist, the more completely separate in him will be the 

man who suffers and the mind which creates” (original emphasis, 1095). However, the barrier of 

emotion and personality in Zelda’s artwork is not of the same sort as Eliot’s: Eliot is primarily 

concerned with the evaluation of the originality and canonicity of an impersonal art, while Zelda 

seems most concerned with protecting her artistic expression from the very evaluation that Eliot 

                                                           

29. Figure 4, “Nursing Mother With Red Blanket” (1932-4) contains a striking red that may be similar to 

the painting Parker has in mind. The piece was completed in time to be included in the exhibition, but is 

not listed in the exhibition catalogue, although some additional paintings were exhibited. I have included 

additional, full-colour images in Appendix A especially to demonstrate the vibrant use of colour in this 

painting. 
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Figure 4. “Nursing Mother With Red Blanket” (1932-4) [Courtesy of Zelda, an Illustrated Life] 
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deems necessary. Indeed, Eliot’s theory of impersonality is only tenuously true in light of the 

close complicity of personality in the creation of imprimatur. From multiple angles, then, the 

insistence of personality on the evaluation of art belies Eliot’s attempts to schematize the 

formation of canon.  

I speculate that Parker’s distaste for Zelda’s art is due in part to the knowledge of Zelda’s 

illness, in addition to an incomplete espousal Eliot’s theory of impersonality. Knowledge of 

Zelda’s institutionalization among coterie had already had a demonstrable impact on her ability 

to publish. For instance, in 1933, Good Housekeeping refused to run a story on her when editor 

W.F. Bigelow heard of her illness (Adair n.p.). To re-evoke Parker’s response to the paintings, 

the explicit criticism that Zelda’s painting is simply a meaningless mimesis may be supported by 

a latent suggestion that Zelda’s meaning is uncomplicatedly biographical. That biography is a 

pathologized one. The pathology is an important point of contrast between Parker and Zelda. 

Even though Parker’s major artistic contribution to middlebrow sophistication and to modernism 

is the cultivation of personality, Parker still trades on public knowledge of illness in order to 

exclude Zelda’s paintings from regard as serious artistic engagement with complex thematic 

material, as a sufficient separation of personality and emotion from art, or as a sufficient display 

of mastery. Further, her economic language—that the paintings were “pitifully inexpensive” (qtd. 

in Milford Loc 5695, 290)—evokes the suggestions of pity in Brande’s review of Save Me the 

Waltz, in which Brande paternalistically laments that Zelda did not have “what help she needed” 

(Romantic Egoists, 190). Illness is an undercurrent across the reception of Zelda’s literary and 

visual arts oeuvre, not as a point of thematic engagement, but as grounds for excluding her 
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artistic work from consideration as artistry. In the mechanisms of imprimatur, illness undercuts 

the agential criteria for the “visionary appearance of bodily agency and textual form” (Jaffe 10).  

In addition to illness, a second theme emerges in the reception of Zelda’s paintings: nostalgia 

and past glory. The bulk of reviews of the exhibit largely ignored the paintings in favour of a 

depiction of Zelda’s once-upon-a-time fame. Some reviews of the exhibition are extremely brief; 

the New Yorker, for instance mentions only that an “almost mythical” celebrity of a by-gone era 

was giving an exhibition, “with whatever emotional overtones or associations may remain from 

the so-called Jazz Age” (“About Town”). The review in Time also partakes in this trend: “There 

was a time when Mrs. Francis Scott Key Fitzgerald was a more fabulous character than her 

novel-writing husband” (Romantic Egoists, 190). The “once-upon-a-time” tone of the reviews 

chafes against the arc of Zelda’s artistic career. As I argue in Chapter One, the arc of Zelda’s 

writing moves from espousing and developing sophistication and frivolity, to employing affect 

and effort as a means of critiquing the ironic detachment of sophistication. The aesthetic of 

Zelda’s paintings is, like her novelistic writing, effort-full, and so the arc of her writing has 

continued into her expression in visual art. The romanticization in the reviews of Zelda’s early 

“mythical” or “fabulous” celebrity elides this arc.  

This nostalgia indicates an additional effect of the way that reviews associate Zelda with her 

illness: the pathologized celebrity is subject to a past-tenseness. The Time article uses the past 

continuous to characterize Zelda’s ambition: “Zelda Fitzgerald was hoping her pictures would 

gratify her great ambition—to earn her own living” (Romantic Egoists, 190). Earning a living is 

a past hope that, presumably, was not fulfilled. Further, the review provides a précis of Zelda’s 

career:  
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Zelda Fitzgerald loved motion and dance. For a while she studied in Paris under Maria 

Egarova [sic], onetime ballerina of the Russian Imperial Ballet of St. Petersburg. But she 

was in her middle 20s, too told to become a good ballet dancer. She left school, recording 

her adventures in a thinly disguised autobiography, Save Me the Waltz. She also began to 

paint seriously. (Romantic Egoists, 190) 

Milford is astute to point out that the Time review “read[s] like an obituary” (292). While 

Zelda’s paintings indicate a kinetic sensibility, any love of “motion and dance” that Zelda might 

have is decidedly past tense. The précis of Zelda’s artistic career reads like the summary of a life, 

and, as Zelda “was hoping” for professional artistic success, the life described is one whose 

careerism has been unsuccessful.  

The study of Zelda Fitzgerald’s literary and artistic imprimatur is a frustrating one. Far from 

constructing the “visionary appearance of bodily agency and textual form” (Jaffe 10) that is 

embedded into agential, masculinist, modernist literary celebrity, Zelda’s sustained engagement 

with the theme of artistic seriousness and her attempts to embrace madness as a thematic aspect 

of literature and painting do not signify as the work of controlled, agential artistic intervention. 

Reception of Zelda’s work achieves this dismissal through specific rhetorical means: the 

paternalistic suggestion that Zelda as both a patient and as a writing subject has received 

insufficient care; the construction of a psychological realism for representations of women and, 

by extension, women who write; and the use of nostalgia in order to depict living artists as a 

thing of the past, as outside of the realm of artists who may still seek to make their historical 

mark. I recall Parker’s description of Zelda’s painting of Scott, listed in the program as “Portrait 

in Thorns.” The suggestion in Parker’s comments that the painting draws on biography but 

excludes the complexity, meaning, or ironic detachment necessary for modernist artistry is 
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rhetorically similar to reviews like Brande’s. The suggestion of an open secret—jealousy, a 

tempestuous marriage, illness, delusions—may be part of the same project to deny to artists like 

Zelda the cultural signification of control over cultural production and authorial agency in 

imprimatur. 

 

Conclusion 

The marketing and publishing apparatus of Zelda’s texts exists in tension with Zelda’s 

relationship to serious authorship and psychomedical discourse. The bulk of Zelda’s writing was 

published under a joint byline with Scott, complicating the construction of the singular, integral 

authorial persona read through text. In addition, what writing does appear under her name alone, 

namely her novel, did not receive the benefit of editorial polish. If the novel has been read as a 

flawed text by both contemporaneous and scholarly readerships, at least some of the flaw is due 

to the novel’s apparent exclusion from the supporting infrastructure of editorship and marketing 

efforts. If the novel was to be received as a serious artistic achievement, its lack of polish 

foreclosed that possibility.  

In a related vein, Zelda’s relationship to artistic seriousness is structured by her domestic 

relationship and her therapeutic relationship. Scott relied on psychiatric professionalism in order 

to define artistic professionalism and, in turn, to police Zelda’s access to professionalism. 

Further, what promotional materials Scribner’s did produce obliquely and euphemistically refer 

to Zelda’s mental illness, tempering the agency and psychological integrity that seriousness and 

professionalism depend on, and which Scott himself worked so hard to establish. Marketing and 

publishing are closely tied to the cultivation of artistic professionalism. Zelda’s domestic and 

therapeutic relationships infringed on professionalism, and some of her novel’s promotional 
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materials allowed for the mechanisms of gossip and hearsay to remain connotatively linked to 

the release of her novel.  

The editorial paratext of reviews suggests that reviewers were influenced by the biographical 

aspects of Zelda’s imprimatur. Goldman argues that this paratext is an essential aspect of a 

hermeneutics of imprimatur. It follows that an editorial paratext deeply influenced by and 

complicit in perpetuating the rumour and speculation about Zelda’s mental stability constitutes a 

key aspect of celebrity imprimatur for Zelda. As the psychomedical aspects of Zelda’s 

imprimatur shape perceptions of her mental stability, her imprimatur is also one that bars her 

from psychological and authorial legitimacy. 
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Part Two: The New Zelda: Contemporary Literature and Cultural Memory 
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A Reintroduction 

A new Zelda Fitzgerald is everywhere. Her contemporary popular cachet was perhaps first 

broached in the 1970s with the publication of Nancy Milford’s biography, Zelda. The impact of 

Milford’s biography in particular may be second only to renowned Fitzgerald scholar Matthew J. 

Bruccoli’s bibliographies on both Fitzgeralds’ texts and letters. Where Bruccoli justifies his 

bibliographical interest in Zelda as an area of study that provides insight into the life and work of 

her husband (“Introduction,” Collected Writings), Milford is among the first writers to give 

sustained, sensitive attention to Zelda’s life and work. The biography spawned several more,1 

and academic studies of Zelda’s work from the 1970s onwards depend heavily on Milford’s 

work in order to argue for Zelda’s artistic and historical merits. My preoccupation with Zelda’s 

life alongside her work, then, has been bolstered by both Fitzgeralds’ artistic careers and by the 

major scholarly interventions into their work. 

The last decade has seen a groundswell of reinterpretations of Zelda’s life across artistic and 

cultural forms, and even a selection of the major representations of Zelda Fitzgerald is extensive. 

Early publications include Gilles Leroy’s French-language novel Alabama Song (2007), which 

                                                           

1. In chronological order, subsequent biographies of Zelda alone include: Sara Mayfield, Exiles From 

Paradise (1971); Sally Cline, Her Voice in Paradise (2003); and Linda Wagner-Martin, Zelda Sayre 

Fitzgerald: An American Woman’s Life (2004). Biographies of both Fitzgeralds together include: James 

R. Mellow, Invented Lives: F. Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald (1984); and Kendall Taylor, Sometimes 

Madness is Wisdom (2001). 
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won the prestigious Prix Goncourt, and Carolyn Smart’s poetry collection Hooked (2009), 

featuring long poems that ventriloquize “infamous” female literary and historical figures, 

including Zelda. Hooked has been adapted into a one-woman stage play by actor Nicky 

Guadagni, which appeared in the 2013 Edinburgh Fringe Festival and has been performed at 

Toronto’s Theatre Passe Muraille as recently as 2015. Author Tiziana Lo Porto and illustrator 

Daniele Marotta produced an Italian-language, graphic-novel biography, Superzelda: The 

Graphic Life of Zelda Fitzgerald (2011; trans. 2013). Kate Zambreno’s memoir-like text 

Heroines (2012) prominently features Zelda among the “mad-wives of modernism” (2). 

Middlebrow novels constitute the bulk of publishing on Zelda. In 2013 alone, three novels about 

Zelda’s life were published: Therese Ann Fowler’s Z: A Novel of Zelda Fitzgerald, R. Clifton 

Spargo’s Beautiful Fools, and Erika Robuck’s Call Me Zelda. 2014 saw the publication of Lee 

Smith’s Guests on Earth. Zelda is a renewed trope in literature, most prominently in fiction. 

Film and television are in the process of taking up this trend as well. Actor Alison Pill 

appears as a young, dazzling, suicidal Zelda in Woody Allen’s Midnight in Paris (2011), and 

Sissy Spacek plays ghostly, institutionalized Zelda at the end of Scott’s life in director Henry 

Bromell’s Last Call (2002). Robuck’s Z has been adapted into a television series starring and 

produced by Christina Ricci entitled Z: The Beginning of Everything (2015-2017) which has 

begun syndication on Amazon Prime. Most strikingly, both Scarlett Johansson and Jennifer 

Lawrence—two of the most highly paid Hollywood actors—are contracted to play Zelda in what 

The Hollywood Reporter hypes as “Dueling Zelda Fitzgerald Films” (n.p.). Johansson will star in 

The Beautiful and the Damned, which adapts F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Beautiful and Damned 

(1922), considered one of his most autobiographical novels, and the film’s production company 

has reportedly secured permissions from the Fitzgerald literary estate to incorporate previously 
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private medical material into the film (“Dueling,” n.p.). Lawrence will star in Zelda, based on 

Milford’s biography, which Ron Howard is expected to direct. Whether in film, literature, or the 

performance arts, Zelda Fitzgerald seems to have a particular imaginative availability across 

literary, middle-brow, and popular culture in our present moment.  

However, the New Zelda is only just beginning to come into focus. Thus far, the most iconic 

popular representation of Zelda is likely Pill’s performance in Allen’s Midnight In Paris. Pill’s 

Zelda is loud, glamorous, and thrill seeking. Early in the film, she welcomes the conventional 

Woody Allen-surrogate character Gil Pender (played by Owen Wilson) cheerfully, with jokes at 

the ready. However, the film works suggestions of her mentally troubled future into her 

witticisms. Pointing out Gil’s confusion at his time travel to 1920s Paris, the Zelda character says 

that he looks “stunned, stupefied, anaesthetized, lobotomized.” Pill’s performance emphasizes 

the word “lobotomized,” as Pill leans forward and speaks wryly out of the side of her mouth. The 

historical Zelda was never lobotomized, but the joke conjures a vague cultural awareness of the 

horrors of early twentieth-century psychiatry. Allen and Pill’s version of Zelda is in love with 

Scott to the point of volatility, which the film supplies as further evidence of her mental 

instability. Gil happens upon Zelda, distraught by imagining that Scott spends his romantic 

attentions elsewhere, attempting to throw herself in the Seine. Gil’s reassurance that Scott loves 

only Zelda, delivered confidently from his historical perspective, casts Zelda’s fears as 

illegitimate. Allen’s version of Zelda is flighty, unstable, and insecure; her youthful vitality hints 

at her impending illness.  

Allen’s version may soon be replaced. The films and television series currently underway 

place Zelda at the centre of their narratives, providing richer opportunities to construct a 

complex, multi-faceted version of Zelda. Further, these filmic cultural products all adapt textual 
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forms that narrate and reinterpret Zelda’s life. I venture, then, that these filmic representations 

also adapt much of the work of reinterpretation that has already been performed by text, in 

particular by the form of the middlebrow novel. I wish to concentrate in the two chapters that 

follow on the middlebrow novels about Zelda Fitzgerald. The primary texts of Part Two are three 

novels and their paratexts: Therese Anne Fowler’s Z (2013), Ericka Robuck’s Call Me Zelda 

(2013), and Lee Smith’s Guests on Earth (2014). Biographical texts like Nancy Milford’s Zelda 

(1970) and Tiziana Lo Porto and Daniele Marotta’s graphic novel-form biography Superzelda 

(2011; trans. 2013) supplement my discussion of compassion and narrative framing. These 

novelistic texts are at the centre of the middlebrow publishing event surrounding Zelda 

Fitzgerald, and all of them are written by women.2  

Indeed, middlebrow literature is, by and large, for women and by women, and talking about 

female authors’ cultural contributions of literature and authorship represents a rich discussion. 

The long history of pathologizing women’s emotional lives as forms of mental illness—whether 

the hysteria of the psychomedical vernacular or the schizophrenia of professionalized 

medicine—seems to underwrite this corner of the middlebrow field of cultural production. 

Identification with a protagonist is integral to contemporary middlebrow literature, and the 

form’s fascination with generating strong affective links with readers frequently aims to offer 

readers exemplary tales of women enduring suffering, perhaps experiencing something that a 

reader may recognize in her own life. This form of identification is at once powerful and 

reciprocal. A reader validates the subject’s experience through the embodied experience of 

                                                           

2. I have chosen to exclude Clifton Spargo’s Beautiful Fools (2014) from my discussion; the paratext of 

this novel falls along predictable gendered lines, with Spargo’s skill and mastery foregrounded to a 

significantly greater degree in the paratext of his novels than the paratext of any of the female-authored 

novels featured in this study. Instead of pursuing an exploration of differently gendered constructions of 

authorship, I choose to concentrate on the dominant trends in this field of literature. 
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compassionate emotional response, and the novel in turn validates a reader’s experience by 

providing an externalized, validated version of her interiority. For iconic subjects like Zelda 

Fitzgerald who have been so poorly served by history, identification consists of compassionate 

evaluation and its conventional relationship to justice.  

I argue instead that compassion’s structural reliance on individual identification—on the 

discretionary aspects of feeling and acting upon compassion—allows for and produces a failure 

of justice in relation to compassionate feeling. In the body of literature on Zelda Fitzgerald, to 

write and read compassionately is to overdetermine narratives about Zelda with the weight of 

historical and medical progress. These narratives do not fail to produce justice for a figure like 

Zelda, and they are not thwarted by the pastness of history and the irreducibility of mental 

illness. Instead, the structures of contemporary politics and compassion together often produce a 

failure of justice, even a symbolic justice bestowed on historical subjects.  

The question of justice in reading is one with a long history. At this concept’s historical 

extreme, Aristotle’s Poetics defines tragedy as a depiction of “events that evoke pity and fear” 

(28). Although Aristotle provides very little elaboration of this idea, his momentary alignment of 

the audience’s emotional response to tragedy with katharsis has been among the most persistent 

debates on the function of literature in the Western canon. Anthony Kenny translates the Greek to 

say that tragedy “[effects], through pity and fear, the purification of such emotions” (25). In his 

introduction, Kenny claims that the most appropriate interpretation of this effect is as a 

refinement of the emotions, achieving a balance and suitability—“the right proportion” (xxv)—

of feelings in response to the spectators’ own lives. The orientation of feeling that springs from 

representation towards an individual’s life outside of the text finds corollaries in contemporary 

scholarship on identification. Writing for a pedagogical research audience, Stephanie Moody 
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defines critical pedagogy as a practice meant to produce “democratic agents who use their 

knowledges to promote social justice and transformation” (my emphasis, 106), and argues that 

readers of popular romance fiction combine an affective “desire to be captivated, moved and 

swept away by narratives” with critique (106). Andrew McCann, whose own writing 

concentrates on “the confluence of progressive politics and commercial logics” (64) in American 

middlebrow fiction across media, draws upon Brigid Rooney’s work on “literary activism” (61), 

in which writers “function as non-expert political commentators for a broad public” in a 

recreational reading market (61). Aristotle’s formulation of the function of tragedy to produce an 

ethical disposition towards one’s own life and society survives in analyses of contemporary 

popular and middlebrow literature, variously articulated in terms of social justice, progressive 

politics, or activism. Presumably, then, the justice that might be bestowed upon an historical 

figure like Zelda Fitzgerald is as oriented towards performing some form of “social justice and 

transformation” in our own society as towards a recuperation of her legacy.  

I look to contemporary theorizations of compassion in order to determine how this ethical 

reading might occur. Much of this dissertation has used the term “sympathetic” to describe the 

tendency for scholarship to divide itself into sympathetic and unsympathetic camps of 

“partisans” in scholarship on the Fitzgeralds. My shift in terminology from sympathy to 

compassion is prompted by the body of cultural critical work in the field of contemporary 

literary studies that takes compassion as its primary critical term. In her contribution to Berlant’s 

Compassion: The Culture and Politics of an Emotion (2004), Marjorie Garber traces the 

distinctions among compassion and related emotional concepts like sympathy and empathy:  

Where compassion quickly tipped in the direction of inequality, charity, or patronage (the 

nonsufferer showing compassion to the sufferer), sympathy remained historically a 
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condition of equality or affinity, whether between the body and the soul, between two 

bodily organs, or, increasingly, between persons with similar feelings, inclinations, and 

temperaments....Empathy, we might note, is a modern word, although it has a Greek 

analogue. Coined in the early years of the twentieth century as a translation of German 

Einfühlung, it has come to denote the power of projecting one’s personality into the 

object of contemplation and has been a useful technical term in both psychology and 

aesthetics. It seems possible that the need for this word arose as the strongest sense of 

sympathy began to decline or become merged with compassion. But empathy also seems 

to stress the matter of personal agency and individual emotion. A person who displays 

empathy is, it appears, to be congratulated for having fine feelings; a person who shows 

or expresses sympathy has good cultural instincts and training; a person who shows 

compassion seems motivated, at least in part, by values and precepts, often those learned 

from religion, philosophy, or politics. (22-24) 

Compassion has a distinctively social valence, one that asserts conventional relationships 

between feeling and action. It is important to note, here, that Garber’s description of the 

etymological history of “compassion” stresses the socio-political aspects of inequality: 

compassion is tied to “charity, or patronage” (20) and learned from sociopolitical structures like 

“religion, philosophy, or politics” (21). As I shift my critical terminology from sympathy to 

compassion, I attempt to account for the social dynamics and ethics of contemporary 

representation, particularly that of mental illness. Zelda Fitzgerald provides the historical subject 

matter onto which a significant category of contemporary literature plays out the relationship 

between feeling and action. In order to accomplish compassionate writing, these novels engage 



192 

in a world-building exercise that shifts the boundaries of which subjects and what subject matter 

can be evaluated as worthy of compassion.  

Novels on Zelda Fitzgerald, a subset of contemporary middlebrow writing, reveal a fairly 

consistent set of conventions surrounding the expectations of compassionate authorship. By these 

conventions, the author has an ethical responsibility towards the subjects of her novels, 

particularly in cases in which the author performs a recuperation of an undeserved negative 

reputation. I contend that contemporary middlebrow literature on Zelda Fitzgerald exposes an 

underlying ethics of authorship and readership: by and large, to read and to write is to work 

within a therapeutic paradigm, to perform a social good, and to right a wrong. There is, of 

course, the possibility that reading and writing—and compassionate feeling—may be applied to 

historical figures like dictators or criminals. However, the cognitive function of compassion that 

requires a judgment of the worthiness of a subject of compassion suggests to me that these 

narratives belong to a different mode of reading. Even Aristotle’s schematization of tragedy 

delineates the appropriateness of a tragical subject, noting that neither wholly virtuous nor 

depraved subjects elicit the appropriate response, and that the person represented should be “a 

man not outstanding in virtue or justice...who falls into adversity not through vice or depravity 

but because he errs in some way” (32). In other words, the Aristotelian tragic subject should be 

relatable, if not normal. While this kind of characterization might be possible with the 

“depraved” historical subject, I will leave these cases aside. 

In the two chapters that follow, two schools of thought shape my discussion of 

compassionate authorship. The first of these is ethical philosopher Martha Nussbaum’s 

theorization of the cognitive elements of compassion as mechanisms of community inclusion. I 

will explore the way that the text of middlebrow novels effects a judgment or re-evaluation of 
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Zelda’s biography along the lines that Nussbaum sketches out. The second school of thought is 

Lauren Berlant’s and Garber’s theorizations of compassion in its political and affective 

dimensions. Because Berlant’s and Garber’s definitions of compassion focus on the social 

operations of compassion, I have found them most useful for talking about conceptions of 

authorship in addition to the potential failures of the social exercise of compassion. These two 

schools of thought have divergent goals in theorizing compassion, and their differences are 

rooted in each theorist’s approach to community and statehood. Nussbaum sees compassion as 

an emotional tool with which to judge subjects worthy of state or community inclusion. Berlant 

and Garber theorize compassion more suspiciously, interpreting the affective aspects of 

compassion to depend on a hierarchical power dynamic in which compassion may only be 

granted discretionally and depends on the otherness of the recipient of compassion. Both 

approaches are necessary in order to parse the operations of compassionate writing and 

compassionate authorship, and both are required in order to understand the failed relationship of 

compassionate reading and writing to justice, so that the assumptions of what contemporary 

middlebrow literature does in the world—the subjects it attempts to do justice by and the 

subjects it attempts to shape in its readership—may be more closely scrutinized. Ultimately, I 

lean towards Berlant’s suspiciousness of contemporary compassion: instead of producing an 

Aristotelian balance, I perceive the therapeutic function of reading to result in a social 

complacency. 

A discussion of the ethics of compassion in middlebrow writing is particularly timely, as the 

cultural impetus for these re-narrativizations seems to emerge from the contemporary movement 

to destigmatize mental illness. At its core, this contemporary movement argues that 

destigmatization benefits both individuals and the state: individuals are happier and more 
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productive; the state is relieved of the burdens of restricted access to economic advancement and 

social inclusion and of costs incurred by employers. Researchers like Heather Stuart have 

observed a growing “public health interest in both the burden of mental health and the hidden 

burden of mental health related stigma” (n.p.). In Psychology Today, a popular rather than 

scholarly venue, researcher and mental health activist Ruth C. White notes that the “social, 

economic, emotional and psychological impacts [of stigma] exacerbate symptoms and negatively 

impacts the lives of both people with brain disorders and the people who care about them” (n.p.). 

White further claims that people with mental illnesses “manage symptoms in all sorts of ways in 

order to lead productive lives” (n.p.), demonstrating the motivations of destigmatization to be 

productivity and individual well-being that benefits the state.  

Supplementary to these social and economic motivations, the movement to destigmatize 

mental illness frequently charges narrative—whether memoir, literary, or filmic—with the task 

of accurately representing mental illness and aiding in the reduction of stigma. White, for 

instance, criticizes various media for their role in perpetuating stigma: “The stereotypes and 

archetypes of people with brain disorders (aka the mentally ill) are created and supported by 

movies such as One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, Black Swan, or The Shining, books such as 

The Catcher in the Rye or TV shows such as Law & Order or ER, where the person with bipolar 

disorder never takes their medication and then gets into all sorts of trouble, often including 

murder or self-destructive behaviors” (n.p.). By contrast, the 2012 film Silver Linings Playbook, 

another film starring Jennifer Lawrence, “is one rare example that [shows] someone taking 

medications, going to therapy, getting social support and exercising in order to control their 

symptoms” (n.p.). Moreover, White notes that when she first began advocacy work, her only 

narrative touchstone was Kay Redfield Jamison’s An Unquiet Mind: A Memoir of Moods and 
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Madness (1995), an account of clinical psychologist and professor Jamison’s struggles with 

bipolar disorder from early adolescence. White reads this memoir as a representation of a 

“successful” person with a brain disorder, a representation that has been beneficial to her own 

well being and to her development as an activist and an “out” person with a mental illness.  

White evaluates cultural products within the framework of the movement to destigmatize 

mental illness. In so doing she expects a representational realism about the lives and experiences 

of people with mental illness. For White, this realism should also serve the promotion of 

individual well-being; it should provide models of normalized management of symptoms in 

which readers, including herself, may see represented possibilities for themselves to lead 

“successful,” productive lives. Cultural products and narratives have a distinct social role to 

accomplish and should support the well-being of the people they represent. 

White’s suggestions about this destigmatizing role for cultural products offer a striking 

parallel to the “therapeutic paradigm” of contemporary middlebrow reading. Timothy Aubry 

draws on Elizabeth Long and Janice Radway when he claims that “many middlebrow readers 

approach literature in the same way they approach self-help books: in search of practical 

guidance on how to manage various social and psychological challenges, and in search of 

strategies for self-improvement” (353). Aubry applies this therapeutic mode to Oprah’s Book 

Club, noting that the capacity for a book to “change [readers] lives...seems to be the most 

important criteria for determining a work’s literary value” (353). Both the movement to 

destigmatize mental illness and the contemporary middlebrow look to print media cultural 

production for its ability to therapeutically help individual readers.  

Contemporary literature on Zelda Fitzgerald emerges at precisely this juncture of middlebrow 

reading practices and the movement to destigmatize mental illness. Contemporary literature 
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critically portrays the stigmatization that permitted what Nina Auerbach calls the collusion of 

“those quintessential good men, husbands and doctors” (31) in the pathologization of women’s 

emotional lives in the twentieth century and for the long history that precedes it. The act of 

writing compassionately is at least coincident with—and possibly results from—shifts in cultural 

representation that have turned a sympathetic eye towards mental distress, particularly towards 

women who are mentally distressed. However, as the ethics of compassion are bound by a 

conventional relationship of right feeling to right action, it is crucial at this contemporary 

moment to examine the ways that reading—and the overlaps of its compassionate and 

therapeutic modes—might fail the project of destigmatization. 
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Chapter Four: Eudaimonia, Compassion, and Celebrity in Contemporary Middlebrow 

Literature 

 

 “Scott had Dr. Rennie to the house so Scott could ‘document’ his grievances and 

instruct Zelda to stop writing. No understanding, no empathy, no love. Only 

bitterness.”  

(Robuck, Call Me Zelda, 168) 

 

If the revitalized memory of the Fitzgeralds has produced a major publishing event around Zelda 

Fitzgerald, the middlebrow novel is in the thick of it. Ashley Lawson has identified these novels 

as part of a sub-genre of contemporary fiction: “muse lit” takes up the biographical material of 

women in some way attached to famous artistic men. The novels that retell Zelda Fitzgerald’s 

life—Therese Anne Fowler’s Z: A Novel of Zelda Fitzgerald (2013), Erika Robuck’s Call Me 

Zelda (2013), and Lee Smith’s Guests on Earth (2014)—closely fit Lawson’s definition in 

subject matter. In addition, the authors of all three novels are well-established within a muse-lit 

literary market. This is especially true of Robuck, who is also the author of Hemingway’s Girl 

(2012) (about Ernest Hemingway’s second wife Paulina) and a forthcoming novel about Edna St 
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Vincent Millay.1 Contemporary writing seems to look to modernist women for new perspectives 

on well-known figures. Literary giants like F. Scott Fitzgerald and Hemingway are the standard 

literary stock of American modernism, and an exploration of lives of their wives and lovers 

complicates and personalizes their masculinist hagiography in addition to telling the stories of 

historical women to contemporary women.  

The novels on Zelda in particular simultaneously mark a new trend in middlebrow publishing 

and draw from the tradition of “partisan” writing about Zelda—writing that attempts to engage in 

a recovery of her life and work and, frequently, to take her side in conflicts constructed around 

the Fitzgeralds. Nancy Milford has been heralded as the prototypical “Zelda partisan” 

(Wasserstrom). Her impact would appear to demonstrate the power of archival recovery in 

retelling buried narratives in a way that looks to correct a cultural record. 

However, the project of archival recovery that underlies Milford’s biography is not 

equivalent to the project of the novelistic renarrativizations that have emerged over the last five 

years. Milford’s version of archival recovery falls largely along traditional scholarly lines; it is an 

activity of literary historical scholarship that critics like Jessica Burstein describe as the 

“excavation of a writer, writers, or work whose influence has failed to exercise the critical grip 

that might and presumably should be the case” (3). Thanks in part to the work of writers like 

Milford, Zelda today hardly seems in need of “excavation,” and, indeed, the sheer number of 

simultaneous publications on Zelda belies any need for recovery. Recovery or excavation no 

longer seems to accurately describe the activity of renarrativizing Zelda’s life, but Astrid Erll and 

Ann Rigney’s articulation of the dynamics of cultural memory as an active and on-going 

                                                           

1. Robuck notes in paratextual material that she was first drawn to Millay because of the love that writers 

Edmund “Bunny” Wilson and John Peale Bishop professed for her. 
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“relationship to the past from a particular point in the present” (2) identifies a recent trend in the 

scholarship on cultural memory. They write,  

This relationship is an active one in the sense that it requires a continued investment from 

audiences: If stories about the past are no longer performed in talking, reading, viewing, 

or commemorative rituals, they ultimately die out in cultural terms, becoming obsolete or 

“inert” (Olick and Robbins). In the process, they may be replaced or “over-written” by 

new stories that speak more directly to latter-day concerns and are more relevant to latter-

day identity formations (Irwin-Zarecka). (2)  

The market saturation of narratives about Zelda may stem from this function of cultural memory. 

On one hand, Zelda’s psychomedical stigmatization may be particularly relevant for 

contemporary identity formations; on the other, her narrative is only relevant insofar as 

contemporary media perform a continual engagement with it. Indeed, partisanship that survives 

in the novels has kept alive debates about Zelda’s artistic legitimacy or victimization, and Erll 

and Rigney concede that “[f]ighting about memory is one way of keeping it alive and...the 

history of cultural memory is marked as much by crises and controversies running along social 

fault lines as it is by consensus and canon-building” (2).  

Each sphere of cultural production constructs its intervention into cultural memory 

differently. Although the Zelda novels of the last five years frequently read as fictionalized 

adaptations of biography, the goals of the novel form and the biography form are distinct. Erll 

and Rigney characterize their intervention into historiographic theories of cultural memory to be 

the claim that “particular media offerings become agenda-setters for collective remembrance” 

(2), and that multiple, inter-medial expressions of a cultural memory are essential to the topic 

“[taking] root” in a given discursive community (2). In addition, historiographical theorist 
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Hayden White claims that narrative, including non-fiction, historical narrative, “far from being 

merely a form of discourse that can be filled with different contents, real or imaginary as the case 

may be, already possesses a content prior to any given actualization of it” (xi). Erll and Rigney’s 

treatment of media and White’s treatment of narrative find an intermediary in literary form, and I 

wish to turn my attention to the discursive elements of the the biography and the novel.  

Contemporary novels and biographies both work to explore the complexities of Zelda’s 

illness and faults, and also engage sympathetically in a speculation on and representation of her 

motivations. I read the core distinguishing factor of the novels to be their emphasis on emotion 

and evaluation, and their proliferation suggests to me that the novels are engaged in a media-

specific continued investigation of Zelda’s life. The means by which they perform cultural 

memory is through compassionate investigation of the public record of Zelda’s life. Ethical 

philosopher Martha Nussbaum argues that major emotions like compassion have ethical 

functions for state building and that they entail by definition an evaluation of a subject to be an 

appropriate target of emotional response. Nussbaum describes compassion as having three 

cognitive elements in relation to evaluation:  

Compassion, then, has three cognitive elements: the judgment of size (a serious bad event 

has befallen someone); the judgment of nondesert (this person did not bring the suffering 

on himself or herself); and the eudaimonistic judgment (this person, or creature, is a 

significant element in my scheme of goals and projects, an end whose good is to be 

promoted). The Aristotelian judgment of similar possibilities is an epistemological aid to 

forming the eudaimonistic judgment—not necessary, but usually very important. 

(Nussbaum 321) 
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Nussbaum lays out three necessary components to compassion in the sense of its cognitive 

judgment: size, nondesert, and eudaimonistic judgment. As further elucidation of eudaimonistic 

judgment, Nussbaum cites the well-established Aristotelian principle of the “judgment of similar 

possibilities” that may assist in a feeling subject’s cognitive process of compassion. The 

emotional dimensions of compassion—particularly after it has been granted to a suffering 

subject—may be multiple, as, indeed, may be the the relationship between feeling and action. 

What Nussbaum is particularly concerned with is the emotion’s primary cognitive function, in 

which a feeling subject deems a suffering subject to be worthy of compassion.2  

I wish to extend Nussbaum’s concern with the cognitive aspects of compassion to its 

representation in literature. The novel’s formal specificity has perhaps permitted this 

development of a poetics of compassion. The expectations of psychological insight of the form 

facilitate the cognitive aspects of emotion, turning a novelistic license with fact to the purposes 

of presenting characters like Zelda as worthy of compassion. The middlebrow novel’s 

construction of its readership may likewise be particularly well suited for a poetics of 

compassion, since the Aristotelian “judgment of similar possibilities”—the “epistemological aid” 

to eudaimonistic judgment—approaches the function of readerly identification with given 

characters. In an echo of Aristotle’s prescription for the types of character appropriate to tragedy, 

the imagined reader of the middlebrow novel may be expected to see in characters like Zelda 

echoes of their own lives, or, at least, a story they could imagine in their own lives.  

                                                           

2. It is, of course, possible to write narratives of historical subjects without being motivated by 

compassion. Nussbaum contrasts compassion to emotions like wonder, which she suggests may at times 

be “non-eudaimonistic” (321). Wonder may be a state of emotional engagement and fascination, but it 

does not undertake the project of turning emotion into a world-building project. Wonder roughly equates 

to the ostensibly objective project of scholarly inquiry while compassion equates to the literary project to 

construct a character to whom readers may relate, in whom they see similar possibilities for their own 

lives. 
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In the first section of this chapter, “Compassion and Biographical Literary Strategies,” I 

compare narratives that span the scope of Zelda Fitzgerald’s life comprehensively, including 

Nancy Milford’s biography Zelda, Tiziana Lo Porto and Daniele Marotta’s graphic biography 

Superzelda, and Therese Anne Fowler’s Z. This comparison elucidates the way that the 

constrictions of form, whether novelistic or biographical, produce different relationships to 

compassion. In particular, two of the necessary cognitive elements of compassion that Nussbaum 

describes—a judgment of size and a judgment of nondesert of the person who suffers—seem to 

be the primary means by which these forms perform an evaluation of Zelda Fitzgerald as an 

appropriate subject of compassion. In the second section, “The Novel, Eudaimonia, and 

Celebrity Imprimatur,” I concentrate on Ericka Robuck’s Call Me Zelda and Lee Smith’s Guests 

on Earth, novels set within specific timeframes in Zelda’s life from the perspective of narrators 

who cross her path. In this section, I argue that the novels set up the potential for celebrity 

imprimatur to support eudaimonistic judgment by insisting on the social embeddedness of 

celebrity forms of knowledge. The third section, “Compassion and a Critique of Imprimatur,” 

pushes against this potential integration of compassion and imprimatur as I continue my reading 

of Robuck’s Call Me Zelda. The novel is deeply ambivalent about celebrity, and it suggests that, 

for female celebrities, imprimatur may work against compassionate judgment. 

 

Compassion and Biographical Literary Strategies 

This section analyses a single anecdote about Zelda Fitzgerald’s life in three contexts: Milford’s 

biography Zelda (1970), Fowler’s novel Z (2013), and Lo Porto and Marotta’s graphic-novel 

form biography Superzelda (2011, trans. 2013). As the anecdote goes, in August of 1925, after 

the publication of The Great Gatsby (1925) and at the very beginning of the nearly decade-long 



203 

novelistic dry spell before Scott published Tender Is the Night (1934), Scott and Zelda had 

moved to Antibes in the South of France. Scott and Zelda had dinner with Sara and Gerald 

Murphy in St.-Paul-de-Vence near Nice, in a restaurant with a dining terrace built above a sheer 

drop to a valley. When Scott ostentatiously greets Isadora Duncan, the famous modernist dancer 

who is also dining on the same terrace, Zelda throws herself down a stone stairwell, to the shock 

of her dining partners. This anecdote is frequently provided as early evidence of Zelda’s 

deteriorating mental health.  

A comparison with Milford’s and Lo Porto and Marotta’s biographies throws the operations 

of compassion in Fowler’s novel into relief, revealing the subtleties of motivation in each form, 

what N. Katherine Hayles calls the “different ontologies, purposes, and histories” of forms 

(1603). Of the novelizations of Zelda Fitzgerald’s biography, Fowler’s novel Z (2013) is the only 

one whose plot spans the majority of Zelda’s adult life. Its narrative scope reaches from the night 

she meets Scott in Montgomery, Alabama in 1918, to when she receives news of Scott’s death in 

1944. The temporal scope of Fowler’s narrative aligns the novel closely with that of the 

biography form, perhaps more closely than the other novels that draw from Zelda’s biography.  

To compare these two forms as they relate to narratives about Zelda Fitzgerald, I will first 

demonstrate the way that the stylistic elements of Milford’s biography allow the text to present 

interpretation as fact. Then, I analyse Fowler’s novel in order to demonstrate that the first person 

point of view may provide evidence of nondesert and size of suffering in support of 

compassionate evaluation. Finally, I look at how Lo Porto and Marotta’s graphic-novel form 

biography presents itself as a compassionate text but forecloses the possibilities for 

compassionate evaluation in its narration.  
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Biography relies heavily on an expectation that the biographer, or perhaps the biographical 

narrator, is the locus of authority in the account of another person’s life. Jeanette King describes 

contemporary readerly expectations of biography to be coloured by a poststructuralist 

historiography in which a reader is already disposed to think of biographies as versions of the 

past. Biographies are in no small part speculative: “Since historians cannot use the actual past as 

a standard for historical accounts, but have to rely on someone’s narrative—oral or 

documentary—postmodernists argue that history can only ever be contested versions of the past” 

(King qtd. in Cooper and Short 5). Cooper and Short contend that this poststructuralist 

historiography has supported the recent popularity of historical fiction, as “contemporary 

historical fiction now demonstrates more clearly than ever...an acute awareness of the fact that 

history, by its very nature, is always already fictional, and that it is always subject to bias” (5). 

Despite this poststructuralist world view, biographers still rely on other people’s narratives in 

order to make truth claims about the subjects of their biography.  

Milford’s Zelda conforms to this biographical construction of truth claims. In her rendering 

of the anecdote on which I focus, Milford alternates between oral accounts from Gerald Murphy, 

a friend of the Fitzgeralds, and information presented in the voice of her biographical narrator. 

The passage opens with a poetic exposition of setting and then weaves Murphy’s oral account 

together with Milford’s own biographical speculation:  

The only lights other than those that ringed the harbour like a necklace across the Bay of 

Angels were two candles on their table. At a nearby table sat Isadora Duncan surrounded 

by three admirers. Gerald Murphy said: “Scott didn’t know who she was, so I told him. 

He immediately went to her table and sat at her feet. She ran her fingers through his hair 

and she called him her centurion”...Zelda was quietly watching Scott and Duncan 
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together and then suddenly, with no word of warning or explanation, she stood up on her 

chair and leaped across both Gerald and the table into the darkness of the stairwell behind 

him. “I was sure she was dead. We were all stunned and motionless.” Zelda reappeared 

within moments, standing perfectly still at the top of the stone stairs. Sara ran to her and 

wiped the blood from her knees and dress. Gerald said, “I don’t remember what Scott did. 

The first thing I remember thinking was that it had not been ugly.”...An incident such as 

this, so obviously self-destructive and shot through with gratuitous violence, was to blight 

subsequent meetings between the Murphys and the Fitzgeralds. (116-17) 

Milford presents Murphy’s account in order to provide factual detail—explaining to Scott who 

Isadora Duncan was—and the immediate emotional responses of the Murphys, Scott, Isadora 

Duncan, and other dinner-goers—their stunned silence. In addition to this factual detail, 

Milford’s biographical narrator also describes the dynamics of observation and asserts the impact 

of the incident. For instance, the narrator retains control over the framing and the description of 

light in the mise-en-scène—“[t]he only lights other than those that ringed the harbour...were two 

candles on their table” (116). As a result, this biographical narrator sets up the conditions for 

observation. In addition, the narrator describes Zelda “quietly watching Scott and Duncan 

together” (117) before she leaps down the stairwell. In this description, Zelda’s gaze indicates an 

internal process of thought that leads to her decision to jump down the stairwell. When Milford’s 

narrator describes Zelda reappearing, “standing perfectly still at the top of the stone stairs” (117), 

she controls Zelda’s movement in and out of the scene’s picture frame.  

However, Gerald Murphy’s account of this line of sight is not offered. It is possible that the 

information that the narrator provides in supplement to Murphy’s account is paraphrase, whether 

of Murphy or of other observers’ reports, and, indeed, the biography is detailed enough to inspire 
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this kind of confidence. However, the presentation of supplementary, poetic description of setting 

and the control that the narrator holds over the mise-en-scène suggest that the narrator’s voice is 

more authoritative than the “oral or documentary” (King qtd. in Cooper and Short 5) accounts 

upon which they draw. The movement away from documentary accounts and towards narrative 

authority relies on a reader’s trust of the narrator to present evidence accurately within her 

argument about the biographical subject.  

Following this authorial provision of evidence, Milford’s narrator then quickly switches to an 

interpretive mode when she claims a causal link between the incident that was “obviously self-

destructive and shot through with gratuitous violence” and the disintegration of Zelda’s social 

circle. The narrator implies that “[a]n incident such as this” might have been one among many 

and asserts that they did “blight subsequent meetings between the Murphys and the Fitzgeralds.” 

It is possible that Gerald Murphy might have expressed an evaluation of the scene other than 

frustration and social discomfort at self-destructive and gratuitously violent incidents. While 

jumping down a stone stairwell, particularly onto uneven cobblestones in the south of France, 

may reasonably be called self-destructive, the purported gratuitousness that Milford ascribes to 

Zelda’s actions appears to take a stronger, in fact harsher, interpretive position. The biography 

offers evidence in support of a reader’s compassionate evaluation. The stark image of Zelda, 

“standing perfectly still at the top of the stone stairs” (117), is certainly striking, and Zelda’s 

isolation while the diners at St.-Paul-de-Vence look on may prompt in some readers’ 

compassionate evaluation, particularly in relation to the size of her suffering. And Zelda’s quiet 

observation could indicate the depth of her emotional distress and betrayal, a silence pregnant 

with the histories of her marriage. However, in lieu of quoting the evaluations of the Murphys, 

Milford’s narrator does the interpretive work of asserting the long-term effects of Zelda’s antics 
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by casting her actions as “gratuitous.” The biographical narrator’s authorial hold over the scene 

offers little in the way of compassionate evaluation. If, presumably, Milford has already done the 

cognitive work of deeming Zelda a subject worthy of close consideration within the schemes and 

ends of compassionate society as a premise of the biography, her text nevertheless does little to 

stylistically perform compassionate judgment.  

In contrast to Milford’s biography, I read a poetics of compassion in Fowler’s novel, Z. Due 

in part to its narrative scope, Z at times reads like a transliteration of Milford’s biography into 

novel form. However, Fowler’s novel performs the cognitive evaluation of compassion in ways 

that Milford’s biography does not. It relies heavily on the affordances of the novel to depict 

emotional and psychological motivation. A fictionalized Zelda Fitzgerald narrates, and in relation 

to the same anecdote the novel provides evidence for the evaluative work of determining size 

and nondesert:  

At about the time I was draining that third glass, someone—who can remember just who 

it was?—noticed, aloud, that the glamorous and beloved dancer Isadora Duncan, one of 

my own idols, was having dinner at a table across the patio.  

“What? Really?” Scott said, and then he was out of his seat and in a second had either 

fallen or collapsed or thrown himself onto the ground at her feet; I wasn’t equipped at this 

point to comprehend the finer details.  

Miss Duncan reached for him, petting his face and smoothing his hair while he beamed 

up at her. “How lovely and golden you are, my faithful centurion!” 

“My life is but to serve you,” Scott said.  

What the hell? I thought. She was mine. He was mine. I got up out of my chair and, 

seeing that the shortest path to the steps that led down the hill away from the patio was 
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across our table, I got up onto my chair, walked across the table, stepped onto the stone 

wall, and jumped into the stairwell.  

If only the steps had been a fountain, like the one in Union Square—but no. No, they 

were old, solid stone, and my high heels were not so good for making an upright landing. 

Next thing I know, I was on my throbbing hands and knees and Sara [Murphy] was there 

with her arm around me, helping me to my feet. Blood trickled down my shins, and I 

remember being glad I hadn’t worn stockings.  

“I purely hate it when he does shit like that,” I said.  

I remember, too, that Scott was far less distressed by my actions than the Murphys and 

MacLeishes were. In fact I think he appreciated the display—which might well be why I 

made it. (237-8) 

The anecdote, as told from the fictional Zelda’s point of view, works to temper evaluations of 

Zelda as deserving of misfortune and contributes to the novel’s cumulative evaluation of the size 

of Zelda’s misfortunes. Zelda describes the motivations for her actions to be primarily 

expediency. In the face of Scott’s demonstrations to Isadora Duncan, Zelda seems simply to want 

to get away from the scene. Where Milford describes Zelda’s actions as “shot through with 

gratuitous violence” (117), Fowler’s fictionalized Zelda merely wishes to leave. Her self-

destruction is negligent and is incidental to finding the most expedient route—over the table and 

down the stone stairwell, with perhaps a dramatic disregard for propriety. While this disregard 

may still be read as self-destructive, the focalization through Zelda’s point of view tempers this 

interpretation: Zelda is drunk and frustrated; she may simply have been trying to leave.  

It is also possible to excavate from this scene a possible redirection of blame. The closing 

sentence suggests that Zelda creates a scene, even if unconsciously, for Scott’s benefit. While the 
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Murphys and the MacLeishes are “distressed,” Scott is not, and Zelda interprets his calmness to 

mean that he enjoyed her theatricality. If Zelda’s display of recklessness pleases her husband, it 

may be that she responds to his desire for drama in general, a desire that the scene establishes 

with Scott’s drunken, over-the-top exhortations to a fellow celebrity. When Sara Murphy picks 

Zelda up off the cobblestones, Zelda says “I purely hate it when he does shit like that” (my 

emphasis), a complaint that at a surface level of meaning refers to Scott’s antics. But the referent 

of “shit like that” is slippery. Scott’s transgression may in fact have been a provocation. Perhaps, 

what Scott has done is to prompt Zelda to jump, whether to regain his attention or to play a 

familiar marital game that began in the fountain in Union Square.  

Fowler’s version of this anecdote depicts the annoyances and betrayals that Zelda 

experiences to be cumulative. The novel provides evidence of an experience of sufficient size in 

line with the second evaluative criteria for compassionate evaluation. Zelda’s suffering is rooted 

in what she experiences as Scott’s betrayals. From Zelda’s point of view, Scott’s demonstrations 

to Isadora Duncan are quasi-absurd, somewhere between stumbling drunk and overblown play-

acting. Zelda’s internal response indicates that she is simultaneously annoyed—“What the 

hell?”—and betrayed—“one of my own idols....She was mine. He was mine” (237). The 

narrative focalization on Scott through Zelda’s point of view also suggests that betrayal and 

annoyance have become part of a pattern. While the novel’s focalization via Zelda helps to 

temper readerly evaluations of desert, its depiction of a cumulative betrayal through Zelda’s 

point of view both performs a sufficiently sizeable experience of misfortune. 

Fowler and Milford, as authors, have likely both engaged in the cognitive exercise of 

evaluating Zelda Fitzgerald worthy of compassion. In terms of their texts’ respective facilitation 

of compassion, however, Fowler’s description of an identical incident turns novelistic 
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psychological insight and interiority to the purposes of providing motivation for Zelda’s actions, 

and even suggesting that blame may lay in more in the complexities of a marital relationship than 

solely with Zelda. Milford’s authorial interpretation is less inclined to provide a reader the 

information to perform the cognitive work of compassion: without the explicit depiction of 

Zelda’s interiority in the biography, or, indeed, speculation on her interiority, the biographical 

narrator’s description of Zelda’s actions as self-destructive and gratuitously violent hold 

immediate sway over an imagined reader’s compassionate evaluation. A reader’s evaluation as a 

result of Milford’s interpretation may perceive Zelda to deserve her subsequent treatment and the 

negative cultural memory that has survived for so long. Fowler’s novel provides information 

better suited to compassionate cognitive evaluation, depicting self-destruction to be negligent 

rather than malicious. The novelistic text differentiates itself from the biographical text by means 

of relying on the psychological insights of the novel form in order to facilitate an imagined 

reader’s compassion. In particular, novelistic psychological insight supports the evaluation of 

nondesert, in this case by depicting Zelda’s actions as negligent rather than malicious.  

In the novel at large, the arc of Fowler’s narrative asserts that the spectrum of negative affect 

that spanned annoyance and betrayal is a persistent factor in Zelda’s relationship with Scott. It 

suggests by means of accretion that the scale of wrongdoing against Zelda qualifies her for 

compassion. The size of a given ill, in this formulation, is connected not just to a specific event, 

but to smaller traumas that occur across a life narrative. An example of Zelda’s repeated affective 

experience of betrayal occurs at a party shortly after the dinner scene, while the Fitzgeralds still 

live in the South of France:  

Sara [Murphy] pulled me aside.  
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 “He’s asking the oddest things of the other guests. I wonder if you ought to claim a 

stomachache or something and have him take you home.”  

 “Only to turn up like a bad penny later,” I said. “You know how he’s gotten. Leaving 

has to be his idea or it won’t stick.”  

 “Well, his idea right now seems to be finding out what color underwear the women 

have on, whether the men believe extramarital intercourse is a sin, and whether Dottie 

[Dorothy Parker] might be—and I quote—‘a fine piece of tail despite her big mouth.’” 

 “Oh, Lord, I’m sorry. He’s feeling a lot of pressure to turn in his novel, which of 

course isn’t nearly done. All of this attention on Hemingway...” I shrugged. “You should 

get Gerald [Murphy] to talk to him—he’s sure to have better luck than I would.”  

 ....When I saw Scott next, he was attempting to juggle three glass ashtrays and was 

managing pretty well until some man I didn’t recognize called out, “Say, Fitzgerald, 

when are you ever going to write another book?” Scott threw one of the ashtrays at the 

offender, grazing the man’s head.  

 “Enough!” Gerald hissed. He took Scott’s arm and led him toward the door. “You 

might have killed him. Christ almighty, Scott, go home and sleep it off.”  

 Scott’s eyes brimmed with tears. “I’m sorry.” Gerald turned from him and Scott 

clutched his hand. “I’m sorry. Please don’t make me leave.”  

 I had to intervene. “Scott, darling,” I said soothingly, “your aim is a little off, yet. 

Let’s go back to our place and practice a little by chucking some rocks into the water. We 

can come back later.”  

 His bleary eyes lit up. “Yes! Grand. That’s just what we’ll do,” he said, and I led him 

out of the casino wondering how I was ever going to survive the summer. (253-5) 
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In this party scene, the Murphys are in alliance with Zelda as all three attempt to temper Scott’s 

drunken behaviour. Although Zelda is initially reticent to attempt to control Scott, aware that she 

likely holds little sway over her husband, she feels compelled to do so when Scott throws an 

ashtray at a man’s head and incites Gerald Murphy’s anger. The implied repetition in this scene 

indicates the slow accretion of small traumas for Zelda. Zelda is already aware of strategies to 

manage Scott—“Leaving has to be his idea”—and Sara prevails on Zelda’s frequent 

stomachaches as a plausible means of getting Scott to leave the party. The scene closes with 

Zelda’s fear that she may not “survive the summer,” an exaggeration that may not seem like a 

stretch given that her first hospitalization will occur the next year.  

Fowler’s novel is particularly invested in cultivating the criteria of scale and nondesert that 

Nussbaum indicates as the two necessary components to evoke compassion. While novelistic 

interiority may not always be turned to the purposes of compassionate judgment, in this case 

Fowler’s novel provides evidence of nondesert and of the size of Zelda’s suffering that coincides 

with Nussbaum’s definition of compassion. To a greater extent than the biography, the novel 

integrates the work of compassionate judgment into the text. If the evidence provided in support 

of compassion may, at least partially, contribute to a poetics of compassion, Milford’s biography 

engages to a lesser extent in the construction of this poetics. In fact, academic commentators like 

Auerbach have continued to consider Milford’s biography to be canonical—to be the 

interpretation of record. As a work of fiction, the novel makes no such claim to historical 

canonicity. While the biography and the novel are two media forms that may participate in the 

recuperation and continuation of cultural memory, my reading here suggests that biography and 

novel forms split along the lines of formation in contrast to dynamic.  
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Matthew Chambers, inspired by Raymond Williams, Andrew Thacker, and Peter Brooker, 

defines formations as “a formal or informal association of individuals engages in some nature of 

cultural production which in turn sets them in different relations with broader trends in society” 

(Thacker and Brooker qtd. in Chambers 9), emphasizing the way that formations communicate 

“regularity and rootedness” (8) and tend to “sediment” (9). The cultural project of producing a 

canonical historical account is one such sedimentation. By contrast, the novel’s reliance on 

compassion indicates to me that the tendency to elicit compassionate feeling and cognition from 

an audience, to demand its engagement through judgment, comes closer to the ongoing process 

of negotiating a living cultural memory. In Erll and Rigney’s formulation, cultural memory 

requires the efforts of multiple “‘medial frameworks’ for remembering” (2). The sedimentation 

of biography and the dynamicism of the novel, then, may constitute each form’s role in the 

production of Zelda’s cultural memory.  

There are, of course, examples of biography that bend interpretation to the purposes of 

supporting a reader’s compassionate judgment more strongly than others. For instance, Carol 

Loeb Shloss’s biography of Lucia Joyce takes significant imaginative license in describing the 

motivating factors behind Lucia’s behaviours. Shloss speculates that the events leading up to 

Lucia’s first institutionalization, culminating in her throwing a chair at her mother, Nora, stems 

from her displeasure that the Joyce family had decided to move away from Paris just as Lucia’s 

modern dance career had begun to take off. Shloss writes,  

But before this, another crisis had occurred: Lucia had thrown a huge tantrum at the Gare 

du Nord on 17 April [1928], refusing to go to London again, and the senior Joyces had 

had to take their luggage off the train and stay. [Translator and early Joyce scholar, 

Stuart] Gilbert, who arrived at the station at that very moment, wrote in his diary, “the 



214 

truth is none of them really wanted to go...” He very quickly read Lucia’s conduct as a 

symptom for the whole family, daring now to express what none of them had been 

capable of saying to this point....For Lucia and her mother, Joyce’s nomadic pursuit of his 

own genius had to end. They had paid enough.” (220-21) 

This moment of Lucia’s early outbursts and protests is frequently interpreted as the onset of her 

schizophrenia, and her brother, Giorgio, certainly interpreted her symptoms as such. But Shloss 

turns eyewitness accounts to the purposes of facilitating a reader’s evaluation of Lucia’s actions 

not necessarily as symptoms of madness, but as possible symptoms of a cumulative test on the 

family’s patience and a cumulative betrayal of Lucia’s artistic ambitions for the sake of her 

father’s nomadism. The parallels between Shloss’s interpretation of biographical evidence and 

Fowler’s evaluation and fictionalization of historical evidence indicates that biography and 

novelistic treatments of biography can, indeed, work to similar ends, and may even both be 

trained to the project of compassion.  

However, in the case of Zelda Fitzgerald, biography has undertaken a compassionate project 

unevenly. For instance, Milford, perhaps unintentionally, changes the temporality of events that 

may be read as causally linked. She recounts Zelda’s first institutionalization before she discloses 

that Zelda had been offered, and turned down, employment as a soloist in the Montecarlo Ballet. 

Like Shloss does in her account of Lucia’s disappointed artistic ambitions, Milford could have 

chosen to arrange the elements of her biographical narrative in their correct linear temporal order 

to suggest that the betrayal of Zelda’s artistic fulfillment contributed to the sharp decline in her 

mental health. Instead, this causal link is obscured to the point of illegibility. If compassion may 

be said to motivate Milford, the text does not take up opportunities to provide evidence in 

support of a reader’s compassionate judgment.  
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Among biographical treatments of Zelda Fitzgerald’s life, Tiziana Lo Porto and Daniele 

Marotta’s Superzelda complicates expectations of form and its relationship to compassionate 

evaluation. Superzelda is formally ambiguous. On one hand, the comic book-style work styles 

itself as “The Graphic Life of Zelda Fitzgerald,” presenting itself as factual and biographical, but 

it often fails to present information consistent with known fact about Zelda Fitzgerald’s life. On 

the other hand, the blurb on the back of the text proclaims that “[t]he legendary Zelda Fitzgerald 

comes to life in the first graphic novel about this Jazz Age icon” (my emphasis), perhaps 

restricted by the terminology “graphic novel” to refer to an extended piece that combines image 

and text and has ambitions as a serious or artistic work.3 Despite the ambiguity with which the 

work describes its own form, its content purports largely to be biographical, and therefore 

factual, in nature. We might expect, therefore, that Superzelda would align with texts like 

Milford’s Zelda in its allegiance to fact and interpretation. 

Despite the work’s self-construction as a “graphic life,” it contains errors that make it 

impossible to see the work as a good example of a biographical project to accurately interpret the 

truth about a given person’s life. However, the work does incorporate some similar stylistic 

devices to Milford’s more factually consistent account: it relies on eye-witness, oral accounts as 

a means of lending authority to the text, and it unfolds largely by means of a linear sequence of 

events. It is also possible to read in the Graphic Life echoes of stylistic strategies of novels, 

                                                           

3. In the introduction to his essay collection on autobiographical graphic novels, Michael Chaney notes in 

passing that “graphic novel” is an insufficient term for many comics artists: “the controversy over the 

term ‘graphic novel’ has not dismayed autobiography scholars as much as comics scholars, who complain 

that the term is commercially rather than aesthetically imposed, not to mention misleading. Nearly all of 

the graphic novels studied in this volume, for instance, make referential claims to the author’s lived 

reality and therefore are not technically novels at all” (Loc 106). This trend is readily observable in a kind 

of hybrid muse-lit that emerges in graphic-novel autobiographies. Two examples in particular are salient 

to this project: Alison Bechdel’s Fun Home: A Family Tragicomic (2006) prominently features modernist 

authors, among them Zelda and Scott Fitzgerald; Mary M. Talbot’s Dotter of Her Father’s Eyes (2012) 

weaves the author’s memoir of her Joycean scholar father with a graphic representation of Lucia Joyce’s 

biography, including a highly sympathetic account of Lucia’s outburst at her mother. 
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namely foregrounding polyvocality and metacommentary and mimetically depicting characters’ 

emotions as an aspect of its narrativity in an echo of novelistic aids to cognitive compassionate 

evaluation. However, the Graphic Life is frequently uncompassionate, performing eudaimonistic 

judgment that results in the withholding of compassion. Lo Porto and Marotta’s Graphic Life is 

interesting as an example of how a biographical form, despite its failure to achieve the factual 

demands of the form, can also refuse to support a reader’s compassionate evaluation of a 

historical subject. 

Portions of the work’s metacommentary indicate that compassion may be the emotion within 

which the text wishes to construct itself. For example, the epilogue quotes Italian poet Attilio 

Bertolucci:  

Now the time has come for her reappraisal, a new appreciation that we hail with joy 

because we have always found her enormously sympathetic, deserving of comprehension, 

judging from the photographs that circulate, and from the memorable deeds and phrases 

attributed to her; indeed, we have always been just as suspicious of the infernal legends 

that surround her, every bit as much as we are of the golden legend that attaches to him. 

(qtd. in Lo Porto and Marotta 7) 

Bertolucci’s expression of interest in Zelda refers to affects related to compassion. For 

Bertolucci, she “deserves comprehension”; she should be understood in a way that may be 

aligned with emotions like compassion or wonder, both of which require curiosity. She is 

“enormously sympathetic”; she elicits what Garber calls a “condition of equality or affinity” 

(22). Furthermore, in moments of speculation, Bertolucci edges towards expressing 

compassionate evaluation. He expresses suspicion of “the infernal legends that surround 

[Zelda],” suggesting that the blame assigned to Zelda for Scott’s downfall is misplaced.  
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Figure 5. Inset of Dorothy Parker in Superzelda (pp. 53) 
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Figure 6. Inset of Gerald and Sara Murphy in Superzelda (pp. 84) 
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 Similarly, when the Graphic Life incorporates a polyvocality typical of biography texts, 

at times it does so in a way that gestures towards an evaluation of Zelda’s actions as reasonable 

and of Zelda as nondeserving of a negative historical legacy. Lo Porto and Marotta set illustrated 

eye-witness perspectives on Zelda’s adult life into the pages of the Graphic Life, including 

figures like Dorothy Parker (Figure 5) and the Murphys (Figure 6). The presentation of such eye-

witness accounts parallels the way that Milford presents the words of Gerald Murphy in order to 

lend authority to her biography. But in a crucial departure, some of these inset illustrations 

perform a readership’s evaluation that might result from biographical interpretation.  

For example, the Graphic Life illustrates and ventriloquizes Patti Smith, the American artist, 

poet, punk rock musician and writer, who expresses her affinity with Zelda (Figure 7), by 

including her illustrated image alongside a passage from her memoir, Just Kids (2010). In the 

work’s account of Zelda’s early life, it depicts an adolescent Zelda smashing a store window to 

steal a picture of one of her suitors. The text drawn in a text bubble reads, “Reading the story of 

Zelda Fitzgerald...I identified with her mutinous spirit. I remember passing shop windows with 

my mother and asking why people didn’t just kick them in” (34). The original context of the 

passage is more explicit about the relationship between biographical interpretation and a possible 

readerly compassionate judgment. In its original context, the quote reads,  

Some of us are born rebellious. Reading the story of Zelda Fitzgerald by Nancy Milford, I 

identified with her mutinous spirit. I remember passing shop windows with my mother 

and asking why people didn’t just kick them in. She explained that there were unspoken 

rules of social behavior, and that’s the way we coexist as people. I felt instantly confined 

by the notion that we are born into a world where everything was mapped out by those 
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before us. I struggled to suppress destructive impulses and worked instead on creative 

ones. Still, the small rule-hating self within me did not die. (my emphasis, 174)  

Smith’s identification with Zelda’s “mutinous spirit” is a shared a feeling of being “confined” by 

the plans and expectations laid out before her that she attempts to channel into creative rather 

than destructive impulses. Smith perceives Zelda’s childhood antics and her own to be 

reasonable responses to the limitations placed on them. If Smith channels her own destructive 

impulses into creativity, she perceives Zelda to do the opposite, her mutinous spirit resulting in 

her violating the “unspoken rules of social behaviour” that Smith found ways of conforming to. 

While Smith may have redirected her urge to kick in shop windows, the fact of her impulse to 

mutiny is a shared vulnerability with Zelda. Smith’s perception of Zelda’s actions as reasonable 

tempers a possible reader’s evaluations of Zelda’s deservedness of her cultural memory. Smith’s 

identification with Zelda is the close cognitive relative of the “Aristotelian judgment of similar 

possibilities” (Nussbaum 321). Further, Smith mentions Milford by name, demonstrating the way 

that a reader might base this kind of eudaimonistic judgment on the basis of evidence provided 

by biography. 

 The inclusion of Smith’s and Bertolucci’s commentary in the Graphic Life is a rare 

example of the way a biographical text might imagine its readership. Smith and Bertolucci are at 

once evidence of cultural opinions about Zelda—each asserts her relatability and and their 

suspicion of received narratives about her—and depictions of compassionate evaluation through 

reading. To return to Bertolucci’s quote, for instance, he has engaged in “the photographs that 

circulate, and...the memorable deeds and phrases attributed to her” (qtd. in Lo Porto and Marotta 

7), suggesting that he has come into contact at the very least with photographic material about 

her, if not textual material. And his suspicion of the “infernal legends” suggests that this  
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Figure 7. Illustration of Patti Smith from Superzelda (pp. 34) 

 

engagement with the material dimensions of Zelda’s legacy has been accompanied by oral 

narrative. Bertolucci indicates an inter-medial experience of cultural memory through which he 

is able to call for Zelda’s “reappraisal.” Smith’s experience is more strongly rooted in text, 

specifically in biography. Readers of biography, if those readers pattern themselves on Smith, 

find cause for identification. In a broad sense I have discussed the way that contemporary readers 

perceive identification to result in a social justice orientation to the world; in a more limited 

sense, a reader might expect to find in the Graphic Life material in support of compassionate 

judgment.  

However, the Graphic Life’s narration fulfils the promise neither of the performance of 

compassionate evaluation nor of a biographical provision of evidence in support of 



222 

compassionate evaluation. In fact, I would suggest that the Graphic Life represents a failure of a 

literary project of compassion much more clearly than does Milford’s more ambivalently 

sympathetic text. In the Graphic Life’s rendering of the scene at St-Paul-de-Vence (Figure 8), the 

work relies on two mechanisms that foreclose structures of compassion: an elision of the source 

of its polyvocality and a flattening of visual and textual modes of representing motivational 

complexity.  

First, it strips framing from the polyvocality that structures the text elsewhere, on which texts 

like Milford’s biography depend, and on which Fowler’s novel also draws. All three accounts 

draw information from Gerald Murphy’s oral account of the scene, featuring Murphy in various 

ways. Milford’s account relies on Murphy to provide factual detail, and the rendering of 

additional, speculative information in the biographical narrator’s voice relies on the double 

authority of eye-witness and biographical persona; Murphy’s oral account is offered as evidence 

that complements and lends authority to the claims of the biographical narrator. Fowler’s novel 

focalizes the narrative through Zelda’s point of view and obscures Murphy’s role in the scene, 

but the social aspects of the setting remains, as the Zelda character still recalls “someone—who 

can remember just who it was” (237) pointing out Isadora Duncan. For both Fowler and Milford, 

the complexity of social dynamics, perception, and eye-witness accounts remain underlying 

tensions in the truth claims of biography.  

 Lo Porto and Marotta’s Graphic Life, however, renders this multiplicity of perception 

nearly exclusively as authorial commentary and non-character perspective. In so doing, the 

Graphic Life minimizes both the scale of physical violence of the scene and its psychological 

suffering. The Graphic Life shares this minimization with Fowler’s novel, and in Lo Porto and 

Marotta’s account the surprise and horror of the diners at St.-Paul-de-Vence is only suggested by 
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the curious heads peering over the balcony in the final scene. The presence and perspectives of 

the Murphys, the figures who provide the most insight into the shock of violence is all but 

absent. In the image, a reader would have to look closely to determine that the Murphys sit with 

the Fitzgeralds. Even though the Graphic Life introduces the Murphys in illustrated detail 

elsewhere, their perspectives are not foregrounded as their own in this scene. Instead, Gerald 

Murphy’s words appear verbatim4 but unattributed in the final frame of the scene as though in 

the voice of a biographical narrator, hovering above bloody-kneed Zelda with her skirt falling to 

her hips.  

 The Graphic Life also minimizes the psychological suffering of the scene by avoiding 

expressions of interiority as such. In the final frame, Zelda appears childish and small, 

contrasting with the larger heads of spectators looking over the restaurant balcony. The 

combination of text and image depicts Zelda as petulant, and uses Gerald Murphy’s oral account 

of his friendship with both Fitzgeralds to frame Zelda’s action. The omitted citation ties 

Murphy’s words to a biographical narrative authority rather than eye-witness reportage, and 

concentrates on his description of the Fitzgeralds as mythical party-goers instead of his 

description of his own distress at Zelda’s actions. The minimization of suffering also occurs 

through the scene’s narrative framing. Two points of information attempt to explain Zelda’s 

emotional response to Scott’s demonstrations. The first piece of information is the drawn image 

of Zelda standing, her chair knocked over, and her hands in angry fists. This visual representation 

departs from Milford’s account—that Zelda sat “quietly watching Scott and Duncan together” 

(117), giving little outward indication of distress. It likewise departs from Fowler’s account,  

                                                           

4. This is especially striking as the text was translated from the Italian into English. The Graphic Life 

would likely have had to fill in transcriptions of Murphy’s words at points instead of performing 

transcriptions across the entire work. 
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Figure 8. Scene at St.-Paul-de-Vence in Superzelda (pp. 105) 
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which describes a betrayed Zelda calmly taking the most expedient, albeit dangerous, route out 

of the restaurant and away from her husband. The visual representation of a standing, distraught 

Zelda, depicts her character as quick to anger.  

Similarly, the Graphic Life does not use its text-based narration in order depict complex or 

nuanced interiority as Fowler’s novel does. Instead, the biographical narrator performs her own, 

negative evaluation of Zelda’s motivation: Zelda’s actions are the result of “a jealous fit.” Even 

if jealousy may still be evaluated to be a legitimate emotional response to Scott’s 

demonstrations, the description “jealous fit” suggests that Zelda’s actions are outside of the 

realm of rationality or commensurate response. They may also be outside of the realm of a 

reader’s positive evaluation of Zelda as a subject worthy of compassion. If Lo Porto and Marotta 

may be said to perform an evaluation here it is one that contrasts sharply with the psychological 

interiority that Fowler’s narrative depends on. Fowler’s version of Zelda balances a negative 

affect that vacillates between annoyance and betrayal, and her decision to jump down the 

stairwell is a blurry attempt to remove herself from where she sat watching her husband’s 

display. Lo Porto and Marotta’s version of Zelda is not, as Bertolucci would describe her, 

“enormously sympathetic.” She is, instead, quick to anger and irrational, perhaps deserving of 

her negative legacy. 

The Graphic Life demonstrates how a text may purport to be part of a compassionate project 

to reevaluate historical figures like Zelda Fitzgerald but may fail to either support or perform 

compassionate evaluation. The majority of my analysis of Milford, Fowler, and Lo Porto and 

Marotta’s texts has focused on two aspects of compassionate evaluation—judgment of size and 

judgment of nondesert—and the way that different forms may more directly support an imagined 

reader’s compassionate cognitive evaluation. In my analysis, the third aspect of compassion, 
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eudaimonistic judgment, has thus far implicitly remained a function of reading and of the 

author’s presumed cognition rather than a function of representation. As I move to analyse the 

other two novels in this chapter, Lee Smith’s Guests on Earth and Ericka Robuck’s Call Me 

Zelda, eudaimonistic judgment will become more important. These novels, as I hope to 

demonstrate, make eudaimonistic judgment part of their representational strategy, relying on 

negotiations of renown and intimate personal knowledge.  

By way of transition, I wish to return to one aspect of the scene at St-Paul-de-Vence. Lo 

Porto and Marotta’s Graphic Life engages, if only briefly, with celebrity culture. Similarly to the 

textual narration and graphic depiction of Zelda’s actions, the Graphic Life’s descriptions of 

Scott’s motivations is at once reductive and suggestive: Scott “goes over to express his 

admiration” for Isadora Duncan because he is simply “starstruck.” According to Murphy’s 

account in Milford, Scott does not know Duncan by sight, even if he possibly knows her by 

reputation. To describe Scott as “starstruck” may be a factual error, and in this comparison 

Scott’s “admiration” for Duncan rings hollow. However, the representation of a celebrity figure 

who is starstruck suggests that the mechanisms of celebrity obtain within rarified celebrity 

circles.  

Fowler’s novelistic representation adds further nuance still. From Zelda’s point of view, 

Scott’s ministrations are absurd and highly dramatic. When he approaches Duncan he has “either 

fallen or collapsed or thrown himself onto the ground at her feet” (237) suggesting that his 

performance is messy and undignified. Scott beams up at Duncan and declares “My life is but to 

serve you” in response to Duncan dubbing him her “centurion,” and the hyperbolic speech reads 

as two celebrity figures performing a mutual recognition of celebrity. When Zelda thinks, “She is 

mine. He is mine,” she in one sense bristles at the way that both Scott and Duncan make false 
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claims to intimacy and mutual recognition. In another sense, she responds to her own place 

within the knowledge economies of celebrity culture and marital intimacy. She thinks “She is 

mine”—expressing her identification with a celebrity figure whose career she may wish to 

emulate—and “He is mine” (237)—expressing a claim over her intimacy with her husband. The 

knowledge inherent in renown and the knowledge inherent in personal relationship are both in 

play. This scene is one of the few explicit engagements in the biographies or in Fowler’s novel 

with celebrity as a cultural force. Intimacy, celebrity, and eudaimonistic judgment come to the 

forefront of Smith’s and Robuck’s novels. 

 

The Novel, Eudaimonia, and Celebrity Imprimatur 

Neither Ericka Robuck’s Call Me Zelda nor Lee Smith’s Guests on Earth features Zelda 

Fitzgerald as its narrator or protagonist. Anna Howard, Zelda’s fictional psychiatric nurse at the 

Phipps Psychiatric Clinic at Johns Hopkins in Baltimore, is the narrator and protagonist in Call 

Me Zelda. Evalina Toussaint, Zelda’s fictional fellow psychiatric patient at Highland Hospital in 

Asheville, North Carolina, is the narrator and protagonist in Guests on Earth. The decision to 

introduce entirely fictional narrators who observe Zelda Fitzgerald may be largely an aesthetic 

one. However, the resulting narrative distance from her character, the ostensible subject of the 

novels, allows both texts to play with questions of celebrity and intimacy. Both novels represent 

Zelda Fitzgerald in relationship to a protagonist and, frequently, to a broader community. 

Through these negotiations of levels and kinds of familiarity, the novels enact a compassionate 

evaluation of Zelda Fitzgerald from the point of view of a protagonist who crosses her path. If 

compassionate reading is to have a function in the world, the novels offer a similar promise to 

Smith’s and Bertolucci’s functions as readerly avatars. The characters provide potential models 
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for the way readers may effect their own compassionate judgment and action in their own 

societies.  

The subtleties of personal knowledge, celebrity knowledge, and narrative framing in Smith’s 

and Robuck’s novels stage an evaluation of Zelda Fitzgerald to be within the “scheme of goals 

and projects” (Nussbaum 321) of the protagonist-narrators. The novels’ protagonists perceive in 

Zelda related vulnerabilities to their own and evaluate her flourishing to be important to human 

flourishing in general. In close relation to this performance of eudaimonistic judgment, I argue 

here that celebrity imprimatur and compassion are mutually constructed within the fictional 

worlds of Smith’s Guests on Earth and Robuck’s Call Me Zelda. For Smith, this occurs within a 

community of patients at Highland Hospital; for Robuck, it occurs within a broader public who 

consume the knowledge generated by celebrity imprimatur.  

Smith’s Guests on Earth establishes the interrelated social dimensions of compassion and 

celebrity imprimatur. The novel accomplishes this, first, by displaying a generalized celebrity 

knowledge of both Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald in its opening moments. As the novel periodically 

reestablishes its narrative framing, it embeds celebrity knowledge into the social world that the 

novel constructs. Smith’s novel implicitly claims that celebrity knowledge can provide the 

conditions for compassionate judgment. Evalina and the fictional Zelda arrive at Highland 

Hospital in the same year. Evalina is a child of ten and Zelda a woman of thirty-six. As the novel 

slowly reveals, Evalina is the daughter of an exotic dancer, conceived in incest. After the death of 

her infant brother, her mother also dies and her mother’s lover (not Evalina’s father) is wracked 

with guilt. As a result, he first attempts to introduce Evalina into his family as a sibling to his 

legitimate children. However, Evalina’s failing mental health after the death of her mother 

prompts him to send her to Highland Hospital, an expensive treatment facility that emphasizes 
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recreation and psychiatric physicalist interventions rather than psychoanalytic methods, which 

was the final institution Zelda attended. Zelda’s and Evalina’s interactions in these early years 

are characterized by Zelda’s mothering attitude towards Evalina, whom she calls “Patricia Pie-

Face” by way of comparison to her daughter, Scottie, whom she had wished to name Patricia.  

Over the course of her life, Evalina becomes an accomplished pianist, training first with 

Grace Potter Carroll,5 wife of Dr. Carroll at Highland Hospital, then at the Peabody Institute at 

Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore. She becomes engaged to be married to a temperamental, 

Italian-American tenor, Joseph “Joey” Nero, after playing accompaniment for him at a concert at 

Peabody. Together, they tour to San Francisco, Vancouver, Toronto, Montreal and Paris, with 

Evalina acting as accompanist as Joey gains renown for his operatic roles (121), before 

eventually settling in New Orleans. There, Evalina leaves Joey, and gives birth to his child in a 

charity hospital. The child dies, and Evalina suffers a breakdown after which she finds herself 

back at Highland Hospital. As an adult, her relationship with Zelda is primarily one of 

observation. Zelda takes on the role of balletomane and Evalina acts as accompanist for a 

performance of the Ballet of the Hours in the final days of Zelda’s life. Evalina lives at Highland 

Hospital until the fire in 1948 that kills Zelda Fitzgerald and eight other women.  

The prologue of Smith’s novel, Guests on Earth, suggests that the novel will contend with 

themes of renown and structures of observation. The protagonist introduces herself as one who 

observes, who has a “certain insight,” and who has become immersed in the legends that 

surround the objects of her observation:  

                                                           

5. Grace Potter Carroll was a renowned concert pianist who ran a music school out of the Carroll house at 

Highland Hospital. Her students included Nina Simone, whom she trained in classical piano as a young 

girl and whose attendance at the Julliard School for the Arts she helped to fund. 
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For years I have intended to write my own impressions of Mrs. Zelda Fitzgerald, from the 

time I first encountered her when I was but a child myself at Highland Hospital in 

Asheville, North Carolina, in 1937, and then a decade later during the several months 

leading up to the mysterious tragedy of 1948. I bring a certain insight and new 

information to this horrific event that changed all our lives forever, those of us living 

there upon that mountain at that time. This is not my story, then, in the sense that Mr. 

Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby was not Nick Carraway’s story, either—yet Nick 

Carraway is the narrator, is he not? Is any story not always the narrator’s story, in the 

end?  

(original emphasis, 3) 

Smith’s narrator, Evalina, introduces herself by comparing her role in the novel to Nick 

Carraway’s role in The Great Gatsby. Through this comparison, a reader may expect Evalina to 

act as an observer to a legendary figure. Just as Nick Carraway observed Jay Gatsby, so the novel 

sets Evalina up to have “certain insight” into the life of Zelda Fitzgerald. The novel promises to 

position Zelda Fitzgerald similarly to the way that The Great Gatsby (1925) positions Gatsby, as 

perhaps a distant but fascinating figure, one largely misunderstood but also one invested in the 

cultivation of his own mythos.  

This framing is a persistent object of reflection for the narrator over the course of the novel. 

Evalina returns later to defend it: 

Perhaps you feel that I am straying from my announced subject, which is Mrs. Fitzgerald. 

Yet it is impossible, as you see, for me to single her out from among all those others who 

composed the larger picture of our life as we lived it there upon that mountain at that 

time....So my initial encounters with Mrs. Fitzgerald occurred within this larger—this 
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very large and ever changing—context, being significant, yet no more significant really 

than my interactions with a score of others. (42-3) 

The narrator explicitly asserts here that the dynamics of observation and intimacy, even in 

relation to celebrity, occur within community. Evalina’s and Zelda’s moments of intimacy are 

framed by their shared institutional environment. The observations that Evalina makes are 

inseparable from “all those others who composed the larger picture of our life.” When Evalina 

insists on the social embeddedness of her observations, the novel sets up the conditions for the 

world-building exercise of eudaimonistic judgment. What “insight” Evalina may have into 

Zelda’s life is deeply connected to the flourishing of the Highland Hospital community as a 

whole.6 In fact, we might read Evalina’s inability to “single [Zelda] out” as an indication that she 

has undertaken an Aristotelian turn to consider her emotional response to tragedy as it relates to 

her own social life.  

In light of the historical Fitzgeralds’ deep investment in cultivating their celebrity images, it 

is not surprising that celebrity is a theme in the novel. What is significant about the novel’s 

treatment of this theme is its reliance on cultural touchstones in order to frame its explorations of 

community and familiarity. Evalina’s cultural touchstone is The Great Gatsby, a novel that 

readers are presumed to have read or, at least, of which a reader would have a general sense of 

cultural significance. The novel’s opening also rests on a related assumption: if readers have 

heard of Zelda Fitzgerald, they likely also know that she was insane. Both assumptions—one 

literary and one biographical—are surviving aspects of a literary imprimatur.  

                                                           

6. The further connections with The Great Gatsby in this narrative framing may be worth exploring in 

future studies. Embedded in Nick Caraway’s observation of Gatsby is a similar concern with society of 

Jazz Age America as a whole. Gatsby’s dissolution may be read as a cautionary tale for the excesses of 

the early twentieth century. A reading of Smith and F. Scott Fitzgerald together would likely reveal 

further structural allusions to Fitzgerald. However, I am reluctant read Gatsby as a novel whose depiction 

of its characters provides evidence for positive eudaimonistic judgment. 
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Literary celebrity imprimatur, therefore, seems to provide a body of knowledge upon which 

compassion may base its eudaimonistic judgment. In Guests on Earth, the narrator Evalina elicits 

her imagined readers’ literary knowledge of Scott’s texts in addition to their biographical 

knowledge of Zelda’s life. Indeed, as Chapters One and Two have indicated, Zelda’s and Scott’s 

imprimaturs frequently overlapped, with Scott’s literary texts not simply borrowing biographical 

material from Zelda, but also promoting the interdependency of biography and literature. At the 

very least, a simplified form of this joint imprimatur survives in Smith’s framing of the novel.  

Robuck’s Call Me Zelda depends on a similarly simplified version of celebrity imprimatur. 

As I would like to demonstrate, however, Robuck’s novel does not turn imprimatur to the 

purposes of narrative framing. Instead, celebrity imprimatur motivates conversations about Zelda 

outside of the asylum space with two effects: similarly to Smith’s text, celebrity imprimatur in 

Robuck’s text may provide the knowledge base for compassionate judgment; distinct from 

Smith’s text, imprimatur and compassion are together embedded within broader social relations 

to the extent that direct personal knowledge may not be necessary for eudaimonistic judgment.  

The narrative arc of Call Me Zelda begins just before Zelda composes Save Me the Waltz, 

when she is still a famous flapper wife. The novel’s protagonist, Anna, first meets a wild-eyed, 

distraught, and severely ill Zelda Fitzgerald on the day that she is admitted to the Phipps 

Psychiatric Clinic at Johns Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore in 1930. Anna quickly becomes the 

only nurse whom Zelda trusts. Scott moves Zelda outside of the clinic into La Paix, a house that 

he has rented on the outskirts of Baltimore, claiming that it will be beneficial to Zelda to live 

with her husband and child as an outpatient. Anna leaves her position at Phipps to become 

Zelda’s private psychiatric nurse. While she works for the Fitzgeralds, Anna observes Zelda 

through such life events as the exhibit “Parfois la folie est la sagesse” and the infamous conflict 
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between Scott and Zelda that psychiatrist Thomas Rennie mediated. Over the course of the 

novel, Anna reveals to Zelda her own personal losses—her husband’s death during the First 

World War and her young daughter’s death from illness. Anna leaves her employment with the 

Fitzgeralds in order to marry a friend of her deceased husband with whom she starts a family. 

After a long estrangement, Anna visits Zelda at Highland Hospital. In their final scene together, 

she presents Zelda with the long-lost diaries from which Scott had drawn material for The 

Beautiful and Damned; she had found them in a cellar in Westport after searching across all of 

the North American cities the Fitzgeralds lived in. The novel closes when Anna receives word of 

the fire at Highland in which Zelda dies.  

The novel first explores dimensions of literary celebrity when the protagonist, Anna, visits 

her elderly parents, Janie and Paddy, outside of Baltimore:  

 “You’ll never guess who’s been admitted to the clinic.”  

 “Who?” My mother leaned forward in her chair.  

 “Mrs. F. Scott Fitzgerald!”  

 “No!”  

 “Yes!”  

 The awkwardness dissolved and I told my mother all about Zelda and how she came 

to Phipps. My mother wanted to know what she looked like, what she ate, and what she 

did all day.  

 “Wait,” she said, “Did you see him?”  

 “I did. And he looked as broken as his wife.”  

 My mom sucked in her breath and shook her head. “A terrible shame.”  
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 “What’s a shame, Janie?” asked my father as he walked into the room wearing his 

red flannel jacket and wiping his hands on a brown towel. His fair gray hair was wispy 

from the breeze.  

 “Anna was just telling me that Zelda Fitzgerald, the famous writer’s wife, is at the 

Phipps Clinic!”  

 “Which writer?” he asked. “The one who wrote that Sun Rise book?” 

 “No, Paddy, the man with the flapper wife.” (31) 

The conversation between Anna and her mother takes on the flavour of gossip, particularly in a 

sensationalist diction of disbelief—“‘You’ll never guess...’ ‘No!’ ‘Yes!’”—and in Janie’s desire 

for detailed, quotidian knowledge—“My mother wanted to know what she looked like, what she 

ate, and what she did all day” (31). This gossipy valence, albeit a positive and sympathetic 

manifestation of gossip, suggests that the Fitzgeralds are a household name for a certain kind of 

public—in Janie’s case, perhaps a public constructed by the culture sections of a newspaper—

and that Janie has a working knowledge of the biographies and hardships of these celebrity 

figures.  

In addition, Janie’s explanations to her husband, Paddy, expose the way that celebrity 

imprimatur shapes this social knowledge. When Paddy searches for a piece of cultural 

knowledge about a famous writer, his knowledge seems most strongly tied to Hemingway, as he 

asks if Fitzgerald is “[t]he one who wrote that Sun Rise book?” evoking the title of Hemingway’s 

debut novel, The Sun Also Rises (1926), which was published by Scribner’s one year after the 

publication of The Great Gatsby (1925). Paddy’s confusion of Hemingway and F. Scott 

Fitzgerald is plausible, as the timelines of the two writers’ celebrity overlapped considerably. 

When Janie corrects Paddy, she explains F. Scott Fitzgerald’s celebrity in the terms of his wife’s 
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public image: “No, Paddy, the man with the flapper wife” (31). The identity of each celebrity 

figure is encapsulated in the other. Zelda Fitzgerald, flapper, is known as the famous writer’s 

wife; the famous writer is known as his flapper wife’s husband. Each is famous for the 

cultivation of a celebrity persona that entails the fame of their spouse.  

Celebrity imprimatur, in this novel, is not exclusively a means by which authors may 

cultivate a public authorial image. Instead, celebrity imprimatur can be part of a socially 

embedded knowledge. That is, Janie expresses sympathy, or at the very least pity, for Zelda in 

response to her daughter’s personal knowledge of Zelda. This sympathy is prompted by a social 

connection to a celebrity figure. However, it is also grounded within the complementary 

knowledge of celebrity imprimatur that occasions the conversation. The novel presents these two 

spheres of knowledge to be closely linked. While “following” stars may bring them within the 

sphere of Janie’s values and concerns, the combination of following the lives of ostensible 

strangers with personal knowledge of the individuals whose celebrity demonstrates that 

imprimatur may allow individual celebrities to become somehow not strangers. Indeed, the 

constructed body of the celebrity may read as a presence and corporeality upon which to base 

eudaimonistic judgment.  

For both Robuck’s and Smith’s novels, celebrity imprimatur and compassion are embedded 

in community relationship. Smith’s use of narrative framing demonstrates how the literary and 

biographical aspects of the Fitzgeralds’ imprimatur may be used to set up the conditions for 

compassionate judgment. Crucially for Smith’s narrator, Zelda is inextricable from the 

communities in which she exists—the people “upon that mountain at that time” (3, 42). The 

novel argues that Zelda’s imprimatur and her immediate community are both integral to a 

reader’s compassionate judgment. For Robuck, imprimatur is likewise central to compassion, but 
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the structures of community relationship are different. In Robuck’s novel, imprimatur may 

support compassionate judgment as celebrity knowledge is already embedded in community. 

 

Compassion and a Critique of Imprimatur 

Stemming from the constructions of community around Zelda Fitzgerald, Smith’s Guests On 

Earth is particularly invested in performing eudaimonistic judgment at multiple levels, and this 

evaluation is integral to the novel’s overarching literary strategy. However, Smith’s novel’s 

sustained engagement with compassion undercuts some of the ways that I have been discussing 

the joint social embeddedness of compassion and celebrity imprimatur. Despite the suggestion in 

Smith’s and particularly in Robuck’s novels that celebrity imprimatur may facilitate 

compassionate judgment, Smith’s sustained engagement with eudaimonistic judgment over the 

course of Guests on Earth draws a duality between these two types of knowledge. As Smith’s 

novel progresses, it implies that imprimatur must be supplanted by detailed, personal knowledge 

in order for compassionate judgment to occur. I move now to argue that the sustained 

engagement with compassion in Smith’s novel amounts to what may be read as a critique of 

celebrity imprimatur and a call for culture in general to seek detailed, nuanced, often personal 

perspectives on celebrity figures. Smith does this by constructing characters whose evaluation of 

related vulnerability to Zelda occurs when they acquire different knowledge forms; they move 

from knowledge of celebrity imprimatur to personal knowledge. Smith’s novel argues that 

celebrity is at odds with the project of compassion and destigmatization, and so a poetics of 

compassion may position itself in opposition to celebrity imprimatur.  

Within the asylum space, Smith’s novel performs eudaimonistic judgment by constructing 

characters who recognize their own related vulnerabilities in Zelda. For one character in 
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particular, Dixie Calhoun, eudaimonistic judgment is a process of balancing the knowledge of 

celebrity imprimatur with personal and community-embedded knowledge. Consistent with the 

narrative framing of the novel that relies on imprimatur to set up the conditions of possibility for 

eudaimonistic judgment, Dixie’s process of compassionate evaluation rests on a celebrity 

imprimatur which serves as a starting point for the recognition of her related vulnerabilities. 

Likewise, Dixie’s eudaimonistic judgment is tied to the community of sufferers of which she is 

part, those who are subject to related vulnerabilities and who are confined by a shared 

institutional framework. 

Dixie is a beautiful, charismatic Southern belle undergoing electroconvulsive therapy for 

major depression at Highland Hospital in the late 1940s. When Dixie arrives at Highland, Zelda 

Fitzgerald is not currently a patient, but later returns. At first, Dixie talks about the Fitzgeralds in 

the abstract:  

“And I just love F. Scott Fitzgerald. I am his biggest fan!...Oh, I know he was a drinker, 

everybody knows that. But everybody is a drinker, aren’t they? I mean, everybody 

Southern, everybody smart. They all drank and drank, Zelda and Scott and all their 

friends. I’ve read all about them. And I knew that Zelda was insane. But I certainly didn’t 

know that she’d ever been here, at Highland, my goodness! I just can’t believe it!” (144) 

Dixie’s initial commentary on the Fitzgeralds performs a version of the celebrity imprimatur that 

frames Smith’s novel. Scott is the focus of her fandom. Dixie does not directly mention Scott’s 

written texts as does Smith’s narrator in the novel’s incipit. However, she does communicate a 

detailed knowledge of the antics that both form Scott’s reputation and provide the subject matter 

of his books: alcohol consumption—“Oh, I know he was a drinker, everybody knows that”—and 

wit—“everybody smart.” Smartness echoes the values of self-construction developed in 
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sophistication culture. Sophisticated author Fitzgerald is intelligent, frequently drunk, and runs 

with a smart set. Explorations of sophistication culture are as much part of Scott’s writing as they 

are of his public persona.  

In complement to her knowledge about Scott, Dixie also knows the information that has 

come to dominate Zelda’s celebrity imprimatur—“Zelda was insane.” The logical progression of 

Dixie’s expressed fan knowledge mixes knowledge about Zelda with knowledge about the smart 

set in which she ran. People who are drinkers are Southern, as Zelda and Dixie both are, and 

smart, as the smart set defines itself. Even though Scott is not Southern, Dixie excuses his 

alcoholism through the slippage of the biographical details she shares with Zelda into her 

account of smart society in general. It seems at first that Zelda’s imprimatur is dominant in 

Dixie’s mind as the characterization of “Zelda and Scott and all their friends.” Despite this 

slippage, the knowledge of Zelda’s illness—“And I knew that Zelda was insane”—interjects as a 

point of emphasis. Even though the qualities associated with Zelda may have come to dominate 

Dixie’s imagination of the smart set, the knowledge of Zelda’s insanity holds her apart from that 

sophisticated coterie.  

This division between community and Zelda evokes the division between intended and 

received imprimatur that I discuss in Chapter Two. Even though a literary celebrity community 

may be defined by the aspects of imprimatur that Zelda cultivated—the drinking, Southernness, 

and smartness that make up her particular form of early-career sophistication—the fact of her 

madness changes the reception of her imprimatur as it adheres to her constructed celebrity body. 

If, in Smith’s novel, imprimatur may set up the conditions for compassion, Dixie’s engagement 

with celebrity imprimatur demonstrates that the received aspects of imprimatur may, in fact, 

foreclose the consideration of certain kinds of celebrities as, at the very least, objects of celebrity 
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fandom. For Dixie to exercise compassion, she will require further knowledge on which to base 

her eudaimonistic judgment.  

A conversation with Mrs. Hodges, a long-time employee of Highland Hospital, prompts this 

turn towards eudaimonistic judgment by providing the depth of knowledge that Dixie will 

require to supplement her knowledge of celebrity imprimatur. Mrs. Hodges’s perspectives on 

Zelda frequently echo those of the “Zelda partisans” of scholarship, most notably in her 

willingness to engage in a re-evaluation of the diagnoses that Zelda received over the course of 

her life. Dixie prompts this re-evaluation:  

 “Don’t you think Zelda was sick, then, I mean really sick? You make her sound like 

she wasn’t sick.”  

 “Oh, she was sick, all right,” Mrs. Hodges said darkly, “and she’s still sick, I’ll 

wager. She’ll be back mark my words. But I don’t think she was schizophrenic, not for 

one bloody moment, pardon my French, I don’t. I think she didn’t fit in, that’s all, and 

they didn’t know what to do with her....She was too smart, too or-i-gin-al. She was too 

wild and she drank too much and she didn’t fit in. That’s the bare bones of it. And that’s 

enough. That’s the case with half of them, the women that comes here.” (147-8) 

Mrs. Hodges performs compassionate evaluation whose terms—“[s]he was too smart...she drank 

too much”—echo the terms of Dixie’s knowledge of celebrity imprimatur. From her perspective, 

Zelda was simply “too smart, too or-i-gin-al,” a trait for which she and “half of them, the women 

that comes here” are pathologized. Mrs. Hodges’s evaluation of the female patients at Highland 

implies that she perceives wrongful diagnosis with such serious diseases as schizophrenia to be a 

punishment. To be treated as psychotic, Mrs. Hodges implies, is an unjust punishment for not 

fitting in, evaluating Zelda’s institutionalization as undeserved. For Mrs. Hodges, evaluations of 
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nondesert and size are nearly indistinguishable: to be punished for smartness and originality is 

undeserved; the punishment of institutionalization is outsized, particularly as it seems to have 

resulted in Zelda’s illness.  

It is also worth noting the relationship between the psychomedical content of Mrs. Hodges’s 

evaluation and the historiographic activity of evaluating the past in relation to the present. Mrs. 

Hodges asserts that she does not think that Zelda was schizophrenic, “not for one bloody 

moment.” This moment of vehemence, in which Mrs. Hodges asks that her interlocutors “pardon 

her French” as she slips into perhaps inappropriate vulgarities emphasizes a diagnostic category 

that should ring with gravity to a contemporary readership. As I have explored in the 

Introduction, for the historical moment of Zelda’s diagnosis, a newly invented schizophrenia 

may actually have been an appropriate diagnosis, and Zelda’s Swiss-American psychiatric 

context made the disease a particularly easy label to ascribe to patients. But to a contemporary 

audience, schizophrenia has come to signify a serious and intractable psychosis. Mrs. Hodges’s 

emphatic chafing at a perceived injustice communicates that an imagined contemporary audience 

may also be looking for plausible deniability of Zelda’s insanity.  

Mrs. Hodges also performs the third, necessary cognitive task of evaluating the shared 

eudaimonia of Zelda with a broader community. She perceives Zelda’s mistreatment to be shared 

by “smart” and “or-i-gin-al” women more generally. To be smart, for the women at Highland, is 

“enough” to prompt pathologization. Zelda’s mistreatment negatively impacts the flourishing of 

the community at Highland and, implicitly, is a shared vulnerability with communities of smart, 

wild women at large. Mrs. Hodges’s narrative function is to supply to Dixie the information 

required to balance her knowledge from celebrity imprimatur. In this narrative contrast between 

celebrity imprimatur and personal knowledge, the novel asserts that personal knowledge is a 



241 

greater aid to compassionate judgment and implies that celebrity imprimatur may obstruct it. 

This also suggests that a readership may wish to see reflected a problematic pastness against 

which to contrast an enlightened present. This interpretation may run in one of two directions: if 

being different, smart, and or-i-gin-al is enough to qualify historical figures for pathologization, a 

contemporary medical system and a contemporary society has surely moved beyond this; or, 

perhaps a reader perceives little progress, turning their compassionate judgment to their own 

society in which they recognize a need to right a persistent historical wrong.  

Dixie, as one of the characters who stands in for this imagined readership, undergoes an 

evaluation of her own related vulnerabilities in response to Mrs. Hodges’s performance of 

compassion. After Mrs. Hodges gives her opinion of Zelda’s diagnosis, “[t]he color disappeared 

from Dixie’s face” (148). Dixie is visibly distressed. The narration provides little other 

description of this distress, suggesting that Mrs. Hodges’s statements prompt Dixie to internally 

evaluate the parallels between her and Zelda Fitzgerald’s lives. This trend continues when Dixie 

is affected by parallels between her own life and the version of Zelda’s life that she finds in Save 

Me the Waltz. When she gives her impressions of the book that she finds “obviously 

autobiographical” (158), she becomes distressed: “‘Well it’s heartbreaking at the end....Finally 

it’s about obsession, which I envy.’ Dixie sat back down with a grim face and resumed her own 

painting, and did not explain herself....she spoke no more until the end of the hour” (159). 

Dixie’s silence coupled with emotional intensity in both cases implies that narratives about Zelda 

prompt Dixie’s introspection into her own circumstances.  

Dixie, with her Southern-belle background and her identification with Zelda, provides one 

example of a member of Zelda’s community inside of Highland Hospital who experiences shared 

vulnerabilities. On the basis of the parallels between Dixie’s and Zelda Fitzgerald’s lives, the 
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novel performs compassionate evaluation with a particular emphasis on eudaimonistic judgment. 

Dixie evaluates Zelda’s and her own lives to, at least, have “similar possibilities” (Nussbaum 

319) in the Aristotelian sense, and to, at least, be a prompt for Dixie’s identification with Zelda in 

the middlebrow literary sense. Both she and Zelda are in the same place, and so wrongful 

institutionalization is a possibility for both women. Nussbaum’s extension of this Aristotelian 

conception of compassion provides a more nuanced understanding of Dixie’s process of 

evaluation. Dixie and Zelda are similar kinds of people. They are both Southern belles, they are 

both smart and or-i-gin-al. They both like to drink too much, they both don’t fit in. By extension, 

the novel presents them and “half...the women that comes here” to be vulnerable to similar kinds 

of treatment.  

Knowledge, or, specifically, nuanced and personal knowledge, is also important to Dixie’s 

performance of eudaimonistic judgment. Dixie only comes to relate Zelda’s vulnerabilities to her 

own in response to the kinds of information that Mrs. Hodges provides her. Further, Mrs. Hodges 

provides this information by means of an evaluation of nondesert that supports Dixie’s 

eudaimonistic judgment. The interaction between Dixie and Mrs. Hodges, and Dixie’s 

subsequent evaluation of her shared vulnerabilities, suggests that Dixie’s knowledge of celebrity 

imprimatur of Zelda was insufficient grounds for her compassionate judgment, counteracting the 

possibility for celebrity imprimatur and compassion to be mutually constituted and mutually 

socially embedded. Instead, in the novel imprimatur may have been the form of knowledge that 

prevents compassion: Dixie knows that “Zelda was crazy,” and she knows little else.  

Through the construction of Dixie’s character, Guests On Earth seems to argue that celebrity 

imprimatur, at least where it concerns Zelda Fitzgerald, is at odds with compassion. Indeed, this 

offers some support to the way that I discussed imprimatur in Chapter Two. Theorizations of 
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celebrity imprimatur to date have understood it to be contingent upon a constructed “bodily 

agency” (Jaffe 3), in which the, usually male, author may be read as in control of his overlapping 

stylistic signature and public persona. I have argued that female celebrities, frequently subject to 

public discourses of mental illness, do not have the same level of access to the illusions of 

agency upon which male authorship is constructed. There may be some connection, here, 

between compassion and agency. Nussbaum allows for compassion to be accorded in cases in 

which the object of compassion is frequently not perceived in Western thought to suffer deeply 

or to be able to feel major emotions. Namely, Nussbaum rigorously explores the cognitive bases 

of emotion in both human and non-human animals. She concludes that  

[e]ven when we feel compassion for animals, whom we know to be very different from 

ourselves, it is on the basis of our common vulnerability to pain, hunger, and other types 

of suffering that we feel the emotion. Even when we feel compassion for precisely those 

aspects of an animal’s suffering that are unlike our own—for example, their lack of legal 

rights, their lack of power to shape the laws that affect their lives, or (in some cases) their 

lack of understanding of what is happening to them—it is most often on the basis of a 

sense of shared vulnerability to pain that we extend our sympathy. (319) 

Eudaimonistic judgment, for Nussbaum, may be extended to animals whose suffering may be 

related to their “lack of legal rights, their lack of power to shape the laws that affect their lives, 

or...their lack of understanding of what is happening to them”; in other words, compassion may 

be applied in the case where the subject of compassion does not have full, human agency. Mental 

illness has been historically perceived as a non-agential state, one that frequently exists in 

tandem with a related perception of femininity as non-agential, as scholars like Sandra Gilbert 

and Susan Gubar have argued. The extension of compassion to the non-agential, to those “very 
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different from ourselves,” that Nussbaum traces suggests that it may be possible for celebrity 

imprimatur to support compassionate evaluation.  

The question remains, then, why Guests On Earth does not portray Dixie as extending 

compassionate evaluation to Zelda on the basis of celebrity imprimatur alone, particularly when 

she acknowledges that “Zelda was crazy” (144). For Dixie, compassionate evaluation requires 

detailed personal knowledge that celebrity imprimatur does not provide for female subjects. 

Dixie’s detailed fan knowledge of Scott’s books and reputation appears to support her rejection 

of possible negative moralistic evaluations of him. She remarks, “Oh, I know he was a 

drinker...But everybody is a drinker, aren’t they? I mean, everybody Southern, everybody smart” 

(144). Scott’s reputation as a drinker, which a moralistic evaluation may read as grounds for 

negative eudaimonistic judgment, is part of his celebrity imprimatur, and does not interfere with 

Dixie’s fandom. Zelda’s insanity seems to exclude her from the same moralistic protection that 

others in her set, namely Scott, enjoy.  

It is possible that Dixie’s celebrity imprimatur knowledge of Zelda is simply incomplete, that 

she does not know her as a writer or artist, and therefore has fewer motivations to excuse Zelda’s 

insanity or drunkenness on moral grounds. It is also possible that Zelda’s madness and 

femininity exclude her from being an object of literary fandom for Dixie, or that Zelda’s 

madness and femininity have prevented these aspects of Zelda’s imprimatur from reaching 

Dixie. In each case, Dixie initially excludes Zelda from the sphere of her identification and 

judgment of similar possibilities, removing two major epistemological aids to compassionate 

judgment. Similar points of information may exclude a woman from positive eudaimonistic 

judgment while they do not exclude a man. Guests On Earth appears to argue that, for women at 
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least, celebrity imprimatur may not support compassionate evaluation; only detailed, personal 

knowledge can do so.  

This suggestion on the part of the novel finds further expression in the reflections of the 

narrator, Evalina, on Dixie’s depression. Evalina’s comments echo the way that critics evaluated 

Alabama’s dissatisfaction in Zelda Fitzgerald’s Save Me the Waltz. “‘But you would think’” says 

Evalina to her fiancé, psychiatrist Dr. Schwartz, “‘on the face of it, that she’s got everything—a 

husband who loves her, two children who love her—and she’s rich, too’” (288). Evalina’s 

bewilderment that a woman who has it all could suffer from major depression parallels Geoffrey 

Hellman’s criticism of Alabama’s psychological realism in Save Me the Waltz. Dissatisfaction, 

much less major depression, is “anything but convincing on the part of a healthy young 

woman...who has a husband whom she loves and a daughter she adores” (Romantic Egoists 190). 

But Dixie is depressed, and in the construction of her character, the novel seems to respond to 

Hellman and the numerable scholars who see women’s—Alabama’s or Zelda’s—

dissatisfactions, artistic ambitions, and mental distress to be unreasonable, particularly when 

those women already have all they could ever want. The novel equates Evalina’s initial non-

compassionate evaluation of Dixie with the literary critical exercise of withholding compassion 

on the basis of unrealistic motivations of fictional characters like Alabama.  

I have argued in Chapter Two that Hellman’s evaluation of Alabama may constitute a coded 

evaluation of Zelda’s madness, at that point in history an open secret. Guests On Earth makes a 

similar claim: the combination of knowledge of mental illness and celebrity imprimatur 

forecloses compassion. In comparing the review and the novel, the foreclosure of compassionate 

evaluation obtains both in the representation of compassionate evaluation—in Evalina’s 

commentary—and in the literary critical exercise of evaluating psychological realism—in 
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Hellman’s review. This parallel between Hellman and Evalina takes on a further, psychomedical 

dimension. Smith’s novel suggests that a destigmatization of mental illness provides the basis on 

which to effect compassionate judgment rather than non-compassionate wonder or 

uncompassionate rejection of narratives of women’s dissatisfaction. Indeed, Hellman’s reliance 

on psychological realism suggests that he lacked a framework for evaluating women who appear 

to have it all to experience sufficient size of ills to qualify for compassion. If, as I have 

maintained, shifting cultural attitudes towards mental health stigmatization provide the cultural 

impetus for these renovelizations, the echoes between Smith and Hellman—turned to different 

purposes—support this claim. 

 

Professions of Care and the Individuality of Compassion 

This chapter has explored some of the ways that contemporary literature about Zelda Fitzgerald 

is structured within a framework of compassion. I have argued that the relationship of 

contemporary literature to compassion may be triangulated through the novel’s perceptions of a 

historical celebrity culture. This triangulation is specifically novelistic. While biographies 

undertake sympathetic readings of figures like Zelda Fitzgerald, the necessary elements of 

compassion that Nussbaum describes—evaluations of size, nondesert, and eudaimonia—belong 

primarily to the novel form.  

In their own cultural moments, sympathetic biographies like Milford’s Zelda (1970) 

responded not to the cultural phenomenon of compassion but to an ethics of biographical and 

historical recovery, of excavation. This recovery may be motivated by the cognitive exercise of 

compassion that the biographer has performed outside of the text. However, in literary forms, a 

poetics of compassion is particularly novelistic. In Robuck’s Call Me Zelda and Smith’s Guests 
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on Earth, the retrospective engagement with modernist celebrity culture frequently performs an 

evaluation of knowledge types—personal or celebrity knowledge—on the basis of whether they 

in turn support compassionate evaluation. Celebrity knowledge has the potential to support 

compassionate judgment; it is a socially embedded form of knowledge. It may circulate within 

specific communities such as the community “upon that mountain at that time” (Smith 3) in 

Guests on Earth, a community that centres on Highland Hospital that involves staff, 

psychiatrists, caregivers, the surrounding community, and patients like Zelda, Evalina, and Dixie, 

and in more generalized communities, such as the gossip networks represented by Anna’s 

conversations with her parents, sympathetic conversations facilitated by an engagement with 

celebrity knowledge.  

Despite this potential for celebrity knowledge to support compassionate evaluation in both 

novels I have discussed in this chapter, Smith’s novel is deeply ambivalent about the utility of 

celebrity knowledge for compassion. This is especially true of celebrity knowledge about 

women, as the fictional patient Dixie seems able to use almost identical information in order to 

extend eudaimonistic judgment to Scott and deny it to Zelda. Her knowledge of Zelda as “crazy” 

appears to stand in the way, and the novel allows a reading of craziness as a perennial description 

of femininity. Compassion, in Smith’s novel, requires a different form of knowledge than that 

which celebrity imprimatur may provide; celebrity, in this subset of contemporary middlebrow 

writing, may produce non-compassionate readings of women in public.  

The novels I have studied in this chapter mark an important distinction between the way that 

some contemporary middlebrow literature thinks about modernist celebrity and the way that 

scholarship has largely theorized it. As Timothy Galow notes, the hermeneutics of modernist 

literature is as much influenced by the marketing, editorializing, and cultural apparatus of literary 
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prestige as by the stylistic aspects of imprimatur. What appears to be happening in these cases is 

a negotiation of imprimatur through novelistic texts that simultaneously reinterpret modernist 

imprimatur, celebrity image, and, crucially, the celebrity figure’s original time period, 

performing a historiographic evaluation of the medical and cultural past in relation to our own 

psychomedical present. 

Call Me Zelda is the only novel I have studied here in which the protagonist is a health care 

professional. Anna is a psychiatric nurse, a profession presumably compatible with a 

eudaimonistic judgment of the mentally ill to be important to social flourishing at large. This 

concept of the psychomedical professions—and therefore of the role of psychomedical 

professionals—we may trace back at least as far as Pinel’s liberation of the insane at the 

Salpêtrière in Paris, which history conventionally understands as a humane and radical 

restructuring of the famous asylum from a carceral treatment of its patients to a model of 

stewardship and care. For my purposes, however, I wish only briefly to consider compassion and 

psychiatric professionalism in Call Me Zelda as a means of transition into Chapter Four, a 

chapter that will explicitly contend with contemporary constructions of compassionate 

authorship.  

Compassion’s relationship to literary celebrity is closely tied to literary professionalism. 

Indeed, Scott and Zelda’s infamous mediated conflict, which I discussed in detail in Chapter 

Two, surfaces in the novel. Anna angrily reports on the conflict to her mother: “Scott had Dr. 

Rennie to the house so Scott could ‘document’ his grievances and instruct Zelda to stop writing. 

No understanding, no empathy, no love. Only bitterness” (168). Anna’s brief account of a 

conflict so squarely placed on the battleground of professional legitimacy focuses on Scott’s lack 

of compassion, expressed through related concepts like “empathy” and “understanding.” Anna 
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suggests that, if only in the context of personal relationships like marriage, compassion and 

professionalism are not mutually exclusive social phenomena. Through her own professional 

perspective, she perceives Scott’s bitterness to be delivered within the terms of his professional 

authorship—Scott wishes to “‘document’ his grievances and instruct Zelda to stop writing,” 

employing a professionalized language of documentation and implicitly relying on his 

professional authorship in order to prevent Zelda from infringing upon it.7 By implicit contrast, 

Anna’s own psychomedical professionalism may allow for compassion.  

Anna’s relationship to her profession negotiates perceived first principles expressed in 

professional values and her own emotional engagement with her patients. One key example of 

this negotiation occurs during a conflict between Anna and Scott. Scott finds short memoir 

essays that Anna had encouraged Zelda to write for therapeutic purposes and destroys them. He 

interprets Anna’s use of therapeutic writing as an infringement on his professional claim to 

writing within his marriage; his anger coincides with a visible decline in Zelda’s health. Anna 

narrates her internal response to the conflict: “I quivered with frustration. I was well aware that 

Zelda Fitzgerald took two steps back for every small gain, but I didn’t know how to 

communicate to her husband that no matter what her mental state, she deserved to be treated with 

dignity and not used up and wrung out until there was nothing left” (124). Anna translates the 

emotional responses that arise in her care of Zelda into generalized statements on care. In this 

case, Anna asserts a general principle of nondesert: “no matter what her mental state” Zelda 

deserves dignity. Anna’s assertion of these principles gestures towards a form of eudaimonistic 

judgment that separates itself from the emotional underpinnings of compassion, but nevertheless 

                                                           

7. For a more sustained exploration of professionalism and domestic control, see Chapter Three. 
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asserts Zelda’s inalienable right to flourish, a right that should be granted regardless of the 

emotional responses of her husband or caregivers.  

Anna’s assertions of her professional allegiances and the inalienable rights of her patients 

may stand in for the principles of the psychiatric profession as the novel constructs it. The 

psychiatric professions fit into the state-building that Nussbaum imagines compassion to support. 

Anna’s description of her training indicates that this compassionate institution requires of its 

adherents that they remain emotionally distant, in Anna’s case to the point of justifying both 

emotional denial and emotional assertion of compassion in the language of professional 

commitment and inalienable rights. For example, when Anna withholds the emotional 

dimensions of compassion from Zelda, she justifies it by referring to an orthodoxy of her 

profession: “for the first time since she’d arrived I felt suspicious of Zelda, and my allegiance 

slipped back into its proper alignment” (23). Anna’s suspicion is something that she feels, but 

she relies on professional justifications—what she elsewhere describes as her “psychiatric 

nurses’ training...[that cautions her] to keep boundaries with [her] patient” (65)—rather than 

emotional justifications for withholding her emotional engagement. In both examples, Anna feels 

in some way betrayed by Zelda, first because she perceives Zelda to boast that she can 

manipulate people, and subsequently because she perceives Zelda to lie. Anna’s emotions are 

certainly involved in her profession, but her articulation of training suggests that she should 

exercise dispassionate judgment. The proper alignment of her allegiance is presumably with her 

professional first principles rather than an individual attachment to any one patient, and her 

mandate to keep boundaries would support this training.  

This conception of professionalism exposes a central irony in the novel’s conception of 

psychomedical professions. A profession based on eudaimonistic judgment requires emotional 
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detachment from professionals. It is this irony of compassion and professionalism that I wish to 

use as a springboard for the considerations of the next chapter. Chapter Six asks what it might 

mean for authorship to be constructed as a compassionate profession. 
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Chapter Five: A Worthy Muse: Eudaimonia and Hierarchies of Power 

 

I gesture towards a problem at the end of Chapter Three: what might it mean for a profession to 

be compassionate? What might compassionate authorship look like? Up until this point, I have 

relied on Martha Nussbaum’s descriptions of the cognitive aspects of the major emotion of 

compassion. But professionalism, as represented by fictional health care workers like Anna in 

Call Me Zelda, exposes some of the ways that institutions of compassion cannot exist solely in 

the realm of cognitive-emotional compassionate response. The steps from emotional response to 

state and community construction are more complex than the cognitive aspects with which 

Nussbaum’s study concerns itself.  

In cultural critical approaches to theorizing compassion, a more detailed, if still nebulous, 

account of this process emerges which has been widely applied to literature. Lauren Berlant’s 

description of compassion is concerned with its contemporary manifestation in politics (namely, 

US Republican and conservative electoral politics). She writes that  

in the context of the United States where these essays are written, the word compassion 

carries the weight of ongoing debates about the ethics of privilege—in particular about 

the state as an economic, military, and moral actor that represents and establishes 

collective norms of obligation, and about individual and collective obligations to read a 
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scene of distress not as a judgment against the distressed but as a claim on the spectator 

to become an ameliorative actor. (1) 

In this specific political context, Berlant espouses a more suspicious attitude towards the state 

than Nussbaum, who is concerned with a good normativity, an account of how states and 

societies should turn emotion to the purposes of a public good. Berlant, by contrast, is skeptical 

of the “collective norms of obligation” that state building entails. In the context of this 

skepticism, she perceives a contemporary politics of compassion to be part of a state building 

exercise that asks the person who observes suffering to act in some way in relation to it.  

In Berlant’s description, the basic components of compassion are only that it constitutes a 

“social relation between spectators and sufferers, with the emphasis on the spectator’s experience 

of feeling compassion and its subsequent relation to material practice” (1). Given Berlant’s 

concern with contemporary politics, this “subsequent relation to material practice” exists within 

a hierarchy in which witnesses to suffering are called to alleviate misfortune with whatever 

resources they have at hand. Presumably, the feeling of compassion still exists when the 

compassionate one chooses not to use the resources at his disposal, and even most strikingly in 

instances where a compassionate person cannot help, such as fictional characters or people who 

suffer from an illness for which there is no cure.  

Given the emergence of middlebrow literature in the time and place from which Berlant 

writes, it will be illuminating to think about a contemporary middlebrow poetics of compassion 

in the terms in which Berlant describes compassion. In line with Berlant’s terms, it is “crucial to 

appreciate the multitude of conventions around the relation of feeling to practice where 

compassion is concerned” (my emphasis, 5), despite the fact that action may in some cases be 

impossible. Action cannot be a necessary component of compassion, but an evaluation of the 



254 

appropriate action to take in response to a given “scene of suffering” (5) is what Berlant calls 

“sympathetic agency” (4). For theorists like Berlant, it is crucially important that the evaluative 

aspects of compassion occur in the social relationship between the sufferer and the 

compassionate one rather than only as an individual emotional response. Emotion, for these 

cultural critical theorists, is determined by the conventions of witnessing and responding to 

suffering. For my purposes, this impulse to action is ultimately a subcategory of the Aristotelian 

expectation that readers or spectators are in some way more appropriately oriented towards their 

contemporary society, one in which the injustices of the past—sexism, pathologization, or 

inferior medical knowledge, for instance—are the touch points for a reader to evaluate whether 

the contemporary moment retains or has progressed beyond these ills. However, by turning my 

attention to the author rather than the reader I am asking whether the dynamic process of cultural 

memory and revitalization that the author performs might be a model for compassionate action.  

I wish to argue that a component of a poetics of compassion is the construction of 

compassionate authorship. That is, contemporary middlebrow literature on Zelda Fitzgerald 

constructs authorship as a compassionate profession. Compassionate authorship espouses a 

specific ethics: its relation to material practice is expressed through its relation to representation, 

to the “scene of suffering” (Berlant 5). In the middlebrow institutions and readerships of “muse 

lit,” a sub-genre of middlebrow fiction that takes up the biographical material of women in some 

way attached to famous artistic men (Lawson), authorship is evaluated by its performance of 

sympathetic agency with the subjects of the author’s novels. For readers, reading is in part a 

process of evaluating the author’s compassion. In pursuit of this argument, I look primarily to the 

paratexual material of Therese Anne Fowler’s, Ericka Robuck’s, and Lee Smith’s novels, the 

content of which has been the basis for my close-reading analysis in Chapter Three, each of 
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which relies on an ethics of compassion and sympathetic agency. The paratexts of these novels 

indicate that an affectively engaged writing practice constitutes an ethical response to the subject 

at hand—in this case, Zelda Fitzgerald.  

I turn first to a discussion of pleasure. The author of muse lit is expected both to deliver a 

pleasurable, edifying reading experience and to perform an ethical engagement with the subject 

matter of her writing that accomplishes a loosely defined “justice” for the historical subjects on 

which they write. Reading, in the institutional context of middlebrow literature, is valuable to 

readerships insofar as it is pleasurable, as Janice Radway’s A Feeling for Books (1997) has 

explored. I therefore focus on the ways that the paratexts of the novels at hand articulate the 

pleasures of the reading experience. Second, I move to an analysis of the relationship between 

feeling and practice that compassionate authorship demands. The paratexts suggest that the 

emotionally engaged writing itself constitutes an appropriate exercise of sympathetic agency on 

the part of the author. Third, I briefly examine of the possibilities for the readership constructed 

in relation to compassionate authorship. I suggest, in this final section, that the hierarchical 

relationship inherent in compassion may elicit a reading practice that abdicates the exercise of 

sympathetic agency to the author alone. That is, readers may see any responsibility for 

compassionate action to have been already fulfilled by the author. 

In contrast to the majority of my study, this chapter has little engagement with theories of 

celebrity. This departure is indicative, I believe, of the ways that contemporary novels construct 

Zelda Fitzgerald’s illness. They concentrate largely on a fictionalized version of Zelda’s private 

life, frequently within institutions. In line with my argument in Chapter Two, gendered 

understandings of celebrity rely on a perception of agency on the part of the celebrity subject; in 

these novels, agency is frequently a topic of debate. It appears reasonable, then, that the paratext 
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of the novels at hand might depend on the cultural resonance of a figure like Zelda Fitzgerald but 

contain little reflection on the experience or operations of celebrity. My engagement with 

professionalism in this chapter therefore analyzes an aspect of contemporary celebrity culture, 

and I hope it might provide a platform eventually upon which to enrich our understanding of the 

intersections among celebrity, professionalism, gender, and mental illness in the contemporary 

moment. 

 

Pleasure and Readership 

To bear witness to suffering may be pleasurable. Berlant sees the potential for pleasure in 

witnessing to be “peculiarly modern”:  

[M]embers of mass society witness suffering not just in concretely local spaces but in the 

elsewheres brought home and made intimate by sensationalist media, where documentary 

realness about the pain of strangers is increasingly at the center of both fictional and 

nonfictional events. The Freudian notion of Schadenfreude, the pleasure one takes in the 

pain of another, only begins to tell the unfinished story of the modern incitement to feel 

compassionately—even while being entertained. (5) 

While it may be difficult to claim that only under modernity does pleasure result from the 

observation of a scene of suffering,1 it does seem to be the case that under modernity spectators 

                                                           

1. Indeed, Berlant’s definition of “modern” is not entirely clear. If modernity is defined by “mass 

society,” it would seem to refer largely to the representational economy produced by electronic 

technologies like film and television that emerged in the mid-twentieth century. However, two of the 

essays included in Berlant’s collection, Compassion: The Culture and Politics of an Emotion (2004), 

apply the lenses that Berlant develops to the study of literature by George Eliot in the nineteenth century, 

and one discusses compassion in the context of late-nineteenth century figures like Sigmund Freud and 

H.G. Wells. Berlant’s reference to “mass society” and media forms that accompanies it may still hold in 

the nineteenth-century context, particularly in light of the century’s burgeoning newspaper industry. For 

my purposes, I will assume that Berlant refers to a trend under modernity to become increasingly exposed 

to the intimacies of others’ suffering in a way that is facilitated by ubiquitous representational 

technologies. 
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are peculiarly called to feel compassionately in such a way that is at once immersed in negative 

affect and generative of pleasure. Pleasure, negative affect, and compassion are closely linked. If 

middlebrow literature may be said to produce a scene of suffering, in novelistic compassion 

readers are its most obvious spectators. Readership and authorship in the novels I study have a 

dialectical relationship; contemporary expectations of authorship will emerge within a context of 

market expectations of what readers wish to experience in relation to texts and what they expect 

in relation to authors. It is worth briefly discussing the importance of pleasure to readerships in 

order to establish the context in which compassionate authorship emerges. 

Since Janice Radway’s landmark study A Feeling for Books: The Book-of-the-Month Club, 

Literary Taste, and Middle-Class Desire (1997), pleasure has been a central topic of discussion 

in scholarly accounts of contemporary middlebrow literature. Radway’s semi-anthropological 

account of the Book-of-the-Month Club concentrates on the means by which “readers” (internal 

staff charged with arguing for a given book’s inclusion in the monthly club scheme) imagine 

what will appeal to “members” (a broad readership that subscribes to the Book-of-the-Month 

Club). This relationship between the member and the reader is the locus at which the nature of 

readership is imagined. The professional reader imagines how the Book-of-the-Month Club 

members perceive themselves as readers; simultaneously, the professional reader argues for the 

inclusion of a given work based on his own corporeal and emotional response to it. The means 

by which the Book-of-the-Month Club defines its readership, then, is by extrapolating from the 

staff’s desires and emotional experiences of reading to the projected experiences of a 

middlebrow reading public.  

The genre within which professional readers describe their corporeal response—and 

therefore the genre in which they imagine what reading is and should be—is the “reader’s 
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report.” In these reports, the judgment of books “was meant to produce particular instances of 

emotional and corporeal response” (46). Radway describes these reports in terms of the way they 

imagine readers and reading:  

The reports themselves underscored the fact that the editors conceptualized reading as a 

social encounter and interaction, as the occasion for a particular affective response to the 

ideas, the sentiments, and the preoccupations of the writer....[A]lthough they assumed 

that the general reader was fully capable of reading many different kinds of books, they 

also expected that she or he would not necessarily enjoy every one of them. (44)  

The member imagined in these reports is “capable of reading many different kinds of books” 

suggesting that she has the intelligence to read difficult and erudite texts, but will elect to read 

books that she finds pleasurable instead. According to Radway, this opposition to the erudite text 

is integral to the identity of the reader imagined and to the middlebrow market position of the 

club. The Book-of-the-Month Club is an arbiter of taste, but it is distinctly neither academic nor 

popular. Its members are imagined to engage in reading as a “social encounter” that results in 

pleasure; they are defined by their desire for this particular kind of pleasure over others.  

Similarly to the reader’s reports that provide evidence in Radway’s study, the paratexts of 

Fowler’s, Smith’s, and Robuck’s novels frequently concentrate on descriptions of reading 

pleasure presented as enticement to an imagined reader. This is especially true for the paratext of 

Smith’s Guests on Earth, which is explicit about the various kinds of pleasures a reader may 

expect to experience. They may be the pleasures of emotional complexity represented in an 

unexpected medium. For instance, a quotation from a Newsweek review notes that “Like Sissy 

Spacek and Loretta Lynn, Smith can make a performance in a popular medium seem like a 

complete declaration of feeling.” Newsweek refers to popular, perhaps populist, artists, whose 
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success has hinged on the development of an earthy, unpretentious public image and frank 

discussions of emotion. Or, they may be based in a skillful rendering of plot. For example, the 

novel’s paratext praises Smith’s ability to tell a good story: “Smith is a master storyteller,” writes 

The Charleston Post and Courier; she “is a whopper of a storyteller whose tales involve, 

enmesh, enthrall readers from the opening sentence to the final page” according to The Roanoke 

Times; she is a “writer’s writer, a teller of tales to admire and envy.” That Smith could be a 

“master storyteller,” a “whopper of a storyteller,” and a “teller of tales to admire and envy,” 

suggests that her particular stylistic talent is spinning a good yarn, or a mastery of the mechanics 

of narrative in such a way that is emotionally compelling for her reader. In the paratext of 

Smith’s novel, these the major pleasures of reading are grounded in declarations of feeling and 

compelling authorial command of narrative.  

As indicated by the promises of the paratext, Smith’s novel imagines its readers to be 

interested in the pleasures produced by authorial skill. Authorship and readership are constructed 

around this nexus of pleasure. That is, the paratext presents the skills of the writer as enticement 

to a reader, constructing a reader with certain expectations of both the reading experience and the 

writer who ostensibly brings that experience to him. Returning to the way that the reader’s 

reports figure the function of reading, we can perceive pleasure to be at the centre of the 

interpretive link between author and reader. The “social encounter” which is at the core of 

middlebrow reading figures the text as the “occasion for a particular affective response to the 

ideas, the sentiments, and the preoccupations of the writer” (44). The relationship of author and 

reader recalls a Romantic hermeneutics, in which the text provides the reader access to the 

thoughts and feelings of the author. Crucial to the version of middlebrow readership that Radway 
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observes and that the paratext of Smith’s novel suggests is the importance of pleasure to the 

social encounter with the author.  

In terms of a hermeneutics of middlebrow reading, the paratext of Smith’s Guests on Earth 

indicates that little has changed in the twenty years since Radway’s study. However, there has 

perhaps been an intensification of some of the corporeal affective dimensions of middlebrow 

hermeneutics. Radway indicates that an “emotional and corporeal response” is among reader’s 

expectations of middlebrow novels. In complement, Berlant’s formulation allows compassion to 

have a corporeal affective dimension; the emergence of her descriptions within affect studies and 

a definition of “social relation” (1) that we might expect to encompass embodied relationship 

suggest that the “spectator’s experience of feeling” (1) may take the form of a physical 

relationship to suffering or the sufferer. The paratexts of Smith’s Guests on Earth and Fowler’s Z 

provide much clearer expressions of an embodied “emotional and corporeal response” (Radway 

46) along the lines that Radway describes.  

For instance, in addition to the hermeneutics of middlebrow reading, the paratext of both 

novels provides evidence for an expected feeling of immersion. In the paratext of Guests on 

Earth runs a current of descriptions the pleasures of being “enthralled” alongside praise for 

Smith’s talents for manipulating plot. Similarly, readers may expect to be “engrossed” and 

“engaged” in Fowler’s novel. While narrative skill constitutes one aspect of Smith’s appeal to 

readers, both Smith’s and Fowler’s authorship are additionally evaluated on the immersive 

corporeal experience that each produces in her readers. Middlebrow hermeneutics, therefore, 

appears equally to be grounded in affective response as in interpretation.  

In addition to the importance of affect in middlebrow hermeneutics, negative affect ties these 

constructions of readerships and authorships back to Berlant’s conception of compassion. The 
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paratext of Robuck’s Z integrates the negative affective dimensions of compassion; enthralment 

may result from difficult or sad material. In fact, reviews of Fowler’s Z paradoxically indicate 

that a pleasurable dimension of reading novels about Zelda Fitzgerald is their negative affect. An 

excerpt from Kirkus Reviews notes that that Z is a “lovely, sad, and compulsively readable book” 

and an excerpt from contemporary novelist Caroline Leavitt calls it “a novel that is as 

heartbreaking as it is mesmerizing.” The reviews dwell on an apparent paradox: these books may 

produce a pleasurable “emotional and corporeal response” precisely because of their exquisite 

rendering of heartbreak and sadness. In the case of middlebrow novels on historical subjects like 

Zelda Fitzgerald, negative affect is an integral component of pleasure and of engaged reading.  

That the paratext of Fowler’s novel integrates negative affect into its descriptions of the 

pleasures of reading recalls Berlant’s characterization of contemporary compassion. A peculiar 

aspect of representation under modernity is the bearing of intimate witness to others’ suffering, 

the “modern incitement to feel compassionately—even while being entertained” (5).2 The 

affective and interpretive hermeneutics through which middlebrow readers evaluate both text and 

author seems especially prominent in novels that reinterpret Zelda Fitzgerald’s life story. This 

evaluation is distinct from the kind of evaluation that Nussbaum describes. While Nussbaum 

perceives the primary evaluative dimension of compassion to be the compassionate one’s 

evaluation of the size, non-desert, and related vulnerabilities of the person who suffers, the 

operation of evaluation that emerges here is one in which readers evaluate authorship based on 

how an author has provided the pleasures of compassionate feeling.  

                                                           

2. As I note above, I am skeptical about the way that Berlant defines the “modern,” but I interpret her to 

mean the increasing exposure to spectacles of suffering under our contemporary media age. The idea of 

deriving pleasure or entertainment from suffering is certainly not a new one, and Nussbaum’s allusion to 

Aristotle would provide some evidence of this. 
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As Berlant suggests, the ethics of compassion lie in the conventional relationship of action to 

feeling, and an aspect of compassionate feeling is pleasure. As my application of Radway’s study 

of middlebrow reading has established, middlebrow readers evaluate authors on the way that 

they provide possibilities for pleasure in the form of compassionate feeling. In addition to 

pleasure, it seems to me that readers may also look to authors to model the ethical dimensions of 

compassionate feeling. As a result, I wish to take up the problem of ethics in middlebrow 

authorship. Much of the evidence I have presented here indicates primarily that readers (at least 

readers who are also reviewers) express their positive evaluations of middlebrow literary text 

through the terminology of both corporeal response and negative affect. By concentrating on the 

interplay between authorial self-presentation and this brand of readerly evaluation of text, I 

venture that negative affect, and an engagement with negative affect, supports the construction of 

compassionate authorship. 

 

Sympathetic Agency 

An engagement with the pleasures of negative affect is not necessarily an ethical one. Readers 

and authors alike may be enthralled by a text but not be bound by an impetus to right action or 

right feeling. However, I perceive the version of middlebrow authorship that fiction about Zelda 

Fitzgerald constructs to be closely tied to ideas of right feeling and right action. In this section I 

therefore come to a definition of compassionate authorship through a discussion of sociality and 

representation. Both Berlant and Radway are concerned with social relations, Berlant in terms of 

compassion and Radway in terms of reading. The overlapping terminology that each scholar uses 

suggests that the functions of compassion and reading overlap. This definition of compassionate 

authorship allows me to explore the conventions of action in relation to feeling. Smith and 
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Fowler construct distinct versions of the conventions of action in relation to feeling in their 

novels and novelistic paratext. Smith constructs the ethics of her authorship in relation to her 

personal experiences, suggesting that compassionate eudaimonia might be structured by the way 

personal experience is understood to shape authorship. Fowler, by contrast, writes 

compassionately insofar as there is a broader eudaimonistic movement to consider stories like 

Zelda Fitzgerald’s to be within the purview of compassionate feeling. In addition to the way that 

authors present themselves as ethical actors, reviews included in their novels’ paratexts 

demonstrate the way that a reviewing apparatus likewise evaluates authorship in relation to its 

perceived ethics of compassion.  

Berlant and Radway incorporate discussions of the social into their respective descriptions of 

compassion and middlebrow reading. Berlant notes that a basic definition of compassion 

describes social relationships only in the vaguest terms: “There is nothing clear about 

compassion except that it implies a social relation between spectators and sufferers, with the 

emphasis on the spectator’s experience of feeling compassion and its subsequent relation to 

material practice” (1). Compassion is a social phenomenon that takes place within the context of 

a spectacle of suffering, with a relationship between those who watch and those who suffer. In an 

echo of Berlant’s description of compassion, the reader’s reports in Radway’s study place a 

similar emphasis on those who read as spectators within a social relationship. I have discussed 

Radway’s “social encounter” (44) within the context of a middlebrow affective hermeneutics. 

Read in dialogue with Berlant’s description of compassion, it is also a statement on the shared 

social existence of authors and readers. Radway’s “social encounter and interaction” of reading 

is a step away from the “social relation between spectators and sufferers” that Berlant’s version 

of compassion entails. Taken together, Berlant and Radway suggest that the social nature of 
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compassion entails a triangular relationship among a kind of spectator—in this case readers—a 

person who suffers, and a person who represents that suffering. As I continue my analysis, this 

triangular relationship expands to encompass a fourth actor: characters who perform compassion. 

Together, spectators, sufferers, authors, and compassionate characters produce a four-part 

hermeneutics of compassion. If the work of compassionate evaluation, in the sense that 

Nussbaum describes, is to be done this four-part relationship suggests that in middlebrow 

literature an evaluation of authorship is important in order to effect an evaluation of the person 

who suffers.  

The grounds upon which this evaluation takes place is what Berlant calls the “scene of 

suffering” (5). Berlant does not explicitly define her use of the word “scene,” but it is likely that 

she regards life at large to be fundamentally tied to representation.3 In light of the triangulation 

among reader, sufferer, and representer, it follows that there is also a scene of compassion. 

Compassion, in this formulation, relies heavily on representations of suffering. It may often also 

rely on representations of compassion itself. Representation is an opportunity for the feeling of 

compassion and it is also the occasion for an an affective relationship to authorship. As Berlant’s 

description of compassion entails some kind of relationship between feeling and action, it 

follows that authors may be evaluated on the basis of the actions that their authorship is seen to 

take. The author, then, may be said to operate within an expectation that she perform compassion 

in support of the reader’s feeling of compassion.  

I come, therefore, to a preliminary definition of compassionate authorship. It is a 

phenomenon shaped by a contemporary tendency to engage frequently in the suffering of others, 

strongly tied to spectatorship in relation to representations or “scenes” of suffering. 

                                                           

3. Indeed, much of the scholarly work that applies Berlant’s theories does so in relation to written or 

literary text, perhaps by accident of her emergence within literary and cultural studies. 
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Compassionate authorship is the defining node in the four-point hermeneutics among readers 

who feel compassionately, sufferers represented, and authors who represent them. 

Compassionate authorship is expected to perform compassion in so far as compassionate feeling 

has a conventional relationship to action. In response to this performance of compassion, a reader 

may undertake an evaluation of compassionate authorship on the basis of the pleasure of 

compassion that the reader experiences, the perception of access to the author’s 

“preoccupations,” and the perception that authorial aptitude has produced this pleasure for a 

reader. While this version of authorship may exist outside the context of middlebrow literature on 

historical celebrity figures like Zelda Fitzgerald, it is here that text and paratext most clearly 

articulate this version of authorship.  

In light of this definition, how do authors construct themselves as ethical agents within the 

parameters of compassion? In Smith’s self construction, compassionate authorship takes the 

form of eudaimonistic judgment in direct relation to personal experiences. Smith’s version of 

authorship retains a close alliance between experience and authorship and in so doing she implies 

that an ethical engagement with novelistic subject matter occurs in the face of personal 

immersion in difficult emotions. By contrast, Fowler’s authorial self construction is more 

distanced, at times effecting a stance similar to that of a biographical author. Fowler’s 

compassionate authorship relies on wider social trends in compassionate extension, specifically 

in the destigmatization of mental illness, inserting itself into a broader trend in compassionate 

renarrativization. The distinct modes of compassionate authorship that Smith and Fowler 

cultivate demonstrate the breadth of constructions of authorial professionalism in line with a 

politics of compassion. If compassion is, as Berlant claims, a “peculiarly modern” social relation, 
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it may follow that compassionate authorship is a peculiarly modern construction of authorial 

professionalism.  

In the paratextual appendix in Guests on Earth, “A Note from the Author,” Smith offers an 

extended account of her personal and emotional investment in the the novel. She describes her 

familial connection to Highland Hospital where Zelda Fitzgerald was institutionalized in the later 

years of her life:  

I also have my own personal knowledge of the landscape of this novel. It turned out that 

both my parents suffered from mental illness, and my father was a patient at Highland in 

the 1950s. Decades later, my son, Josh, spent several helpful years there in the 1980s, in 

both inpatient and outpatient situations, as he battled schizophrenia. Though I had always 

loved Zelda Fitzgerald, as I have told you, it was during those years that I became 

fascinated by her art and her life within that institution. (342)  

Smith sets up a strong personal and emotional connection to Zelda’s biography, occasioned by 

her emotional connections to her father and her son. This context frames Smith’s decision to 

write the novel. The imagined middlebrow reader seeks to access the preoccupations of the 

writer, and Smith offers a construction of contemporary authorship in kind. As an authorial 

subject, she is “fascinated by [Zelda’s] art and her life [at Highland Hospital]” (my emphasis). 

To describe that fascination is to construct an authorial persona with distinct “ideas, sentiments, 

and...preoccupations” (Berlant 44). Although authorship may not strictly require an emotional 

investment in its subject matter, in this case Smith narrates the impetus to write as an action 

rooted in fascination. Smith’s alignment of her fascination with her own suffering and the 

suggested suffering of her loved ones makes her fascination a distinctly eudaimonistic form of 

compassionate evaluation.  
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In complement to Smith’s emotional eudaimonistic engagement with her subject matter, she 

perceives writing to be the appropriate relationship of her emotions to action. In her account, the 

impetus to write Guests on Earth springs from a thematic and topographical parallel between her 

own life and the textual record of Zelda’s life. The architecture of Highland Hospital provides 

this thematic parallel:  

I remember the exact moment when I realized I was going to write this book.  

 My son and I were walking up Zillcoa Avenue toward the mountaintop hospital 

during a particularly brilliant winter sunset. The entire arc of the sky shone red behind the 

crenellated battlements of castle-like Homewood, one of Highland’s most interesting 

older buildings....But some of Scott Fitzgerald’s words came back to haunt me, too: “I 

used to wonder why they kept Princesses in towers,” the romantic young officer had 

written to his Alabama beauty, Zelda Sayre, repeating the image he was obsessed with, 

wanting to keep her for himself. She replied, “Scott, I get so damned tired of being told 

that—you’ve written that verbatim, in your last six letters!” 

 Okay, I thought, I’m going to write that novel—whenever I can stand it. So here it is, 

finally, ten years after my son’s death, and sixty-five years after Zelda’s.  

(original emphasis, 342-3) 

In this account, Smith decides to write Guests on Earth in the moment when the “crenellated 

battlements” of a building at Highland Hospital recall to her Scott’s desire to keep Zelda in a 

tower, and Zelda’s chafing, at the very least, against his tiresome repetition of that sentiment, and 

more likely against a persistent clue that a marriage to Scott might be one of idolization and 

imprisonment rather than freedom or creativity. Indeed, Smith’s interpretation that Zelda takes 

issue with being put in a tower emerges as a topos in the novel. For example, the fictionalized 
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Zelda exclaims, “[I]t is far better to be dead than to be a princess in a tower, for you can never 

get out once they put you up there, you’ll see” (33). The narrator, Evalina, returns repeatedly to 

this warning; it becomes a guiding mantra in the decisions she makes over the course of her life.  

The theme of keeping a loved one in a tower resonates in Smith’s descriptions of her own life 

as well. Smith is haunted by Scott’s words as she returns to the “crenellated battlements” of 

Homewood with her son. The evocation of Zelda as a princess in a tower is juxtaposed to the 

literal towers of the institution in which Smith’s son lives. As an author, Smith’s epiphany aligns 

her with a fellow author, Scott: both authors have kept their loved ones in towers. While Smith 

may be counted among the contemporary surge of Zelda partisans, her ambivalent alignment 

with Scott suggests that her authorial persona reflects on the role of authors in relation to the 

subjects they keep in towers.  

In contrast to Smith’s tentative alignment with Scott, she provides the historical Zelda’s own 

feelings towards being kept in a tower. Zelda is “damned tired” of Scott’s impulse to put her in a 

tower. So, too, might we imagine that the idea of Smith’s son in the towers of Homewood would 

rest uneasily with her. As Smith’s son and Zelda are surely within her compassionate schemes 

and ends, in Nussbaum’s terms, a Berlantian approach to compassion would surely ask what 

action Smith may take in relation to feeling. Smith’s resolve to write the novel—“I’m going to 

write that novel—whenever I can stand it”—appears equally to be for the memory of her son as 

for Zelda. In fact, I perceive in this resolve a symbolic liberation of her son displaced onto Zelda.  

This liberation, furthermore, is a liberation into public life, a release from the sequester of a 

tower. The process of reading Zelda’s impatience with Scott’s desire to keep her hidden into the 

liberation of her son might evoke a broader understanding of Zelda’s desire for literary celebrity 
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for a “knowing” reader (Hutcheon 120).4 Celebrity, for some readers, may mediate the project of 

compassionate authorship in this case, with Zelda Fitzgerald and knowing audiences as the crux 

in a compassionate liberation of dead subjects, subjects that cannot be helped. For Smith, the 

liberation of her son acts symbolically as a relationship of feeling to action in compassion. She 

also suggests that a reader may expect to decipher these biographical preoccupations and 

symbolisms in the text of the novel.  

Smith’s self-construction in the “Author’s Note” seems to support my preliminary definition 

of compassionate authorship. She presents herself as preoccupied with and emotionally invested 

in the subject matter of her novel. Her investment is not strictly fascination, but a broader 

compassionate engagement brought about by her eudaimonistic consideration of Zelda Fitzgerald 

in tandem with the related vulnerabilities of her loved ones. Further, she articulates her 

engagement in terms of literary technique—the topos of the princess in the tower—that is 

explicitly legible in the novel. Thus, her authorial aptitude appears to give her readers access to 

her compassionate immersion by rendering legible her authorial preoccupations.  

In addition to Smith’s conformity to these criteria of compassionate authorship, the ethical 

dimensions of her performance of compassion deserve further nuanced discussion, particularly in 

light of Berlant’s gesture towards the relationship between feeling and action within compassion. 

For Berlant, a key aspect of compassion is the “subsequent relation to material practice” (1):  

You, the compassionate one, have a resource that would alleviate someone else’s 

suffering. But if the obligation to recognize and alleviate suffering is more than a demand 

on consciousness—more than a demand to feel right, as Harriet Beecher Stowe exhorted 

                                                           

4. For Linda Hutcheon, “the term ‘knowing’ suggests being savvy and street-smart, as well as knowledge- 

able, and undercuts some of the elitist associations of the other terms in favor of a more democratizing 

kind of straightforward awareness of the adaptation’s enriching, palimpsestic doubleness” (120). 
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of her white readers—then it is crucial to appreciate the multitude of conventions around 

the relation of feeling to practice where compassion is concerned. In a given scene of 

suffering, how do we know what does and what should constitute sympathetic agency?  

(original emphasis, 4-5)  

Compassion, in Berlant’s understanding is an “emotion in operation” (original emphasis, 1). 

While Berlant does not quite state that a person must take action for her emotion to be 

considered compassion, she does suggest that a demand for action is a definitional part of the 

emotional makeup of compassion. Sympathetic agency, and the conventions of exercising that 

agency, must negotiate the relationships between feeling and practice.  

For Smith, the appropriate conventional relationship between feeling and action appears to be 

a compulsion to write in the face of the difficult emotional burdens of compassion. Smith states 

that the novel is an emotionally difficult one to write, but she also suggests that it is one that she 

feels compelled to write. “Okay, I thought, I’m going to write that novel—whenever I can stand 

it” (original emphasis, 343). For Smith, writing a novel that aligns the thematic elements of her 

personal life with the thematic elements of Zelda’s biography is emotionally difficult. She 

resolves to write the novel “whenever [she] can stand it,” presumably waiting to work through 

the emotional burden of her compassion for her son and her mourning upon his death. Smith 

constructs the act of writing as one of emotional vulnerability. Writing is an action that Smith 

undertakes in response to her own suffering; an appropriate “relation of feeling to practice” 

(Berlant 5) for Smith is a choice to immerse herself in emotional difficulty in order to tell a story. 

And more than this, writing about Zelda may also represent a sympathetic agency that Smith 

undertakes on the part of her son, another subject that she cannot help.  
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In discussing her impetus and compulsion to write Guests on Earth, Smith suggests that 

public, compassionate writing may be an appropriate conventional action to take in response to 

feeling compassionately. Smith articulates this ethics as one rooted primarily in her personal 

connections to the geographies and histories that shaped Zelda Fitzgerald’s later life. Indeed, as 

the novel concentrates on fictionalized communities at Highland Hospital, a reader may be said 

to access Smith’s connection to the social and medical contexts of Zelda’s history rather than to 

Zelda as a singular or discrete figure. For Smith, the ethics of writing compassionately about 

Zelda is equally an ethical commitment to her personal experiences and investment in an 

institutional community.  

Smith’s version of compassionate authorship is one that sticks close to home in her 

compassion for her son, and her resolution to perform a symbolic liberation through public 

circulation also embeds this personal act in a broader social context. If writing is an ethical act in 

response to feeling compassionately—one that requires an immersion in difficult or negative 

affect and a resolve or compulsion to perform compassion—the boundaries of Smith’s “scene of 

compassion,” to use Berlant’s terms, appear to lie in a common geography and a close 

observation of a common experience. However, it is conceivable to think that compassionate 

authorship extends beyond these relatively immediate contexts, beyond directly resonant 

experiences in the author’s own biography. Indeed, Nussbaum perceives a purpose of 

compassion to be the extension of definitions of shared flourishing to the state-building process 

at large. If we are to ask what the conventions of compassionate action dictate to be ethical, we 

may also ask how far from her own experience an author may direct her compassion.  

The scope of Fowler’s construction as author provides a wider-ranging complement to the 

intimacy of Smith’s authorship. In the section “Author’s Note and Acknowledgements,” Fowler 
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describes her process for and motivations while writing Z as an engagement in historical debates 

that she has found to be of “particular interest”:  

Fiction based on real people differs from nonfiction in that the emphasis is not on factual 

minutiae, but rather on the emotional journey of the characters. I’ve striven to create the 

most plausible story possible, based upon all the evidence at hand. Of particular interest 

to me was the exceptional animosity between Zelda and Ernest Hemingway. The 

animosity was real, yet I found no exploration of the issue, no explanation of why it 

began. Popular belief is that Hemingway simply knew Zelda was “crazy” and bad for 

Scott right away, but the record shows that he was uncritical and quite warm toward her 

for a while—until suddenly he was not. I approached the mystery of why much as a 

detective might, considering known motivations, character, and events, to arrive at the 

scenario I present in the novel. (original emphasis, 374).  

In the novel, the incident that incites Hemingway’s animosity is Zelda’s sneering rejection of his 

sexual advances. It is a fictionalization that finds no explicit proof in the vast body of material on 

the Fitzgeralds and Hemingway. Fowler defends this departure from known fact by appealing to 

the role of the author: to construct a plausible “emotional journey” (374). Unlike Smith, Fowler 

makes no claims to feeling deep resonance among her own life experiences and Zelda’s. Indeed, 

when Fowler describes the operations of authorship, she compares it to those of a “detective,” 

dispassionately piecing together clues. Fowler’s construction as an author presents a problem for 

definitions of compassionate authorship: is authorship compassionate when the author appears to 

articulate a eudaimonistic judgment free from personal emotional resonances? 

The broader scope of Fowler’s authorship reveals the way that authorship may become 

invested in constructing versions of lives that are currently subject to eudaimonistic judgment. 



273 

Given the ubiquity of sympathetic representations of Zelda Fitzgerald and of the movement to 

destigmatize mental illness at large, it is reasonable to say that compassionate judgment of 

historical figures like Zelda Fitzgerald is an on-going process. It may be the case, then, that 

Fowler’s authorship is compassionate authorship insofar as it represents a complementary labour 

to on-going eudaimonistic renegotiations. It seems to me, furthermore, that Fowler’s authorship 

is deeply concerned with contemporary ways of constructing subjectivity, using that subjectivity 

as grounds for compassionate evaluation.  

The construction of a plausible emotional journey is the core operation of Fowler’s 

authorship, and I do not think it merely incidental that emotion in operation recalls both the 

project of life writing and the reviews of Zelda’s novel, Save Me the Waltz (1932). As Leigh 

Gilmore (2001) defines it, autobiography “draws its authority less from its resemblance to real 

life than from its proximity to discourses of truth and identity, less from reference or mimesis 

than from the cultural power of truth telling” (3 n.8). If autobiography should be evaluated not on 

its proximity to known fact but on its construction of an inner, experiential truth, then the 

operation of Fowler’s authorship seems to be to ventriloquize a kind of life writing, to fill in the 

gaps between known fact in order to reach an inner and experiential truth for her subject. As 

much of the scholarly work on Save Me the Waltz has taken the novel as a largely 

autobiographical text, scholarship has been enabled by the contract of life writing to read the 

novel not as an account of fact, but as a true account of inner experience. Fowler’s version of 

authorship, it seems, intervenes in this reception history of Zelda’s novels in a new context.  

The operations of authorship as Fowler describes them echo reviews of Zelda’s novel, Save 

Me the Waltz, offering a further elucidation of the new context in which Fowler performs 

compassionate authorship. In particular Fowler’s descriptions echo Geoffrey Hellman’s review 
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of the novel in which he takes issue with the plausibility of the emotions of its female 

protagonist: “To point to but one example of its implausibility, the desperation which prompts 

Alabama to turn to ballet-dancing with a group of dingy, impoverished people in Paris is 

anything but convincing on the part of a healthy young woman (which she demonstrably is) who 

has a husband whom she loves and a daughter she adores” (Romantic Egoists, 190). Hellman’s 

objections to the psychological realism of Zelda’s novel chafe against Fowler’s authorial self 

construction. While Hellman views a healthy, married mother to have all of the things a woman 

could possibly want—making Alabama “a poor vehicle for...neuroticism and dissatisfaction” 

(Romantic Egoists, 190)—Fowler sets out to establish plausibility with very similar subject 

matter. As both Save Me the Waltz and Z are fictionalized accounts of creative, unhappy women 

who want more from their lives than marriage and children, what seems to have changed is the 

plausibility accorded to women’s desires. Fowler works within this shifted cultural context. 

Within it, she may claim that crafting a fictional, but realist, “emotional journey” is the 

appropriate exercise of her authorial powers.  

However, Fowler’s own version of psychological realism reveals the way that gendered 

expectations of plausibility persist in contemporary authorship. The narrative of a sexually 

spurned Hemingway has its own elements of gendered conventionality that echo Hellman’s 

heterosexist expectations of Alabama. Fowler contends that a heterosexual conflict spurred the 

animosity between Zelda and Hemingway, asserting that the sudden shift in Hemingway’s 

feelings towards Zelda and his assertion that she was “bad for Scott” (347) are insufficient 

evidence. However, Hemingway’s expressed feelings that Zelda was competitive with Scott and 

detrimental to his writing may offer sufficient evidence for this animosity. By asserting that 

Hemingway’s feelings of sexual embarrassment fuel his animosity, she suggests that animosity 
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on professional grounds does not meet the criteria for psychological realism. The patriarchal 

context of literary professionalism and the masculinist terms of celebrity imprimatur suggests for 

me that Hemingway’s dislike of Zelda would have found sufficient grounds without the addition 

of sexual frustration. Fowler’s own psychological realism skirts close to the heterosexist claim 

that sexual animosity or amity between men and women is a defining factor of their social 

interaction. 

Fowler and Hellman write in different moments, and it is difficult to separate the present 

moment from the on-going project to perform compassionate renderings of the lives of historical 

people. Muse lit on modernist women seems to have taken this compassionate project as its 

central goal. In fact, when Berlant argues that compassion has a specific social dimension, she 

articulates it in the terms of renarrativization. Berlant closes her introductory essay by writing,  

[w]hen the response to suffering’s scene is compassion—as opposed to, say, pleasure, 

fascination, hopelessness, or resentment—compassion measures one’s value...in terms of 

the demonstrated capacity not to turn one’s head away but to embrace a sense of 

obligation to remember what one has seen and, in response to that haunting, to become 

involved in a story of rescue or amelioration: to take a sad song and make it better. (7) 

Berlant likely means that sympathetic agency should be used to ameliorate the causes of 

suffering in a given scene. However, her description allows for sympathetic agency to be located 

in the action of representation. A sympathetic agent becomes “involved in a story” and makes a 

“sad song” better. Representation, then, might be an exercise of sympathetic agency. In the 

version of middlebrow authorship that I have been tracing, sympathetic agency requires the 

author to perform the affective dimensions of becoming “involved in a story,” and also to 

represent that performance. This compassionate representation may be read as an action, as an 
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intervention into a scene of suffering, as a proper relationship between right feeling and right 

action.  

I have suggested that compassionate authorship entails an ethics of representation. The 

paratext of Robuck’s novel Call Me Zelda suggests that authors in the middlebrow frequently 

think of authorship along these lines. For instance, in an appended section entitled “A 

Conversation with Erika Robuck” included within the “Readers Guide,” Robuck’s explanations 

of character development suggest that the structure of compassion and sympathetic agency shape 

the representations of fictional or fictionalized characters. The interview particularly singles out 

the ways that the novel develops the character of the narrator Anna Howard, a fictional nurse to 

Zelda Fitzgerald first at the Phipps Psychiatric Clinic at Johns Hopkins in Baltimore, then a 

private nurse at La Paix, the house near Baltimore where the Fitzgeralds lived when Zelda was 

an outpatient at Phipps.  

If I might build upon a hermeneutic triangle of compassionate readership, I perceive 

characters like Anna as the fourth point. While readers presumably access the preoccupations and 

compassionate judgment of the author in relation to the sufferer, the fourth figure of the 

compassionate character acts as an epistemological aid to the relationship between 

compassionate authorship and compassionate reading. As Nussbaum identifies an Aristotelian 

judgment of similar possibilities to be among the epistemological aids to eudaimonistic 

judgment, I have claimed that identification, in the sense of readers identifying with characters, 

operates similarly. In this case, identification is facilitated by characters like Anna, an 

epistemological aid to a hermeneutics of compassion with whom a reader may identify.  

The question that Fowler responds to in the “Readers Guide” is perhaps a leading question; it 

is posed specifically in terms of “sympathy”: “Did you think it was important for Anna to 
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experience a tragedy in her past, so that she could be more sympathetic toward Zelda during her 

emotional breakdown?” (331). Robuck’s response expresses the importance of Anna’s character 

development in similar terms: “Without a tragic past, Anna could not have empathized with her 

friend and patient, or wanted to help her so badly” (332). For Robuck, the development of 

Anna’s character relies on fellow feeling, and this fellow feeling prompts Anna’s exercise of 

sympathetic agency in which one party helps the other. Robuck has articulated Anna’s desire to 

help as one motivated by the affective dimensions of being witness to suffering.  

In addition to a representation of fellow feeling and shared suffering among Anna and the 

fictional Zelda, Robuck’s novel constructs a representation making a “sad song better” (Berlant 

7). Although she is bound by the known facts of history—“[f]iction based on real people differs 

from nonfiction” (Fowler 374)—the imaginative capacity of the novel form allows her to posit 

that, perhaps, Zelda Fitzgerald had a caregiver who felt compassionately for her, who perceived 

Zelda’s suffering to be within the schemes and ends of her own flourishing, and who attempted 

to intervene on her behalf.  

Further still, reviews of both Robuck’s and Fowler’s novels conceive of authorship to entail a 

strong ethical dimension oriented towards doing justice to its subject matter through 

renarrativization. For instance, in the reviews for Robuck’s Call Me Zelda, contemporary 

novelist Margaret Dilloway describes the ethical dimensions of Robuck’s authorship: “Robuck 

writes with an open and sympathetic heart about the dark side of the psyche and how friendship 

and healing are found in the unlikeliest places.” As for Smith, the paratext of Robuck’s novel 

portrays her writing as deeply emotional, one that requires vulnerability and receptivity to 

difficult emotions. The novel’s construction of Robuck’s authorial self ties the affective 

dimensions of compassion—her “sympathetic heart”—to representations of emotionally driven 
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action that is important to the authorial persona. In relation to Fowler’s Z we find a similar trend. 

The reviews included on the dust cover of Z quote another contemporary novelist, Sara Gruen. 

Gruen identifies an ethical dimension to writing texts based on historical subjects: “In the spirit 

of Loving Frank and The Paris Wife, Therese Anne Fowler shines a light on Zelda instead of her 

more famous husband, providing both justice and the voice she struggled to have heard in her 

lifetime” (my emphasis). Gruen situates Fowler within a broader cultural project to rewrite the 

lives of historical women, citing the reworked biographies of Mamah Borthwick, Frank Lloyd 

Wright’s mistress, in Nancy Horan’s Loving Frank (2007) and Hadley Hemingway in Paula 

McLain’s The Paris Wife (2011) to be in the same “spirit” of Z.  

When Gruen claims that Fowler provides “the voice [Zelda] struggled to have heard in her 

lifetime” she may be purposefully hyperbolic. Perhaps she claims such strong impact for this 

novelistic reworking of Zelda’s biography as a way of expressing the strength of her own 

affective response to the novel or of expressing the extent to which exercising the affective 

dimensions of her compassion feels right. However, her appraisal of the novel as something that 

can provide a “voice” for historical subjects suggests that the contemporary novelist is in a 

position from which to appropriately apply just action that stems from affective response. For the 

contemporary novelist, an appropriate exercise of sympathetic agency is to ventriloquize 

historical subjects whose voices were not heard in their lifetimes.  

The paratextual construction of compassionate authorship has revealed the diversity of 

conventionally acceptable relationships between right feeling and right action. For Smith, the 

impetus to write emerges from an immediate emotional and personal connection to the subject 

matter of her writing, suggesting a version of compassionate authorship that entails turning 

towards difficult and negative affect and resolutely immersing oneself in the telling of a difficult 
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story. By contrast, Fowler’s construction as author at first appears to suggest that authorship is a 

dispassionate undertaking, but the broader social project of compassionate evaluation of a given 

historical figure frames the politics of Fowler’s authorial intervention. Compassionate authorship 

may locate the operations of emotions in a curiosity that supports a broader “social relation” 

between historical figures and their contemporary interpreters. Robuck’s paratext makes the 

strongest claim for representation to be an ethical and appropriate action in relation to feeling; 

she relies on the speculative power of the novelistic form to provide some redress for perceived 

historical wrongs, in particular the ventriloquization—the speaking for—her subjects.  

Authors provide for readers not just a “scene of suffering” (Berlant 5), but also a scene of 

compassion. This scene of compassion may occur within the text, as it does for Robuck. It may 

emerge from the paratext that lays out specific constructions of authorship, advancing 

interpretations of authorial interventions as ethical acts, as appropriate conventional responses to 

feeling compassion. It may, broader still, be metatextual, as the hermeneutic model that emerges 

in the affinities between Radway’s and Berlant’s approaches to the social relations of reading 

and the social relations of compassion. Compassionate authorship may be specific to the context 

that I trace here, the novelistic reworking of historical women’s biographies, particularly of 

historical women who have already been part of a broader cultural shift in eudaimonistic 

judgment. However, it seems to me that these structures may be embedded in social relationships 

more broadly, especially as scholars like Berlant perceive compassion to be part of a peculiarly 

modern way of relating to suffering.  

I began this chapter discussing readers and I wish to return to readers in my final section, as I 

perceive the pleasure of witnessing the authorial exercise of sympathetic agency to construct 

readerships. Radway describes the readers’ reports at The Book-of-the-Month Club to have an 
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“emphatic focus on the variegated promises and pleasures of reading as a temporal act” (7-8). 

The Club’s editors imagine a readership to have a pleasurable engagement with the text and, by 

extension, with the conception of the author that the text constructs. The pleasure of reading also 

has a significant function in the mechanisms of compassion. Readership entails a similar 

affective engagement to authorship. Given this similarity, what might the ethical dimensions of 

reading be? 

 

“Over there”: Reading, Compassion, and Hierarchy 

The question remains what might be a reader’s ethical relationship to compassionate feeling. In 

fact, Berlant puts the onus of ethical action in relation to feeling on the spectator, the role that has 

more or less been occupied by a reader in my discussions. However, in the hermeneutic structure 

that I have traced, the author, and the feeling character as her surrogate, act as an intermediary in 

the act of spectatorship. In this version of middlebrow affective hermeneutics, the representer is 

of equal importance to the representation and a reader’s work of interpretation is trained on them 

both.  

In this final section I suggest that compassionate authorship may not make demands on its 

readers to act in relation to compassionate feeling. It may be tempting to perceive readers and 

authors to have identical relationships to a scene of suffering. However, the role of a reader in the 

mechanics of compassion is limited by several factors. In the novels I study here, the subject, 

Zelda Fitzgerald, and her contexts are historical, and the conventions around compassionate 

action are likewise shaped by this temporal remove. Furthermore, the impetus for readers to feel 

compassionately is already framed by an author’s imagined intervention in and interpretation of 

the novelistic subject matter.  
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I therefore argue that compassionate authorship encourages its readers to interpret the 

author’s intervention as an appropriate, or perhaps adequate, ethical response to a scene of 

suffering. As a result, a reader’s response to a scene of compassion is simply to “feel right” 

(Berlant 4); authors have already performed the appropriate action in relation to compassionate 

feeling. As theorists like Berlant and Garber describe compassion, the social relation of the 

emotion is inherently hierarchical; I posit that this hierarchy is especially important for readers. 

Readers construct the ethics of their own compassion by aligning the benefit that authors bestow 

on the subjects they represent with a benefit that accrues to readers. The novelistic paratexts I 

examine here cultivate an awareness of the hierarchies inherent in compassion, produce the 

cognitive evaluation necessary to it, and presumably evoke the feelings that characterize the 

emotion, but they do not encourage a complementary relation to action. It is possible to argue 

that readers are still subject to the Aristotelian injunction produced by pity and fear that prompts 

a reader to evaluate their own world in relation to the spectacle of suffering they have witnessed. 

However, I perceive two factors to mitigate this effect. First, contemporary readership is 

structured equally by a long tradition of reading as an inwardly focussed, therapeutic activity, 

one that is about improvement of the self rather than necessarily about improvement of the lives 

of others. Second, the demands on compassionate authorship may expect that authors undertake 

compassion on behalf of readers, releasing readers from the obligation of relating a learned 

ethics to their own worlds. This second factor is related to the pastness of the historical novels’ 

subject matter. When a reader relates her present moment to the historiography of the novel, she 

may see continuities, but she may also interpret her own moment to be removed through time 

and progress. At their logical extension, compassionate authorship and readership as I have 
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traced them may in fact discourage contemporary readers from undertaking compassionate 

action in relation to compassionate feeling.  

Berlant and Garber emphasize that social privilege is integral to the operations of 

compassion. The exercise of sympathetic agency occurs within a specific hierarchy of privilege. 

Berlant writes that “[i]n operation, compassion is a term denoting privilege: the sufferer is over 

there” (4). Garber concentrates on the inequalities inherent in the cultural concept of 

compassion: “Compassion seems to waver politically between two forms of inequality: the 

benevolence of those who have (the power of the rich) and the entitlements of those who need 

(the power of the poor). The insoluble problem for society—and for government and law—is to 

behave as if there were no competition between the two” (25). This aspect of Berlant’s and 

Garber’s descriptions renders explicit the latent aspects of privilege in compassion, pointing to 

the suffering that may or may not be alleviated by the person who feels compassionately. 

Reading novels on Zelda Fitzgerald published in the decade following Berlant’s and Garber’s 

pronouncements, the prominence of the spectacle of suffering and a poetics of compassionate 

evaluation indicate that the politics of inequality and hierarchy likely also obtain in the novels.  

My discussions of compassionate authorship have only briefly engaged with the inequalities 

implied by compassion. In terms of authorship, the concept of compassion that I have been 

tracing is abstract, as I have in some ways read Berlant contrapuntally in order to concentrate on 

the mechanisms of compassion in relation to representations of suffering. The compassionate 

contemporary novelist of Zelda Fitzgerald has, presumably, benefitted from an enlightened 

contemporary approach to gender equality and mental health. As Smith recounts her fascination 

with Zelda, she notes that she “had always loved Zelda Fitzgerald” and comes to a deeper 

immersion in “her art and her life within that institution” prompted by her family history and her 
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son’s illness (342). For Smith, a contemporary approach to gender equality and mental health 

intersects with her knowledge of Zelda’s “art and her life” that stems both from a continued 

imprimatur and from personal connection, celebrity and personal knowledges overlapping in her 

authorship.  

What, then, is an author’s social relation to a historical, fictionalized subject? On one hand, if 

an author has a resource that she may confer on the historical subject, it may be her 

contemporary, destigmatized perception of mental illness. The privilege of time, historical 

progress, and a liberal progression of thought may be one resource that an author may bestow, if 

not on the suffering subject herself, on the legacy of her continued representations. This action 

exists primarily in the realm of narrativization and perceives itself to be part of a project of 

rectifying cultural memory. If the compassionate author has used the resources at hand, even if 

only symbolically as in Smith’s symbolic liberation of Zelda and her son from the tower, the 

prompt to ethical action in social relation remains for readers. Unlike authors, readers tend to 

engage in interpretation but not production of representations.5 As such the conventions of action 

in relation to feeling must be directed elsewhere. This is, of course, a problem for the ethics of 

reading and reception in general. However, in the context of compassionate authorship that I 

                                                           

5. There are, of course, exceptions to this trend. One that could become relevant to my present discussion 

lies in the reading practices of contemporary fan cultures. It would have been possible to read 

contemporary reworkings of Zelda Fitzgerald as a fan culture (particularly in light of the publication of 

the graphic novel biography) and to position readers as “superreaders.” Comics scholar Geoff Klock notes 

that “contemporary mainstream comics, with their shared ‘universes’ and overlapping plots, posit a 

‘superreader’ who has been purchasing many titles for years” (173) and who is therefore well versed in 

the various histories and facts of multiple comic universes. A similar reading pattern may be perceived in 

the way that the novels I read here posit their readerships: as people who know something of Zelda’s 

cultural resonance and are keen to gather information from a different perspective. This fan-culture 

reading pattern, moreover, likely aids in fan production of representations, as fan narratives are often 

hyperaware of the details of the characters on which they draw, in many ways performing their 

superreadership through fan production. It would be useful to compare the superreader to the “knowing” 

reader that Linda Hutcheon describes in order to explore the function of knowledgeable readership and 

fan production in middlebrow literature. 
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have been tracing here, this problem seems particularly salient. It seems to me that readers exist 

in closer relation to the concrete forms of political hierarchy that Berlant and Garber are 

concerned with than authors do. Unlike authors, Berlant and Garber implicitly position the 

spectator or reader as the subject within a hermeneutic relationship who is in some way called to 

action. When readers are called to action, their task usually is not to bestow justice through 

compassionate representation, as authors may do. Instead, justice that readers may or may not 

bestow lies outside of the authorial activity of representation, either in right feeling or right 

action.  

In the paratext of Smith’s Guests on Earth, one review stands out for its praise of Smith’s 

compassionate intervention. Excerpted from Time magazine, it comments on the perceived 

ethical dimensions of writing about difficult subjects and vulnerable characters: “The peculiar 

thought arises that Smith writes her slightly ramshackle novels in a mood of philanthropy, to give 

shelter to her vulnerable characters. Good for her, good for them, good for us” (my emphasis). 

Smith must write novels like Guests On Earth in a “mood of philanthropy.” In other words, her 

writing may be an affectively motivated exercise of right action, it is compassionate in Berlant’s 

sense, combining feeling right with sympathetic agency. The reviewer seems to perceive Smith 

as having performed a good deed, the diction of “philanthropy” suggesting that Smith went 

beyond the good deeds she was obliged to perform and bestowed upon Zelda “a resource that 

would alleviate someone else’s suffering” (Berlant 4). For the past or fictional character, the 

“right action” of compassion is presumably to recuperate reputation, to bestow justice on the 

cultural memory of a given historical figure. The philanthropic impression that Smith’s novels 

leave suggests that Smith’s reviewers perceive Smith to have turned a resource in her possession 
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to the benefit of historical figures. In other words, Smith’s authorship is in close alignment with 

the criteria for compassionate authorship.  

The aphoristic repetition of “good”—“[g]ood for her, good for them, good for us”—asserts 

an extension of the “good” of compassion from author to reader; in particular, the first two 

instances align with the criteria for compassionate authorship. The first instance, “[g]ood for 

her,” is congratulatory. The combination of “philanthropy” and a congratulatory “good for her” 

connote that Smith has performed a discretionary, conventionally appropriate and laudable 

action. The second instance, “good for them,” is more factual in tone. It indicates that a benefit 

has, indeed, accrued to figures like Zelda Fitzgerald and her fictional community in Guests on 

Earth by virtue of Smith’s symbolic philanthropy. The relationship between the good that the 

author chooses to bestow and the good that accrues to the represented subject suggests that 

Smith’s philanthropy has successfully contributed a beneficial resource to Zelda Fitzgerald’s 

cultural memory. In fact, in connection to celebrity imprimatur, it is possible to perceive the work 

of compassionate authorship in this case as shifting the terms upon which a readership is asked to 

interpret Zelda, of correcting the slippage between intended and received imprimatur.  

The third instance of this anaphora refers to the third person in compassionate hermeneutics: 

the reader. The phrase “good for us” suggests that the edifying aspects of reading are closely tied 

to personal well-being, and that the imagined reader is in some way made better by the act of 

witnessing compassionate authorship. This edifying effect strongly recalls Timothy Aubry’s 

work on “therapeutic reading.” Aubry’s body of work has pointed out that reading is primarily a 

tool of personal therapy. In one instance, he cites conversations staged as episodes of Oprah’s 

Book Club to demonstrate that “therapeutic and personal priorities...prevail” (“Beware the 

Furrow of the Middlebrow,” 351). For the members of Oprah’s Book Club, readers “consistently 
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report a desire to read books that can change their lives, and this capacity seems to be the most 

important criterion for determining a work’s literary value” (353). The phrase “good for us,” 

then, directly parallels what Aubry argues is the dominant mode of reading for contemporary 

middlebrow markets. The Time review claims that Guests on Earth will be good for us, will 

effect a therapeutic change.  

It seems to me that the therapeutic mode of reading might have a dampening effect on the 

ethical dimensions of compassion. To perceive reading as “therapeutic” implies that the reading 

subject becomes more content with their existence under a given state. Whether in Nussbaum’s 

formulation or in Berlant’s, compassion is primarily a state-building exercise, an emotion whose 

function is the evaluation of which individuals are worthy of compassionate feeling and what 

actions are conventionally appropriate in response to them. To read therapeutically within a 

literature structured by compassion may entail a social conception of reading that forecloses a 

consideration of the actions to take in response to compassionate feeling. The cases I discuss are, 

of course, historical and fictionalized, but therapeutic reading would suggest that readers do not 

look to their own moment for equivalent subjects upon which to bestow “a resource that would 

alleviate someone else’s suffering” (Berlant 4). Instead, within a therapeutic reading mode the 

appropriate action to take in response to compassionate feeling would be, simply, to “feel right” 

(Berlant 4), to achieve “therapeutic and personal priorities” (Aubry 351).  

That compassionate feeling results in a therapeutic turn inwards may not apply in all 

circumstances. Surely, even if compassionate feeling in a subset of novels results in a possible 

foreclosure of compassionate action, the goal of most representational forms that seek to elicit 

compassionate feeling is also to elicit compassionate action. But, as the prevalence of therapeutic 

reading suggests, the turn of compassionate feeling to personal therapeutic ends in a given reader 
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appear to be a legitimate response to compassionate feeling for middlebrow readers. For Berlant, 

this turn inwards toward edification or feeling right would constitute a failure of compassion: it 

would turn compassionate feeling not towards some social good, but to the production of a 

reading subject satisfied with the therapeutic dimensions of feeling compassionate with a 

correlating compassionate action.  

For both Berlant and Garber, the possibility for compassion to fail—for those who witness 

suffering to feel the affective dimensions of compassion and to elect not to take action—is a 

problem in contemporary politics. Both scholars develop their discussion of compassion in 

relation to American George W. Bush-era “compassionate conservatism,” and both scholars 

undertake an implicit critique of the individualism inherent in this version of conservative 

politics and in the neoliberal individualism that is its close relation. The scene of suffering has 

the potential to fail to produce compassionate affect. A given spectator may either not feel the 

appeal to compassion as such, or may respond in opposition to whatever affective response she 

may have. Berlant, further, sees this possibility for failure as inherent in compassion:  

All of this is to say, then, that the aesthetics of compassion—the cultivation of the senses 

toward a more nuanced and capacious engagement with scenes of human activity—opens 

a hornet’s nest of problems about what responses should be desired and when private 

responses are not only insufficient but a part of the practice of injustice. Compassion 

turns out not to be so effective or a good in itself. (9) 

Both therapeutic reading and compassion are caught up in this possibility for private responses to 

become “part of the practice of injustice” (9). For the novels at hand, the therapeutic reading 

mode that scholars like Aubry perceive to be the dominant construction of contemporary reading 

appears to facilitate a foreclosure of compassionate action in response to compassionate feeling. 
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Further, an imagined readership has engaged not only in a scene of suffering, but also a scene of 

compassion performed by a compassionate author. In relation to the individual responsibilities of 

compassion, the performance of compassionate authorship has fulfilled that purpose.  

In addition to the structural dimensions of contemporary readership that may foreclose 

compassionate action, I perceive in the paratext of Robuck’s Call Me Zelda a conception of 

readership that encourages a distance from compassionate action. The novel’s “Readers Guide” 

includes questions meant to guide reading, perhaps to guide reading in social settings such as a 

book club. One of these questions acknowledges a hierarchy of resources similar to the one that 

Berlant describes. The question prompts readers to “Compare the psychiatric care the Zelda 

receives in the 1930s to what she would likely receive today. In what ways might her care be 

improved and in what ways might it be worse? Would she have as many choices now as she did 

then?” (338). The diction of the question is agnostic; it asks a reader to weigh the benefits and 

drawbacks of both eras. However, in the context of a novelistic project that seeks to tell the story 

of a historical figure who was not well served by history, it seems difficult to read this question 

as a balanced consideration of the benefits and drawbacks of each historical period. It is easy, 

however, to imagine that a reader may provide a progressivist response, and to claim that the 

contemporary moment has greater knowledge of both psychiatric treatment and a more 

enlightened attitude to the treatment of women. In other words, a reader may respond in terms 

similar to Berlant’s description of the hierarchies inherent in compassion: Zelda, the sufferer, is 

“over there” in a temporal sense; the compassionate reader has the resources of retrospect and 

enlightenment.  

The final aspect of Berlant’s formulation, that these resources may be used in order to 

“alleviate someone else’s suffering” (4), is of course not possible given the temporal divide 
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between the historical subject of the novel and the contemporary reader. However, the scene of 

suffering could, presumably, point a reader towards acting compassionately in her own time. 

Despite this possibility, none of the questions in the “Readers Guide” of Fowler’s novel suggest 

this kind of action. If the novels that I study here do, like so many other forms bound in a 

mechanism of compassion, have the goal of eliciting action, their paratexts do not actively 

encourage it and may, by implication, discourage it.  

It is my impression that the dominant therapeutic function of reading in the contemporary 

middlebrow, which Aubry has done such robust work to trace, interferes with an understanding 

of readership as itself having an ethical practice. Berlant does not make this distinction between 

compassionate readership and compassionate authorship in her theorization of compassion, 

neither does Garber in her cultural history. Although I rely on Aubry’s claim that contemporary 

readership fulfils a personal therapeutic function, I have found little evidence of writing fulfilling 

a therapeutic function for the novelists that I have discussed in this chapter. Instead, Lee Smith’s 

resolution to write Guests on Earth “whenever [she] can stand it” (343) seems instead to express 

a kind of self-sacrifice in service of writing the novel, perhaps even an idea of authorial suffering 

that I explored in Chapter Three. Authors and readers have different ethical relationships to 

affect and to representation. The onus of ethical sympathetic agency has already been placed on 

the role of contemporary authorship, and a reader must simply be “enthralled” by this exercise in 

order to fulfill her own ethical duty. 

Berlant closes her essay by quoting The Beatles’ pop ballad, “Hey Jude,” and I wish to strike 

a similar chord in closing this chapter. Berlant notes that a spectator to suffering is asked to 

“become involved in a story of rescue or amelioration: to take a sad song and make it better” (7). 

Through my discussion, however, I have shown that frequently the author is asked to take on this 
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work. The opening verse of the ballad, in fact, reads as an exhortation on the part of a speaker 

that someone else make it better:  

Hey Jude, don’t make it bad, 

Take a sad song and make it better, 

Remember to let her into your heart,  

Then you can start to make it better. (1-4) 

In its explicit meaning, the lyrics represent Paul McCartney encouraging a young Julian Lennon 

to pursue love. In the context of compassionate authorship, the verse communicates the nexus of 

vulnerability, feeling, and action that an author is expected to undertake. As a reader might ask of 

an author, let Zelda into your heart so that you can do right by her; take the “sad song” that Zelda 

has sung and right these injustices. The speaker of this song puts the onus on someone else to 

undertake right action; in a hermeneutics of compassion, that onus is on the middlebrow author, 

whom a reader expects to rescue or ameliorate sad songs, and whose authorial construction duly 

performs this function. 
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Conclusion 

 

Over the course of this study I have traced the way that Zelda Fitzgerald reveals the masculinist 

biases of scholarly theories of celebrity imprimatur. I have built on work by scholars like Aaron 

Jaffe, Faye Hammill, Timothy Galow, and Jonathan Goldman—considering the interplay of 

literary stylistics and public image, recovering a public archive of women’s cultural production, 

insisting on the slippage between intention and reception, and considering literary celebrity as a 

major cultural force in the construction of literary modernism. Imprimatur shapes both the 

historical and the contemporary retrospective manifestations of literary celebrity. In the historical 

context, imprimatur depends on a construction of agency, particularly a construction of the 

agential body, in order to afford celebrity subjects artistic legitimacy. In the contemporary 

context of retrospection on modernist celebrity, middlebrow novels reinterpret a historical 

imprimatur, reflecting on knownness and publicness through their construction of private 

motivations. The politics of compassion are integral to this reworking of historical imprimatur, as 

Lee Smith’s Guests on Earth (2014), Ericka Robuck’s Call Me Zelda (2013), and Therese Ann 

Fowler’s Z (2013) argue that Zelda is a worthy subject of compassion and construct the 

contemporary author as a subject who performs compassion.  
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As compassion and a destigmatization of mental illness—contemporary trends that are 

mapped onto histories of women like Zelda Fitzgerald—continue to gain in importance in 

contemporary culture, it is likely that the current cultural zeitgeist surrounding Zelda Fitzgerald 

will become more prominent. For my part, I have only been able to consider a portion of the 

wealth of reinterpretations of Zelda’s life and work in contemporary narrative and artistic forms. 

In literature, Kate Zambreno’s essayistic, research-driven memoir, Heroines (2012) is one 

example that would greatly enrich this study. In an echo of Zelda’s hybrid literary styles, 

Zambreno’s text vacillates between the representation of certain types of women, the “mad wives 

of modernism,” and a revelation of the emotional resonance these historical figures have had for 

her during her own struggles with mental illness. Zambreno’s text indicates to me that Zelda has 

become a lightning rod for a particular form of contemporary feminism: graduate school-

educated women employed or underemployed in university contexts who espouse a radical 

feminist politics that may be produced, protected, and limited by the university space. 

Zambreno’s writing joins the ranks of memoirists Roxanne Gay and Maggie Nelson, and her 

treatment of Zelda and the other “mad wives” suggests the way that modernist women are part of 

a compassionate project that emerges from the contemporary university.  

The forthcoming flurry of filmic and television reinterpretations of Zelda’s life and work 

suggests that Zelda will also become increasingly important in a popular cultural field. As film 

scholar Richard Dyer notes, “[s]tar manifestations are always extensive, multimedia, 

intertextual” (3), and the multimedia aspects of Zelda’s manifestations are becoming increasingly 

obvious. Across media forms, reinterpretations of Zelda’s life pick up where middlebrow novels 

have left off—in fact, the Jennifer Lawrence vehicle adapts Therese Fowler’s Z—promising new 

interpretations driven by filmic representational modes. Film scholar Katherine Fusco provides 
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some indication of the field of filmic representations that these films might fit into: “[b]uilding 

from the premise that spectacle and excess are necessary to both celebrity and cruelty, I argue 

that contemporary directors activate the ‘insufferable torments’ of our cruel celebrity culture,” in 

particular by depending upon the way specific celebrity actresses signify in a filmic celebrity 

market and using them as a vehicle for a spectacle of suffering in film, preserving the aura of the 

film as a serious artistic endeavour (5).1 Jennifer Lawrence has already gained renown for her 

depiction of the on-going management of bipolar disorder in Silver Linings Playbook (2012), and 

the double signification of spectacle and excess in Lawrence’s turn as Zelda may illuminate the 

relationship between filmic spectacles of cruelty and contemporary politics of compassion.  

In addition to these further contexts in which to study Zelda, I believe that the expansion of 

the framework of this project will help to account for the ways that publicness and mental illness 

overlap in the cultural memory of women in the early-twentieth century. In a British, rather than 

American, context, I wish to expand this study to figures like Virginia Woolf and Nancy Cunard 

and to examine the social categories of public intellectual, activist, and socialite whose operation 

I believe to overlap with literary celebrity. Woolf, literary celebrity and public intellectual, was 

neither subject to a public perception of her mental instability while she lived (even though 

coterie knowledge of her illness did circulate) nor did she attempt to cultivate a literary 

imprimatur on the basis of illness or psychiatry. However, the letters that Leonard Woolf 

received upon her death, while mostly heartfelt accounts of the importance of Woolf’s novels for 

the female letter writers, occasionally contain a vicious condemnation of Woolf’s selfishness in 

taking her own life. These letters indicate the kind of divisive partisanship that has come to 

                                                           

1. Fusco explores the spectacle and excess of two specific celebrities in two specific films: former adult 

performer Sasha Grey in The Girlfriend Experience (2009) and Oscar winner Natalie Portman in Black 

Swan (2010). 
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characterize the scholarship on and cultural memory of Zelda Fitzgerald, a partisanship that 

Woolf has not been wholly immune to.2  

Nancy Cunard, socialite and activist, was a poet, essayist, journalist, and publisher while she 

lived, plugged into a who’s-who of modernist cultural producers. Later in life, she slipped into 

destitution and eventually died penniless and homeless in a French hospital, having been found 

hallucinating in the streets of Paris. Obituaries and elegies of Cunard use a language of pathology 

to describe her active artistic period while avoiding direct mention of her later hardships; for 

example, such contemporaries as William Carlos Williams remember the “manic undercurrent” 

of her inspiring “state of fury” (Williams qtd. in Gordon xiii). In light of the way that imprimatur 

depends on a construction of agency, her retroactive pathologization seems inevitable. Death, 

mourning, and cultural memory emerge as themes in a consideration of both Woolf and Cunard, 

and the expansion of my project would likewise contend with the constructions of post-mortem 

celebrity, asking how celebrity imprimatur is built upon the memory of a given writer and how 

pathology signifies within that construction.  

In our contemporary moment of compassion and destigmatization, twentieth-century 

frameworks of policing artistic legitimacy persist. Zelda Fitzgerald’s paradigm of modernist 

celebrity and pathologization has found new resonance. I have sought to read her as a product of 

the literary and medical cultures that produced her and to read the permutations of her legacy in 

contemporary culture. This work has begun, I hope, to reveal the way that modernist literary 

celebrity and modernist medical frameworks continue to shape contemporary public culture. 

                                                           

2. For an example in cultural memory, see the article in The Daily Telegraph, “Virginia Nicholson on her 

great-aunt Virginia Woolf: ‘I’m not mad or fragile or childless or all of the things she was” (Everett). 
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Appendix A—Supplementary Colour Images 
 

Figure 1. Colour image of “Nursing Mother With Red Blanket” (1932-4) [Courtesy of Zelda, an 

Illustrated Life]  

Figure 2. Colour image of “Ballerinas Dressing” (1941) [Courtesy of International Arts and 

Artists, www.artsandartists.org]  

http://www.artsandartists.org/





	List of Figures
	Chapter One: Introduction
	Part One: Zelda Fitzgerald in the Modernist Period
	Chapter Two: The Young Zelda Fitzgerald: Celebrity and Sophisticate
	Chapter Three: The Fitzgeralds, Authorship, and Mental Illness

	Part Two: The New Zelda: Contemporary Literature and Cultural Memory
	Chapter Four: Eudaimonia, Compassion, and Celebrity in Contemporary Middlebrow Literature
	Chapter Five: A Worthy Muse: Eudaimonia and Hierarchies of Power

	Conclusion
	Works Cited
	Appendix A—Supplementary Colour Images

