
F. Scott Fitzgerald, “Echoes of the Jazz Age” (1931) [Abridged] 

It is too soon to write about the Jazz Age with 
perspective. Yet the present writer already looks back to it with 
nostalgia. It bore him up, flattered him and gave him more 
money than he had dreamed of, simply for telling people that 
he felt as they did, that something had to be done with all the 
nervous energy stored up and unexpended in the War.  

The ten-year period that, as if reluctant to die 
outmoded in its bed, leaped to a spectacular death in October, 
1929, began about the time of the May Day riots in 1919. It was 
an age of miracles, it was an age of art, it was an age of excess, 
and it was an age of satire. We were the most powerful nation. 
Who could tell us any longer what was fashionable and what 
was fun?  

The first social revelation created a sensation out of all 
proportion to its novelty. As far back as 1915 the unchaperoned 
young people of the smaller cities had discovered the mobile 
privacy of that automobile given to young Bill at sixteen to 
make him “self-reliant.” At first petting was a desperate 
adventure even under such favorable conditions, but presently 
confidences were exchanged and the old commandment broke 
down. As early as 1917 there were references to such sweet and 
casual dalliance in any number of the Yale Record or the 
Princeton Tiger.  

But petting in its more audacious manifestations was 
confined to the wealthier classes–among other young people 
the old standard prevailed until after the War, and a kiss meant 
that a proposal was expected, as young officers in strange cities 
sometimes discovered to their dismay. Only in 1920 did the veil 
finally fall–the Jazz Age was in flower.  

Scarcely had the staider citizens of the republic caught 
their breaths when the wildest of all generations, the generation 
which had been adolescent during the confusion of the War, 
brusquely shouldered my contemporaries out of the way and 
danced into the limelight. This was the generation whose girls 
dramatized themselves as flappers, the generation that 
corrupted its elders and eventually overreached itself less 
through lack of morals than through lack of taste. May one 
offer in exhibit the year 1922! That was the peak of the younger 
generation, for though the Jazz Age continued, it became less 
and less an affair of youth.  

The sequel was like a children’s party taken over by 
the elders, leaving the children puzzled and rather neglected 
and rather taken aback. By 1923 their elders, tired of watching 
the carnival with ill-concealed envy, had discovered that young 
liquor will take the place of young blood, and with a whoop the 
orgy began. The younger generation was starred no longer.  

A whole race going hedonistic, deciding on pleasure. 
The precocious intimacies of the younger generation would 

have come about with or without prohibition. But the general 
decision to be amused that began with the cocktail parties of 
1921 had more complicated origins.  

The word jazz in its progress toward respectability has 
meant first sex, then dancing, then music. It is associated with a 
state of nervous stimulation, not unlike that of big cities behind 
the lines of a war—though there were entire classes (people over 
fifty, for example) who spent a whole decade denying its 
existence. Our elders stood firm with all the stubbornness of 
people involved in a weak case, preserving their righteousness 
and losing their children. Silver-haired women and men with 
fine old faces still assure each other in the apartment hotels of 
New York and Boston and Washington that “there’s a whole 
generation growing up that will never know the taste of liquor.” 
Meanwhile their granddaughters pass the well-thumbed copy of 
Lady Chatterley’s Lover around the boarding-school and, if 
they get about at all, know the taste of gin or corn at sixteen.  

Even the intervening generations were incredulous. 
But very shortly people over twenty-five came in for an 
intensive education. Perhaps many women found that love was 
meant to be fun. Anyhow the objectors lost their tawdry little 
case, which is one reason why our literature is now the most 
living in the world.  

The Jazz Age now raced along under its own power, 
served by great filling stations full of money. The people over 
thirty, the people all the way up to fifty, had joined the dance. 
Society, even in small cities, now dined in separate chambers, 
and the sober table learned about the gay table only from 
hearsay. There were very few people left at the sober table.  

By 1926 the universal preoccupation with sex had 
become a nuisance. By 1927 a wide-spread neurosis began to 
be evident. By this time contemporaries of mine had begun to 
disappear into the dark maw of violence. A classmate killed his 
wife and himself on Long Island, another tumbled “accidently” 
from a skyscraper in Philadelphia, another purposely from a 
skyscraper in New York. One was killed in a speak-easy in 
Chicago; another was beaten to death in a speak-easy in New 
York and crawled home to the Princeton Club to die; still 
another had his skull crushed by a maniac’s axe in an insane 
asylum where he was confined. These are not catastrophes that 
I went out of my way to look for–these were my friends; 
moreover, these things happened not during the depression but 
during the boom. 

But in those days life was like the race in Alice in 
Wonderland, there was a prize for everyone. The Jazz Age had 
had a wild youth and a heady middle age. There was the phase 
of the necking parties, the Leopold-Loeb murder. In the 
second phase such phenomena as sex and murder became 
more mature, if much more conventional. Middle age must be 



served and pajamas came to the beach to save fat thighs and 
flabby calves from competition with the one-piece bathing-suit. 
Finally skirts came down and everything was concealed. 
Everybody was at scratch now. Let’s go–  

But it was not to be. Somebody had blundered and 
the most expensive orgy in history was over. It ended two years 
ago [1929], because the utter confidence which was its essential 
prop received an enormous jolt, and it didn’t take long for the 
flimsy structure to settle earthward. And after two years the Jazz 
Age seems as far away as the days before the War. It was 
borrowed time anyhow–the whole upper tenth of a nation living 
with the insouciance of grand dukes and the casualness of 
chorus girls. But moralizing is easy now and it was pleasant to 
be in one’s twenties in such a certain and unworried time. Even 
when you were broke you didn’t worry about money, because it 
was in such profusion around you. Charm, notoriety, mere 
good manners weighed more than money as a social asset.  

Now once more the belt is tight and we summon the 
proper expression of horror as we look back at our wasted 
youth. Sometimes, though, there is a ghostly rumble among the 
drums, an asthmatic whisper in the trombones that swings me 
back into the early twenties when we drank wood alcohol and 
every day in every way grew better and better, and there was a 
first abortive shortening of the skirts, and girls all looked alike 
in sweater dresses, and people you didn’t want to know said 
“Yes, we have no bananas,” and it seemed only a question of a 
few years before the older people would step aside and let the 
world be run by those who saw things as they were–and it all 
seems rosy and romantic to us who were young then, because 
we will never feel quite so intensely about our surroundings any 
more. 

 


