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ITIMES LITERARY

JULY PLALGUST 3, v

ancl writing; recent biographers of all three
have labelled them alcoholics. In The Thirsty
Muse, Tom Dardss attempts 10 examine the
role of alcohol in the lives and work of these
three, as well as in that of Eugene O™Neill.
Distilled 1o its essence, the thests of this book is
amphe: all were alcoholics; alcobol premature-
Iy destroyed their talent and their work.

Since Edgar Allan Poe collapsed in a gutter,
an imordinate number of American writers
have boen alcoholic, Dardis says, “a malaxly
that had much, if not all, 1o do with the crosion
of their talents at ages that were characteristi-
cally far yousges than thesr European counter-
parts™. For Norman Mailer’s gencration, aml
for the next, the myth created by Hemingway
and company was itself 2 powerful incentive to
drink. It might scem that drinking was a
necessary if mot sufficient condition for
literary greatness.  Unfortusately, Dardis
never explains why.

The evidence of alcobolism is overwhelming
in the cases of all three prose writers discassed
in The Thirsty Muse, It is hard 1o dispute the
creative decline in the case of Hemingway,
whose best writing was done between the mid-
19205 and the early 1930s. The prodigious and
peolific Faulkner is slightly more problematic,
and in order 10 make his case that Faulkner lost
his talent by the age of forty-five, Dardis has
had to discount Ister books such as Intruder in
the Dust andl The Retvers. Likewise he is
obliged to dismiss The Lau Tycoon, the novel
that Fitzgerald was working on when he died,
never mind that some cntics, inchoding
Edmund Wilson, have detected in it the found-
ations of 3 masterpaece. This kind of inter-
pretation in the isterest of a thesis, though by
no means unfamsliar in Mterary oniticism, re-
minds me of the deviows self-sestainang bogic of
alcoholics, examples of which are abundant in
these pages.

Dardis frequently  refers  to  akoholic
strategics of denial, such s inflating the drink-

one's own. But he choases to take at face value
Hemingway's possonoss and discredited por-
trait of Filzpﬂald n A Moveable Feast, mainly,
ane imagines, because it shows the young Fitz-
gerald as an iscipeent akoholic. He cites
Hemingway's condescending  description of
their first mocting at the Dingo bar in which
Fitzgerald became smashed on a couple of glis-
s of champagne, despite the fact that the
other alleged witness, the Princeton baseball
star Dunc Chaplin, who wasn 't even in Europe
that year, has densed that the imadent cver
ook place ~ facts which Dardis could have
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discovered in cither of two recent biographics
of Fitzgerald cited in has potes,

In his acknowledgements Dardis records
that he “learned a great deal about the specifics
of alcoholism by attending more than a hen-
dred Alcoholics Anonymous mectings”, His
book is informed by the therapeutically suc-
cessful AA line whach holds that it s useless to
inquire into the reasons for excessive drinking,
which is simply a discase, like cancer, with
genetic and enviroamental causes. This happi-
ly saves Dardis from the teetotalling moralism
evedent in James R. Mcllows's biography of
Fitzgerald, Invented Lives (1984), if not from
the tendency to explain everything wn terms of
discase.

These portraits of the artist as akohole dis-
pel the myth that drinking enbances creanivity,
But Dardis is less illuminating when he turas to
Iterary eniticism. “While still at Princeton,” he
tells us, “Fuzgerald developed all the charac-
teristics of the writing style that was to make
him famous 21 twenty-four.™ We are left to
guess what those characteristics might be, carly
or late; Dardis’s insistence on the absolute de-
cline in the quality of the work, while hardly
poculiar to alcoholic writers, is virtually unsup-
ported by analysis of the texts. He dismisses
Fitzgerald's stories outright, when some of
them, swch as “The Rich Boy™, and “May
Day”, are among his finest work.

Of Dardis's case studies Eugene O'Neill i
the relative success story, the dropout from the
school of Bacchus. O'Neill drank furiously for
more than tweaty years, then gave up at the
age of thirty-cight and went on to write his two
best plays, The leeman Cometh and  Long
Day's Journey into Neght. Does this prove that
Hemingway woukl have written something
better than A Farewell to Armes if he'd quit? Or
docs it mean that playwrights have more will-
power than novelists? And what, if anything,
are we 10 make of the fact that two of these
writers are of Irish descent and two of English?
For every wiiter who drank himself into a pre-
marare grave most of us can cite another who
quit drinking and lost his creative spark, Swin-
bume being only the most famous example.
(Mecanwhile, how come British rock and rol-
lers, including notorious substance abssers
such as Keith Richards and Eric Clapton, have
such admirable longevity compared 1o Amer-
ican counterparts sach as Hendrix, Joplin amd
Jim Moerison?) Anyome who has ever suffered
a hangover in front of a typewriter will tedl you
that drenking s not an aid to writing, But all of
the more interesting questions that this book
raises remain unansweresd



