
EPISODE ONE SCRIPT 
How the Lost Generation found themselves in Paris 

 
 
Alright friends. This is a topic that I think about a lot. Ever since I discovered The Sun Also Rises 
by Ernest Hemingway, I’ve been fairly obsessed with the idea of these young men, and women, 
flitting around Europe, creating art, living their lives “all the way up”, as Hemingway would say. 
For a while in my 20s, I did my own version of living life all the way up, but unfortunately for me 
I don’t have any best-selling novels to show for it. Not yet anyway. 
 
So who are The Lost Generation of authors, and why are they so important? From the 30,000-
foot level The Lost Generation are those who reached maturity during and just after World War 
I. In a literary sense, the Lost Generation were a group of writers who came of age during WWI 
and established their literary reputations in the 1920s with Paris as their cultural epicenter. The 
phrase was coined by Gertrude Stein and made popular by Ernest Hemingway, which he quoted 
The Sun Also Rises. 
 
Stein, herself, included a more thorough explanation for the term in her book Everybody’s 
Autobiography in 1937, attributing the quote to a hotel-keeper who said, “every man becomes 
civilized between eighteen and twenty-five. If he does not go through a civilizing experience at 
that time in his life, he will not be a civilized man. And the men who went to war at eighteen 
missed the period of civilizing, and they could never be civilized. They were a lost generation.” 
 
Ok… now’s the moment that I list off a ton of names so… get ready. The literary term 
encompasses Ernest Hemingway, F. Scott Fitzgerald, John Dos Passos, E.E. Cummings, Archibald 
MacLeish, T.S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, Sylvia Beach, Sherwood Anderson, Ford Maddox Ford, 
Malcolm Cowley and James Joyce. While not exactly in the lost generation, Gertrude Stein was 
also there as a type of den mother and tastemaker. While many other authors are included in 
the lost generation, these were the central figures who circulated through Paris in the 1920s. 
Amongst this who’s who of writers mingled artists, socialites, designers, and other notable 
cultural icons such as Pablo Picasso, André Breton, Marc Chagall, Cole Porter, Igor Stravinsky, 
Peggy Guggenheum, and Coco Chanel. 
 
To say that Paris in the 1920s was a cultural mecca is an understatement. And I could talk 
specifically about what all went on during this time from the cafes to the week-long benders on 
the French Riviera, that’s not really what this podcast is about. If you’re not already familiar, I’ll 
leave that research to you. Start with The Sun Also Rises, move on to Tender is the Night, and 
close out with Hemingway’s memoir A Moveable Feast. Today, instead let’s gloss over the 
what, and head straight to the why.  
 
So, why Paris? As is the way with all good stories, the why is multi-faceted. Let me first state the 
obvious – WWI, also known The Great War or the War to End All Wars, was to date one of the 
most turbulent and destructive moments in modern history. Lasting from July 28, 1914 – 
November 11, 1919, it remains one of the deadliest conflicts in history with an estimated 8.5 



million combatant deaths and 13 million civilian deaths as a direct result. The Great Influenza 
(which was then known as The Spanish Flu) also killed an additional 25-50 million people 
worldwide between February 1918 – April 1920. War, and the death it brought through combat 
or disease, touched everyone. Plus, at the time, the idea of service to your country was 
extremely important in our culture. Take Archibald MacLeish for example. Although he was 
married, had a young child, was enrolled in Law School at Harvard, and a prominent position as 
the editor of the Harvard Law Review, he still served as an ambulance driver and later as an 
artillery officer in France. In a letter to his father, MacLeish wrote “I must serve. Else, I am not 
your son.” 
 
Beyond this belief in service to their country, adventure seeking and understanding life outside 
of their own, often comfortable, existence also drew these young men to war. Ambulance 
service was how many of them got into the action “before the whole thing went belly up” as 
John Dos Passos remarked.  
 
At the time, there was no true style of American fiction and young authors looked to the 
European masters to try to establish their own voices. Malcolm Cowley said in Exile’s Return: A 
Literary Odyssey of the 1920s that “it seemed to us that America was beneath the level of great 
fiction.” So, when given the chance to explore, and perhaps help save, the Europe they had 
studied and treasured in books – to fight for the virtues and values of the European culture – 
they jumped at the opportunity. Unfortunately, what awaited them was a continent ravaged by 
destruction, death, and despair.  
 
After WWI, the US took up an isolationist stance, with Congress refusing to join the League of 
Nations and Warren G. Harding running and winning the 1920 election on the “Return to 
Normalcy” platform. Harding promised to return the U.S. to its pre-war mentality, which I can 
imagine after the ravages of the war and the Spanish Flu, would have been a welcome idea to 
the masses. In his famous speech before the Home Market Club on May 14, 1920, Harding said 
“America’s present need is not heroics, but healing; not nostrums, but normalcy; not 
revolution, but restoration; not submergence in internationality, but sustainment in triumphant 
nationality.” This nationalistic view may have been shared by many Americans, but the idea of a 
return to normalcy rubbed many of the Lost Generation authors the wrong way. This 
isolationist reaction left many, like Hemingway, with a sense of betrayal – as if they had fought 
the war but it didn’t mean anything in the end. In his 1929 novel A Farewell to Arms, 
Hemingway wrote “There are many words that you could not stand to hear and finally only the 
names of places had dignity. Certain numbers were the same way and certain dates and these 
with the names of places were all you could say and have them mean anything. Abstract words 
such as glory, honor, courage, or hallowed were obscene besides the concrete names of 
villages, the numbers of roads, the names of rivers, the numbers of regiments and the dates.” 
After this harrowing experience serving in the bloodiest conflict to date, these young men now 
found themselves back in the same stagnation that they had joined the war to escape, in a 
country that wanted to put the war behind them and wracked with a feeling that no one 
understood what they had experienced. 
 



Beyond this post-war ennui, culturally things weren’t looking much better in the U.S.  A culture 
of conservative abstemiousness was growing, resulting in the prohibition of alcohol in 1920. 
Furthermore, the northern US was seeing an expansion of segregationist and anti-immigrant 
sentiment. The first Red Scare lasted from 1917 – 1920 and saw an uptick in labor organization 
which resulted in a nationwide anti-radical hysteria provoked by a mounting fear and anxiety 
that a Bolshevik revolution in America was imminent – a revolution that would change Church, 
home, marriage, civility, and the American way of life. While newspapers at first helped amplify 
this hysteria and anti-foreign sentiment, free speech was deeply affected through newspapers 
being held at press and the threat of arrest or deportation for anyone labeled a radical 
anarchist agitator. 
 
For these young authors who had been through hell in WWI, this culture of austerity was worse 
than what they had tried to escape from in the first place. But Paris, ahh Paris was both cheap 
and beautiful. Both the low cost of living due to the devastation from the war and the relatively 
high exchange rate for the US and Canadian Dollar meant that expats could make their money 
stretch. Hemingway wrote in the Toronto Star Weekly on February 4, 1922 that “there are 
several hundred small hotels in all parts of Paris where an American or Canadian can live 
comfortably, eat at attractive restaurants and find amusement for a total expenditure of two 
and one half to three dollars a day.” 
 
French culture was also good for these artists, with warm, well-lit cafes offering a place to sit 
and write for the whole day for just the cost of a drink, free libraries, and museums full of the 
world’s most influential literature and art, and enough entertainment to keep their mind off 
work once the day was done. Of Paris, composer Virgil Thomson said, “If I am going to starve to 
death, I might as well starve where to food is good.” And if we know anything about Paris, the 
food is good.  
 
After difficult times, the cultural pendulum often swings far past center. This generation, who 
had sacrificed and lost so much to the War, wanted to live life passionately. For many, this time 
in Paris was what they had originally come looking for at the start of the War, not the havoc 
they had experienced on their first trip around the continent. Together, these artists 
adventured, ate, drank, became entwined and broke apart, and created new forms of visual, 
musical, and literary art. While each worked separately – self-absorbed in their projects and 
hustles, the culture of salons, bars and cafes ensured that when the work was done, they could 
unwind together, discuss art, life, and become inspired. Archibald MacLeish said “one of the 
really great satisfactions of that period in Paris was that personal competition practically did 
not exist. What you were doing was to compete against the art itself.” 
 
One of the most interesting aspects of the literature that came out of this moment in history, at 
least in the first half of the decade, was that the authors weren’t writing about Paris – they 
were writing about America and the American experience. Hemingway cut his teeth on short 
stories about his beloved Upper Penninsula in Michigan. John Dos Passos wrote his first 
commercial success Manhattan Transfer. Scott Fitzgerald completed The Great Gatsby, which is 
often lauded as “the great American novel.” Of this time, Archibald MacLeish said “I never met 



an American who wasn’t, in Paris, busy with American plans, and purposes, and material.” Paris 
gave these American writers the space and perspective to write about their American 
experience.  
 
So why is this moment in time and these convergent storylines so important? Because what 
happened in Paris changed literary history. In fact, it changed language itself. Malcolm Cowley 
states that the Lost Generation tried to functionalize American fiction – to strip it of ornaments 
and of every quality not strictly essential to the business of creating an atmosphere and telling 
a story. Before this point, American fiction authors had affected the British writing style of run-
on sentences bogged down with unnecessary, flourishing description. The Lost Generation 
authors sought to split from the old style and create something new and uninhibited.  
 
Ernest Hemingway is considered the godfather of this new style of American fiction writing – 
removing all flourish to create simple, direct, unadorned prose. Another hallmark of 
Hemingway’s work, as well as the work of many of the Modern authors, was writing stories 
that, at some level, were deeply personal. The Sun Also Rises, which has been categorized as 
the quintessential lost generation novel, was written directly after a trip to Pamplona with his 
friends. Fitzgerald based much of his novel Tender is the Night on his experiences with his 
friends Gerald and Sara Murphy in the French Mediterranean. That’s partly why living life to its 
fullest was so important to these artists at the time. Hemingway said “write about what you 
know and write truly and tell them all where they can place it… Books should be about people 
you know, that you love and hate, not about the people you study about” and as he told 
Archibald MacLeish after reading MacLeish’s exuberant prose about a skiing trip they had just 
taken “never write about anything you don’t know all about.” 
 
Beyond the impact on the American literary style, I would argue that the most enduring and 
abstract gift these authors gave us is the American ideal of Paris as the most beautiful and 
romantic city in the world. These expatriates went to Paris, lived the good life for 10 years, and 
romanticized their experiences there for audiences back in the U.S. These stories, in turn, gave 
the American audience a snapshot into a time that was so exciting to these young people, who 
were also writing from an American perspective, as opposed to telling the story of Paris 
through a Parisienne lens. In his memoir A Moveable Feast, Hemingway said “there is never any 
ending to Paris and the memory of each person who has lived in it differs from that of any 
other. We always returned to it no matter who we were or how it was changed or with what 
difficulties, or ease, it could be reached. Paris was always worth it, and you received return for 
whatever you brought to it. But this is how Paris was in the early days when we were very poor 
and very happy.”  
 
This Paris, where Ernest and Hadley were young, and poor, and in love, with bustling cafes and 
outdoor markets and swinging Jazz music is the Paris that exists in my unconscious, and I’d 
imagine that it is probably the Paris that exists for many who have only ready about it in books.  
 
So, there we have it – the why and the why it matters about how the lost generation found 
themselves in Paris in the 1920s. Thanks for listening. I hope you picked up a little tidbit you can 



toss out at your next boring work event or uncomfortable family gathering. I have some other 
interesting topics that I look forward to talking about soon! Make sure to hit subscribe so you 
can catch the next episode of Convergence & Consequence when it’s released! Until next time – 
stay curious! 
 


