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THE ICE PALACE BY
F. SCOTT
FITZGERALD: A
DEEP DIVE INTO A
CLASSIC SHORT
STORY

When readers think of
F.  Scott  Fitzgerald,
they often picture the
glittering excess of the
Jazz  Age,  the  tragic
romance of  The Great
G a t s b y ,  o r  t h e
melancholic  longing in
Tender Is the Night. Yet
o n e  o f  h i s  m o s t
accompl ished  and
thematically rich works
is  a  short  story  that
deserves  far  more

attention:  The  Ice
Palace.  Published  in
1920 as part of his first
collection,  Flappers
and  Philosophers,  this
story  captures  the
t e n s i o n  b e t w e e n
t r a d i t i o n  a n d
modernity,  the chill  of
emotional  isolation,
and the clash between
the  American  South
and  the  industr ia l
N o r t h .  I n  t h i s
comprehensive  article,
we  wil l  explore  the
p lo t ,  charac te rs ,
themes,  symbolism,
and lasting significance
of  The Ice  Palace F
Scott  Fitzgerald
cra f ted  w i th  such
precision.
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PLOT SUMMARY
OF THE ICE

PALACE

T h e  I c e  P a l a c e
follows  the  journey  of
Sally  Carrol  Happer,  a
young woman from the
fictional  Southern town
of  Tarleton,  Georgia.
Sally Carrol is engaged
to  Harry  Bellamy,  a
man  from  a  wealthy
Northern  family  based
i n  t h e  c i t y  o f
Jeffersonville. The story
opens with Sally Carrol
a n d  h e r  f r i e n d s
d i s c u s s i n g  h e r
upcoming  marriage
and move north. She is
caught  between  her
love  for  the  warmth
and  languor  of  the
South  and  her  desire
for the excitement and
progress  that  Harry
represents.
The  central  event  of
the  s to ry  i s  Sa l l y
C a r r o l ' s  v i s i t  t o
Jeffersonville  during

winter.  She  hopes  to
meet  Harry's  family
a n d  f r i e n d s  a n d
experience  Northern
life  firsthand.  Harry
takes her to the city's
extravagant  winter
c a r n i v a l ,  t h e
centerpiece of which is
a  massive  structure:
the  ice  palace.  This
palace, built entirely of
ice blocks, is meant to
b e  a  s y m b o l  o f
Northern ingenuity and
endurance.  However,
for  Sal ly  Carrol ,  i t
becomes  a  place  of
terror.  While exploring
the maze-like corridors
of  the  palace,  she
becomes  separated
from  Harry  and  her
companions.  Lost  in
the  frozen  labyrinth,
she  panics,  overcome
by  claustrophobia  and
the  suffocating  cold.
S h e  e v e n t u a l l y
e s c a p e s ,  b u t  t h e
experience  leaves  her
deeply  shaken.  The
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story  concludes  with
Sally  Carrol  calling  off
the  engagement  and
returning to the South,
choosing  the  familiar
warmth  of  her  home
o v e r  t h e  f r o z e n
promise of a new life.

CHARACTER
ANALYSIS: SALLY
CARROL HAPPER

Sally  Carrol  Happer  is
one  of  Fitzgerald's
most  fully  realized
e a r l y  f e m a l e
characters.  She  is
n e i t h e r  a  s i m p l e
Southern  belle  nor  a
vapid  flapper.  Instead,
she is a young woman
c a u g h t  b e t w e e n
competing desires. She
loves the romance and
tradition of  the South,
but  she  also  craves
adventure  and  a  life
beyond  Tarleton's
narrow  horizons.  Her
internal  conflict  is  the
h e a r t  o f  T h e  I c e
P a l a c e  F  S c o t t

F i t z g e r a l d  s o
masterfully portrays.
S a l l y  C a r r o l  i s
p e r c e p t i v e  a n d
introspective.  She
recognizes  that  her
attachment  to  the
S o u t h  i s  n o t  j u s t
sentimental but almost
physical.  The  warmth,
the  s low  pace,  the
fami l i a r  faces  a l l
represent  a  kind  of
safety.  Yet  she  also
knows  that  staying  in
T a r l e t o n  m e a n s
settling  for  a  life  that
might feel small. Harry
r e p r e s e n t s  t h e
opposi te:  energy,
ambition, and a future
that  seems  limitless.
However,  as the story
unfolds,  Sally  Carrol
realizes  that  Harry's
world  is  cold  in  more
ways than one. The ice
palace  is  not  just  a
b u i l d i n g ;  i t  i s  a
metapho r  f o r  t he
emotional  barrenness
she fears in the North.
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Harry
Bellamy:
The Man
of Ice
Harry Bellamy is a well-
meaning but ultimately
u n e m p a t h e t i c
character. He is proud
of  Jeffersonville,  proud
of the ice palace, and
proud  of  his  family's
status.  He  loves  Sally
Carrol, but he loves her
on his  own terms.  He
cannot understand why
she feels uneasy in the
N o r t h .  W h e n  s h e
becomes lost in the ice
palace, Harry is initially
annoyed  rather  than
c o n c e r n e d .  H e
dismisses her fears as
feminine  weakness.
Harry represents a kind
o f  N o r t h e r n
pragmatism that  lacks

emotional  warmth.  In
this  way,  Fitzgerald
uses Harry to embody
the very coldness that
t h e  i c e  p a l a c e
s y m b o l i z e s .  T h e
character  of  Harry
Bellamy is essential to
understanding The Ice
P a l a c e  F  S c o t t
Fitzgerald wrote as a
critique  of  emotional
distance.

THEMES IN THE ICE
PALACE

The Ice Palace is rich
w i th  themes  tha t
resonate  powerfully
even a century after its
publication.  Fitzgerald
weaves together ideas
about regional identity,
gender roles,  the cost
of  ambition,  and  the
search for belonging.

The Clash
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Between
North and

South
The  most  obv ious
theme in  the  story  is
the  cultural  conflict
between the American
Nor th  and  Sou th .
Fitzgerald,  who  was
born in Minnesota but
spent much of his life
in the East, understood
this  divide  intimately.
He portrays the South
as a place of warmth,
t r a d i t i o n ,  a n d
emotional  openness.
The North, by contrast,
is  efficient,
p r o g r e s s i v e ,  b u t
emotionally cold.  Sally
Carrol's  journey  north
is not just a geographic
m o v e ;  i t  i s  a
psychological  journey
into a world that values
ambition  over  feeling.
The  ice  palace  is  the

perfect symbol for this
N o r t h e r n  e t h o s :
beautiful,  impressive,
a n d  u t t e r l y
inhospitable  to  human
warmth.

Emotional
Isolation
T h e  t h e m e  o f
emotional  isolation
r u n s  t h r o u g h o u t
Fitzgerald's  work,  and
The Ice Palace  is  no
exception.  Sally Carrol
feels  isolated  in  the
North, not just because
of  the  physical  cold,
b u t  b e c a u s e  s h e
cannot  connect  with
the people around her.
Harry's  friends  and
family  are  polite  but
distant. The ice palace
episode is the climax of
this  isolation.  Lost
inside the frozen maze,
S a l l y  C a r r o l
experiences a moment
of  pure  existential
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t e r r o r .  S h e  i s
completely  alone,  and
the cold  is  closing  in.
T h i s  s c e n e  i s  a
powerful  metaphor  for
t h e  e m o t i o n a l
loneliness  that  can
accompany  life  in  a
fast-paced,  success-
driven  society.

The Cost
of
Ambition
S a l l y  C a r r o l  i s
ambitious  in  her  own
way.  She wants  a  life
that  is  bigger  than
Tarleton. However, the
story  asks  a  difficult
question:  what  is  she
willing to give up to get
i t ?  H a r r y ' s  w o r l d
requ i res  a  k ind  o f
emotional hardening, a
willingness  to  endure
coldness  in  pursuit  of
success.  In  the  end,

Sally  Carrol  decides
that  the  price  is  too
high. This theme of the
cost of ambition is one
that  Fitzgerald  would
continue  to  explore
throughout  his  career,
most  notably  in  The
Great Gatsby. In The
Ice Palace, the cost is
e x p r e s s e d  i n  t h e
simplest  and  most
visceral terms: warmth
of  the  heart  versus
coldness  of  the  world.

Gender
Expectati
ons and
Identity
Sally  Carrol  is  also
struggling  against  the
gender expectations of
h e r  t i m e .  A s  a
Southern  woman,  she
i s  expec ted  to  be
charming, passive, and
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ultimately content with
a domestic role. Harry,
for  a l l  h is  modern
energy, expects her to
fit  into  his  world
without  complaint.
Sally  Carrol's  decision
to  break  off  the
engagement  is  an act
of  self-assertion.  She
refuses  to  become  a
version of herself  that
is  not  truly  her.  This
feminist  undertone
gives The Ice Palace
F  Scott  Fitzgerald
wrote  a  surprisingly
modern  edge.  Sally
Carrol is not a passive
victim; she is a woman
who  makes  a  difficult
choice to preserve her
own identity.

SYMBOLISM IN THE
ICE PALACE

F i t z g e r a l d  w a s  a
master  of  symbolism,
and The Ice Palace is
r ich  with  symbol ic
meaning.  The  most
obvious  symbol,  of

course ,  i s  the  i ce
palace  itself.  It  is  a
dazzling  but  deadly
structure,  bui l t  to
i m p r e s s  b u t
f u n d a m e n t a l l y
incapable of sustaining
life.  It  represents  the
Northern  industrial
spir it:  impressive,
ambitious,  and  cold.
The fact that it is made
of  water,  a  substance
that can be either life-
giving  or  lethal,  adds
a n o t h e r  l a y e r  o f
meaning. The palace is
a  frozen  version  of
something that  should
be fluid and warm.
The  contrast  between
warmth  and  cold  is
repeated  throughout
the story. The South is
a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h
s u n l i g h t ,  g r e e n
landscapes,  and  the
comfort  of  home.  The
North  is  associated
with  snow,  ice,  and a
kind  of  sterility.  Sally
Carrol's  name  itself
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suggests  a  k ind  of
warmth and musicality,
in  cont ras t  to  the
harsh,  angular  sounds
of "Bellamy." Even the
characters'  names
reinforce  the  symbolic
structure of the story.
The  labyrinth  within
t h e  i c e  p a l a c e  i s
another  important
symbol.  It  represents
the  confus ion  and
disorientation  that
Sally Carrol feels in this
new world. She cannot
find  her  way,  and  the
people who should be
guiding her,  especially
Harry,  are  not  there.
The  labyr inth  also
s u g g e s t s  t h e
complexity  of  choice
itself.  Sally  Carrol  is
lost not just physically
but  existentially.  She
must find her own way
out, and she does, but
t h e  e x p e r i e n c e
changes her forever.

HISTORICAL AND
CULTURAL
CONTEXT

To fully appreciate The
Ice  Palace  F  Scott
Fitzgerald  created,  it
helps  to  understand
the context in which it
was written. The story
was published in 1920,
at the dawn of the Jazz
Age.  Amer ica  was
undergo ing  rap id
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n .
Industrialization  was
accelerating,  cities
were  growing,  and
traditional ways of life
were being challenged.
T h e  S o u t h ,  s t i l l
recovering  from  the
C i v i l  W a r  a n d
Reconstruction,  was
s e e n  b y  m a n y  a s
b a c k w a r d  a n d
nostalgic.  The  North
represented  progress,
bu t  a l so  a  k ind  o f
soulless efficiency.
Fitzgerald  himself  had
exper i enced  th i s
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cultural divide. He was
b o r n  i n  S t .  P a u l ,
Minnesota,  a  city  that
prides  itself  on  its
Northern  resilience.
But he also spent time
in  the South and was
drawn  to  its  romance
and  melancholy.  His
wife,  Zelda,  was  from
the South, and her own
struggles  with  identity
and ambition may have
influenced  the
character  of  Sal ly
Carrol.  The  story  thus
reflects  Fitzgerald's
own  ambiva lence
about  the  direction  of
American society.

LITERARY STYLE
AND TECHNIQUE

Fitzgerald's  prose  in
The  Ice  Palace  i s
luminous  and  precise.
He uses  vivid  sensory
details  to  evoke  both
the lush warmth of the
South  and  the  stark
beauty  of  the  North.
C o n s i d e r  h i s

description  of  the  ice
palace: "The ice palace
was a  huge,  glittering
structure,  a  frozen
fantasy  of  towers  and
battlements, walls and
arches, all carved from
the  purest  blue-white
ice."  The  language  is
both  beautiful  and
ominous.  We  can  see
the palace, but we also
sense its danger.
Fitzgerald  also  uses
dialogue  effectively  to
reveal  character  and
advance  the  theme.
S a l l y  C a r r o l ' s
conversations with her
Southern  friends  are
ful l  of  warmth  and
h u m o r .  H e r
conversations  with
Harry and his Northern
f r i e n d s  a r e  m o r e
stilted,  revealing  the
emotional  distance
between  them.  The
story  is  told  from  a
third-person  limited
point of view, centered
on Sally  Carrol,  which



10

10 The Ice Palace F Scott Fitzgerald 2023-01-26

a l lows  readers  to
e x p e r i e n c e  h e r
confusion  and  fear
firsthand.
The pacing of the story
is  masterful.  The  first
half  moves  slowly,
establ ishing  Sal ly
Carrol's world and her
reasons for wanting to
leave. The second half
a c c e l e r a t e s ,
culminating  in  the
terrifying  sequence
inside  the  ice  palace.
The resolution is  swift
b u t  e m o t i o n a l l y
resonant.  Fitzgerald
trusts  his  readers  to
understand  why  Sally
Ca r ro l  makes  the
c h o i c e  s h e  d o e s ,
without  needing  to
over-explain  it.

RELEVANCE AND
LEGACY

T h e  I c e  P a l a c e
remains relevant today
because its themes are
universal.  The  tension
between  tradition  and

change,  the  fear  of
emotional  isolation,
and  the  struggle  to
maintain one's identity
in the face of pressure
t o  c o n f o r m  a r e
exper iences  tha t
transcend  time  and
place.  The  story  also
offers  a  nuanced
perspective on regional
ident i ty  that  s t i l l
resonates in a country
that remains culturally
divided.
Among  Fitzgerald's
short  stories,  The Ice
Palace is often ranked
among  his  finest.  It
appears in nearly every
collection  of  his  best
work and is frequently
taught  in  literature
courses. Literary critics
h a v e  p r a i s e d  i t s
symbolic  depth,  its
psychological  insight,
and its masterful use of
setting. The story also
anticipates some of the
themes  Fitzgerald
would  develop  more
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fully in his later novels,
including  The  Great
Gatsby  and  Tender  Is
the Night.
For readers coming to
Fitzgerald  through  his
n o v e l s ,  T h e  I c e
Palace offers a perfect
introduction  to  his
short  fiction.  It  has  all
of  his  characteristic
strengths:  beautiful
prose,  memorable
characters, and a deep
unders tand ing  o f
human  des i re  and
disappointment.  For
those  already  familiar
with  Fitzgerald,  the
s t o r y  r e w a r d s
rereading,  revealing
new layers of meaning
with each encounter.

CONCLUSION

The  Ice  Palace  F
Scott  Fitzgerald
wrote  in  1920  is  far
more  than  a  period
piece about a Southern
girl  who cannot adjust
to  the  North.  It  is  a

richly  layered  story
a b o u t  i d e n t i t y ,
belonging,  and  the
choices  that  define  a
life. Sally Carrol Happer
is  a  character  of  real
depth, caught between
the warmth of her past
and the cold promise of
her  future.  The  ice
palace itself  is  one of
F i tzgera ld 's  most
powerful  symbols:  a
glittering monument to
ambition that is also a
trap.
In choosing to return to
the South, Sally Carrol
makes a decision that
s o m e  m i g h t  c a l l
cowardly  and  others
wise.  Fitzgerald  does
not  judge  her .  He
simply  presents  her
d i l e m m a  w i t h
c o m p a s s i o n  a n d
c lar i ty .  The  s tory
l e a v e s  u s  w i t h  a
haunting question: how
much of ourselves are
we willing to freeze in
order  to  succeed?  A
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century  after  it  was
p u b l i s h e d ,  t h a t
question has lost none
of its urgency. The Ice

Palace  remains  a
m a s t e r w o r k  o f
American  short  fiction,
a  story  that  deserves


