
[image: image1.png]



Biography of F Scott Fitzgerald:

Francis Scott Fitzgerald was born in 1896 in St Paul Minnesota in the Mid West. He went to Princeton, which was, and still is, one of the three old and exclusive American universities, Harvard and Yale are the others and all three are in the East. In 1917 he joined the army but never got to France.

Many of his short stories were printed in various magazines and he became rich and famous early in his life. He published the novels “This side of Paradise” (1920), “The Beautiful and the Damned” (1921), “The Great Gatsby” (1925) and “Tender is the Night” (1934).

He and his beautiful wife Zelda spent money extravagantly, travelling and partying throughout America and Europe. As a result, he was constantly in debt, and, in later years, developed an alcohol problem.  Zelda became the victim of serious mental illness and was eventually permanently hospitalised.

Fitzgerald ended up in Hollywood screenplays but here he suffered the humiliation of seeing them rejected or mutilated by less talented writers.

He died in 1940.
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America in the twenties was thought by the masses of immigrants from Europe to be “The Land of Opportunity” – the land where they would be free of persecution and prejudice – a land where they would not be shackled by political and religious belief or economic situation, as had been the case in many of their native countries.

The reality was, in fact, very different: the America of the twenties was a very class-conscious hierarchical society riddled with prejudice.

Rich felt superior to poor; people who were born rich, inherited wealth from “old” families, felt superior to those who had recently made their fortunes. Third, fourth or fifth generation Americans felt superior to new or recent immigrants and people saw themselves as Anglo-Saxons (ancestors form Britain) felt superior to immigrants from other countries.

Educated people, especially if they went to certain universities – Yale, Harvard, Princeton or Oxford – felt superior.

People who made their money from legal business or commerce felt superior to those who made their money in other ways, especially from show business or, naturally enough, from crime. However, it must be said that the difference between legal businessman and criminals wasn’t clear-cut. Finally, there was a great deal of racist feeling: other races looked down Jews and Negroes on. 
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People who lived in “The West”, strictly speaking the mid-west (Ohio, Michigan, Wisconsin, Minnesota), liked to think of themselves as the real Americans, people who saw themselves as down-to-earth, decent, hardworking and solid folk, people who didn’t get carried away by the foolish fashionable ideas of the East, especially New York City. They saw the New Yorker as more likely to be mixed up in shady dealings. This was how it was in the twenties and, to be honest, probably still is today.


The “Jazz Age” is the name that is sometimes given to the years 1919 – 1930, especially in the USA. It seems to have been a time when many people rejected the moral standards of the older generation and set out to “have a good time”, without bothering too much about what others might think. It was also a time when many Americans were making colossal fortunes, and spending them on the kind of huge houses and wildly extravagant parties that are described in The Great Gatsby. Some of these fortunes were made out of bootlegging, the illegal distribution of alcohol. This was because between the years 1920-1933 the drinking of alcohol was made illegal in the USA. This didn’t stop people drinking – it merely forced them to buy their alcohol from criminals, who often hid their activities behind the façade of respectable businesses.


“Everything for which America has fought has been accomplished. It will now be our fortunate duty to assist by example, by sober friendly council and by material aid, in the establishment of just democracy throughout the world.”

Thus wrote President Wilson in November 1918 at the end of World War 1, the “war to end all wars”. It is generally felt that the Allies could not have won this war without the intervention of the Americans: they had poured arms and material across the Atlantic and, for the last eighteen months at least, 2 million of their soldiers had fought on the battlefields. They now saw themselves as something akin to the saviours of the Western world. 




However, by early 1919 there was much to distract Wilson from global policy-making and force him to turn his attention to disturbing events at home. There was in the country a great fear that the recent great waves of immigrants were bringing revolution with them: there were riots involving “American citizens” and those who were “sympathizers” with the Russian Revolution. In the South and Mid West, Anglo Saxon groups, including groups like the Ku Klux Klan, dedicated themselves to the harassment, beating and occasional lynching of “foreigners” who could not claim an Anglo-Saxon Christian origin – that is to say the Jews, the Roman Catholics and the Negroes. It is hard to believe that in 1919 alone there were 70 recorded lynchings of Negroes. There were widespread strikes – even of the police- and there were race riots in many cities. In Chicago after one week of riots 38 were dead and 537 were wounded.

The “Twenties” was a time of mass idiocy and frivolity – a time of hectic fads followed by the rest of the world – a time of nightclubs and the Charleston, a time of bobbed hair, no corsets and scandalously short skirts and of women who smoked. All this at a time when liquor was illegal. Prohibition or the “Noble Experiment” inevitably made alcohol a precious commodity and much sough after and this, in turn, gave rise to a national underground industry based in Chicago, which transformed relatively small-time gangsters into powerful millionaires. Words such as “bootlegger” (a person who makes alcohol) and “speakeasy” (a place that sold illicit alcohol) became part of the language. Men like the infamous AL Capone rose to prominence.

 


It was in the late October of 1929, in the early days of the new President, Herbert Hoover, that the party balloon burst. The Wall Street stock market crashed and for millions of Americans the dream had ended. They became the unemployed, the bankrupt, the beggars of the great depression which was to have a lasting effect on the nation – even in 1938 there were still over 10 million unemployed – until another World War began and put America back to work. 


	

	

	“ I’m inclined to reserve all judgements…” pg 7
	Nick establishes himself as a tolerant man. Fitzgerald therefore presents him as an impartial narrator.

	“Gatsby, who represented everything for which I have an unaffected scorn.”

“…there was something gorgeous about him…”pg 8
	Gatsby represents all that Nick holds in contempt.

Despite this, Nick thinks Gatsby’s personality is gorgeous. Nevertheless, Nick cannot help but admire him.

	“The one on the right was a colossal affair…a factual imitation of some Hotel de Ville in Normandy…” pg 11
	Gatsby’s house was large and impressive but, significantly, a replica, not a genuine old house.

	Tom Buchanan was, “one of those men who reach such an acute limited excellence at twenty-one that everything afterward savours of anti-climax.”
	

	Tom had a “rather hard mouth and a supercilious manner. Two shining arrogant eyes had established dominance over his face and gave him the appearance of always leaning forward aggressively.” Pg 12
	Tom uses his physical strength to impose himself on others.


	Daisy is in white and her dress is “rippling and fluttering as if they had just been blown back in after a short flight around the house.” Pg13
	Daisy is seen as ethereal and almost dream-like. They claim to have a “white girl-hood” but Daisy and Jordan’s appearance of purity is in ironic contrast to their actual decadence and corruption.

	She had an “absurd charming little laugh”
	

	Daisy describes Tom as a “brute of a man, a great, big, hulking physical specimen…”
	Physically imposing, a bully.

	“It’s up to us, who are the dominant race, to watch out or these other races will have control of things.”
	Tom propounds racist dogma and takes phone calls from his mistress when his wife is in the next room.

	“ – that’s the best thing a girl can be in this world, a beautiful little fool.” Pg 22
	

	Gatsby has “come out to determine what share was his of our local Heavens”. Pg 25
	The first appearance of Gatsby has a religious solemnity and Gatsby seems almost God-like. He is completely alone. He is reaching towards a green light. The green light symbolizes a yet nameless object for which Gatsby is hopelessly striving.



The second chapter begins with a description of the valley of ashes a dismal, barren wasteland halfway between West Egg and New York. A pair of enormous eyes broods over the valley from a large, decaying billboard. These are the eyes of Dr. T.J. Eckleberg, an optometrist whose practice is long since defunct.

	
	

	“ …a fantastic farm where ashes grow like wheat into ridges and hills and grotesque gardens.”
	Valley of Ashes exemplifies decay and utter desolation. The novel’s only impoverished characters live here. It is used by the wealthy as a dumping ground.

	The Eyes of Dr. T.J Eckelberg
	They are like the wasteland, unnatural and decaying. They are a parody of an uncaring God. They watch but do not see. The eyes symbolise what remains of the image of God to the poor in America.

	“…a small foul river…”
	An allusion to the River Styx in Greek mythology which one crosses to enter the land of the dead.

	George Wilson is “ a blond, spiritless man, anaemic and faintly handsome.”
	George is so pale he seems almost made of ashes.

	Myrtle wears a spotted dress of dark blue and has a “perceptible vitality about her”
	Myrtle is in contrast to the insubstantial Daisy. She wears bright colours and is robustly feminine.

	“You can’t live forever”
	Myrtle’s only rationale for her affair. This is a society on decay.

	“…Tom Buchanan broke her nose with his open hand.”
	Tom is a bully and feels no guilt at his violence.



Chapter three begins with Nick’s description of Gatsby’s Saturday night parties: they have become legendary in New York for their opulence and hedonism.

	

	

	“In his blue gardens men and girls came and went like moths among the whisperings and the champagne and the stars.” Pg 41
	Simile – Moths are attracted to light. This implies the guests were drawn to the party and the many lavish lights and decorations. 

	“…and enough coloured lights to make a Christmas tree of Gatsby’s enormous garden.”
	This suggests Gatsby goes over the top and is ostentatious. His wealth and riches make his home and therefore Gatsby seem garish.

	“Somebody told me they thought he killed a man once”

“It’s more that he was a German spy during the war.”


	Although we have been introduced to Gatsby he remains fundamentally a mystery. He stands apart form his guests and few can identify their host.



	The books in Gatsby’s library are real.
	Nick implies that wealth and ostentation tend to mask immorality but part of Gatsby seems to be real. He does however have a strange quasi-English accent. Gatsby remains an enigma – a man of contradictions.

	“It was one of those rare smiles with a quality of eternal reassurance in it…”
	Gatsby is in contrast to the gossip we heard about him. He is young and handsome with a smile that radiates optimism.

	“You’re a rotten driver.”
	At the time of the book’s publication, cars were novelty items; in the novel they are imbued with a sense of danger. 

Jordan is a very bad driver and her near-accident serves as a metaphor for the behaviour of her contemporaries. She considers caution the responsibility of others.

	 “I am one of the few honest people I have ever known” pg 59
	This chapter reinforces Nick’s position as a reliable narrator. Jordan Baker, by contrast, is compulsively dishonest
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This chapter is primarily concerned with the mystery of Gatsby’s background, and the source of his wealth. Though Nick was first taken with Gatsby’s seeming purity and optimism, Gatsby remains enigmatic and not entirely trustworthy. We are reminded again of one of the themes of the novel – illusion versus reality.

	
	


	“I was brought up in America but educated at Oxford…”
	Gatsby’s own account of his past seems comically exaggerated. His readiness to provide evidence to corroborate his story is itself suspect.

	Meyer Wolfshiem – “He’s the man who fixed the World’s Series back in 1919”
	The introduction of Wolfshiem serves to increase Nick’s and the reader’s doubts about Gatsby’s virtue.

The novels’ symbolic representative of the “criminal element” is obviously Jewish. Anti-Semitism in America was very high and he is nothing more than a racial stereotype.

	“Then it had not been merely the stars to which he had aspired on that June night” pg 76
	The object of Gatsby’s yearning was Daisy. It was she that caused him to reach toward the green light. The green light serves as a symbol for many things: Gatsby’s romantic optimism, Daisy herself, and the American Dream as a whole.



	“He had waited five years…so that he could “come over” some afternoon to a stranger’s garden.”
	Gatsby’s parties, reinventing himself as a cultured millionaire, are all done to attract Daisy’s attention. Daisy serves as a symbol of the American Dream; her corruption and emptiness reveal the corruption that has befallen the dream itself.









	

	

	Gatsby takes obsessive care over his reunion with Daisy.
	We are aware of the gross materialism of East and West Egg.

	“Gatsby, in a white flannel suit, silver shirt, and gold-coloured tie, hurried in.”

 Pg 81
	He ostentatiously shows off his wealth. He is a contradiction, dressed in rich silver and gold, yet also showing innocence and naivety in white, to think this would be all that was needed to win Daisy back.

	  “He took out a pile of shirts and began throwing them, one by one, before us, shirts of sheer linen and thick silk and fine flannel, which lost their folds as they fell and covered the table in many coloured disarray.” Pg89                 
	The afternoon is spent by Gatsby showing Daisy how much wealth he has acquired. It suggests both he and Daisy measure their worth in this way. It is significant that Daisy rejected Gatsby for his poverty five years before.

	Nick describes Gatsby as

“…running down like an over-wound clock” 
	Gatsby also knocks over Nick’s clock. Time is significant, as Gatsby wants to live in the past but is unable to do so. He behaves like a “little boy” and longs to return to a time before Daisy married Tom. 


[image: image7.wmf]

	
	

	Jay Gatsby…”sprang from his Platonic conception of himself.” Pg 95
	The “Platonic conception” of something is its ideal or perfect form. Nick is suggesting that Gatsby modelled himself on an idealized version of “Gatsby”. Gatsby represents the American Dream – the self-made man.

	“My God, I believe the man’s  

coming,” said Tom. “Doesn’t he know she doesn’t want him?”
	The awkward lunch underlines the hostility of the American 1920s toward the figure self-made man. Gatsby is treated with contempt because he is not upper class.

	“He knew that when he kissed this girl, and forever wed his unutterable visions to her perishable breath, his mind would never romp again like the mind of God.”
	Daisy is the epitome of wealth and sophistication, everything Gatsby wanted to possess. It is because she is an aristocrat that she can’s fulfil his dreams as she will never sacrifice her own status in order to be with him.

	“ So he waited, listening for a moment longer to the tuning-fork that had been struck upon a star.” Pg106
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The reunion of Gatsby and Daisy is the novel’s pivotal event; it sets all the subsequent events into inevitable motion. In Chapter 7, the story of their romance reaches its climax and its tragic conclusion.

	
	

	“Some weather!

…Hot! …Hot! …Hot!”
	The oppressive heat hints at the claustrophobic tension, which will escalate in the rest of the chapter.

	“I don’t think he had ever really believed in its existence before.”
	The introduction of Daisy’s daughter provides proof of Gatsby’s inability to stop the passage of time. Daisy herself treats the child, dressed in white, as a doll. She is a child herself and in position to be a mother.

	“Her voice is full of money”
	Daisy represents the wealth and privilege Gatsby yearned for all his life.  The distinction between “old” and “new” money is crucial.

	“I suppose the latest thing is to sit back…next they’ll throw everything overboard and have intermarriage between black and white.” 
	For Tom, the affair between Gatsby and Daisy is evidence of the decline of civilisation; he is more disturbed at the fact that he is of a lower social class. The hypocrisy of his affair with Myrtle is also evident.

	“I picked him for a bootlegger the first time I saw him.”
	Tom, for all his crudeness, possesses a subtle knowledge of his wife: he realises that Daisy’s innate snobbery is identical to his own, therefore he uses the fact of Gatsby’s criminal activity to humiliate him.

	“Even alone I can’t say I never loved Tom.”
	Gatsby is unable to recapture his idyllic past; the past, the future, and ultimately Daisy herself, belong to Tom.

	“The mouth was wide open and ripped a little at the corners, as though she has choked a little in giving up the tremendous vitality she had stored so long.”
	Daisy’s carelessness and stupidity lead to the death of Myrtle Wilson, and Gatsby is forced to leave the scene of the accident and to hide the car simply to protect Daisy’s nerves. 

His decision to take responsibility for Myrtle’s death reveals that his love for Daisy is unassailable. Gatsby, despite his criminal activities, remains essentially noble: he is willing to sacrifice himself for the woman he loves.







	
	

	“You’re worth the whole damn bunch put together.” 
	Nick is giving the novel’s final appraisal of Gatsby. Nick cannot help but admire him for his essential nobility.

	“You may fool me, but you can’t fool God!”

“…Michaelis saw with a shock that he was looking at the eyes of Dr. T J Eckleburg, which had just emerged, pale and enormous, from the dissolving night.”
	Wilson is Gatsby’s grim double in this chapter. Like Gatsby, he fundamentally alters the course of his life by attaching symbolic significance to something that is, in and of itself, meaningless.

Both men are destroyed by their love for women who love the brutal Tom Buchanan; both are consumed with loving something greater than themselves.

	“There was a faint, barely perceptible movement of the water as the fresh flow from one end urged its way toward the drain at the other.”
	Gatsby’s death takes place on the first day of autumn. His decision to use the pool is in defiance of the change in seasons and is another instance of his unwillingness to accept the passage of time. The end of summer represents the end of his romance with Daisy.

	“…I disapproved of him from beginning to end.”
	Nick still struggles to reconcile his conflicting feelings about Gatsby.



	
	

	“They were careless people, Tom and Daisy – they smashed up things and creatures and retreated back into their money or their vast carelessness, or whatever it was that kept them together, and let other people clean up the mess they had made…”
	

	Buchanan’s lived in East Egg and Gatsby lived on West Egg. 
	By looking at Daisy’s dock, Gatsby was looking East. The green light, like America itself, was once a symbol of hope, but the original ideals of the American Dream have deteriorated into the crass pursuit of wealth.

Gatsby’s ruin mirrors and prefigures the ruin of America itself.

	“So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past.”
	Nick reveals that Gatsby’s lifelong quest to transcend his past is futile. It is almost inescapable that humanity will move backward –our past determines who we are and we can therefore never escape it.







When reading the novel “The Great Gatsby”, by F. Scott Fitzgerald, you will focus on several key areas.

1. The effectiveness of the opening chapter.

2. The effectiveness of the ending.

3. The use of symbolism.

4. How the characters change or not throughout the course of the novel.

5. The setting and its significance to the themes within the text.

You should concentrate your notes on these five areas for the Critical Essay section of the exam.
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· Impartiality of Nick as narrator is established. Throughout the novel his conflicting feelings about Gatsby are revealed. He represents everything that Nick holds in contempt yet he cannot help but admire him. This conflict is continued throughout the novel – examples.

· Main characters are introduced. Tom is established as arrogant and aggressive. This is shown to be true to his character when during the novel he beats Myrtle and destroys Gatsby.

· Daisy is ethereal and dream-like. Her thoughtlessness is seen many times in the novel, in particular when she refuses to go accept responsibility for Myrtle’s death or go to Gatsby’s funeral.

· Gatsby’s first appearance in the novel sums up his character. He is seen reaching out to the green light on Daisy’s dock and this epitomises his hope and aspiration of a dream.

You must obviously expand on these notes by using quotations and including an introduction and conclusion, which refer to the question.
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One of the key issues in the novel is Nick’s view of Gatsby and how it changes throughout the novel. His contradictory attitude toward Gatsby is present from the beginning of the novel. This textual analysis will help you see how Fitzgerald makes this clear.

Extract One: From “In my younger and more vulnerable years…short-winded elations of men.”

a) From lines 1-8, say in your own words what kind of relationship Nick had with his father. (3)


b)  How does the writer create contradictory images in paragraph 2? In your answer refer to word choice and phrases.
(4)


c) In paragraph 2, the writer is humorous towards himself. Show he achieves this effect. (3)

d) “And, after boasting this way of my tolerance, I come to the admission that it has a limit.”

This is a turning point in the extract. Show how the sentence structure reflects this.
(4)

e) Look at lines “conduct may be…human heart”. Show how the writer’s word choice creates a contrast between extremes and say how effective you find you this.
(4)



f) Show how the sentence structure of lines “Only Gatsby…scorn”, reflect the writer’s thought.  (3) 
g) In your own words give two features about Gatsby the writer admired.
(2)   

h) What is the mood of the rest of this extract and show how the word choice and sentence structure reflect this.  (3)


Choose a novel in which symbolism plays an important part and adds to your enjoyment of the text.

Gatsby – symbol of the American Dream. The green light he is reaching towards is a symbol of hope. Gatsby’s house. Gatsby’s books in his library are like the man himself, real but for an artificial purpose.  West Egg/East Egg and the bay between them different worlds of old money/nouvea riche.

Gatsby’s parties – they are processed and false which mirrors how unnatural the rich are. Their jobs tend to be useless and purposeless. For example, Jordan Baker is a golfer, a sport usually played as a past time. Gatsby tries to impress her with clothes etc symbolic.

Daisy in white – fairy like image, childlike and ethereal – empty/insubstantial. She is a symbol also of old money and she detests West Egg and the new money it represents.

Valley of Ashes – is a symbol of desolation and poverty. It exemplifies the failure of the American Dream where the rich get richer and the poor only become poorer.

Eyes of Dr. T.J Eckleberg – symbolises what God means to the poor in America he is absent/has left them.

Gatsby dies in autumn – end of summer/ end of dream with Daisy.

How effective is the opening chapter in preparing the reader for the rest of the novel?
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