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1. The Great Gatsby: A Novel of the 1920s



After achieving success and recognition with the publication of his first novel, This Side of Paradise, in 1920, Scott Fitzgerald chose both to identify his writing career with the ebullience and optimism of the decade, and also to be its keen critic. The hedonistic mood of the 1920s came to an end with the Wall Street crash of 1929, which was followed by a period of economic suffering and misery for millions of Americans in the biggest consumer society in the world. Fitzgerald identified his own declining creativity with this deterioration. In the early 1920s, however, for a young man not too long demobbed from the army, who was to be dependent on his writing for a living and knew what it meant to be hard-up, literary acclaim brought the satisfaction of knowing that he could write. A further happy result was that Zelda Sayre, whom he had met while he was an officer in the army, agreed to marry him now that his future seemed assured. Even so, for a young couple given to extravagant living the sales did not bring in enough money, and he quickly found that he could command high prices for his short stories. A recent biographer expresses the dilemma which, as a serious novelist, Fitzgerald faced through the 1920s.


As a writer Fitzgerald had to live by the pendulum because as soon as he stopped grinding out pulp for the big magazines and turned to serious writing he found himself on the brink of financial disaster. His independence was measured by the number of stories he had to produce each year. But his dependence increased with his needs, which grew grander by the year; the temptation to take the easy way was reinforced by the rapidly rising fees he commanded, especially from the [Saturday Evening] Post.1

It is significant that a good story like ‘A Diamond as Big as the Ritz’ (see the Penguin collection of stories published under that name) was refused by this magazine because it was critical of American materialism. Only optimistic stories were wanted for popular consumption. As a writer sensitive to the times Fitzgerald wanted to be a serious critic of the society in which he lived, and yet he longed for commercial success too. Already in 1922, when he was twenty-five years old, there is evidence in his diary of inner tension.

A bad year. No work. Slow deteriorating depression with outbreak around the corner.2

The Jazz Age: ‘It was borrowed time anyhow’

Fitzgerald was regarded, however, by readers of the Post as the writer who best represented images of the new post-war generation of ambitious middle-class Americans wanting to enjoy the consumer spending boom of the 1920s. His stories seemed to express the dream world which advertising was busily constructing: jazz and dancing; young flappers who cut their hair, smoked and drank – new women; romantic night-life. Above all, his characters were consumers who spent lavishly and extravagantly. As its most successful contributor of stories, Fitzgerald helped to create the rapid success of the magazine.

In their early married life the Fitzgeralds seemed to embody the new Jazz Age, and Fitzgerald wrote both himself and his wife into some of his short stories as well as into his next novel, The Beautiful and Damned (1922). But both drank heavily and they were often in debt, despite the income from the film rights of several stories. Moreover, there seems to have been a mutually destructive drive in their relationship, as each egged the other on to extremes of rashness and irresponsibility; yet each needed the other. The Fitzgeralds' own lifestyle provided a wealth of material for the novel he was working on. In 1922 they returned to New York from the Midwest, where they had gone for the birth of their only child and where he could work in peace. They rented a house in Great Neck, Long Island, across the bay from where the old-established millionaire families of the first industrial boom in the late nineteenth century had their summer homes. There is a measure of correspondence here to Fitzgerald's fictional locations of West Egg where Nick Carraway lives, and East Egg where the Buchanans' estate is, but Fitzgerald superimposed his own geography on a real locale.3 A number of great estates existed along the shores of the island, many being taken over in the 1920s by theatre and film personalities, newspapermen, songwriters and musicians, along with a few rich bootleggers. One such figure was the financier Edward Fuller, who achieved notoriety at the time Fitzgerald was planning Gatsby's financial activities. The Fitzgeralds themselves entertained on a large scale, their parties sometimes going on for several days. Le Vot constructs what he regards as a typical scenario for the social life they led at this time, though he does not provide any sources, and one must read it as a biographer's dramatic fiction with some basis perhaps in personal memoirs.

Fitzgerald, with a bottle of champagne clamped under his arm, escorting screenwriter Anita Loos [Gentlemen Prefer Blondes] into the Plaza in search of Zelda and a friend, only to be chucked out for being too drunk; sharing the warm champagne with the three women in the taxi taking them to Great Neck, interrupting dinner to show out a woman admirer who had forced her way into the house; being so annoyed at a remark by Zelda that he pulls out the tablecloth, sending dishes and glasses crashing to the floor, whereupon the ladies retire to the living room; falling asleep under a tree and waking to join them at tea, whereupon the evening proceeds in the coziest affability.4

Doc Civet or Miss Baedeker, guests at Gatsby's second party (pp. 102–3), would have felt at home.

Lavish consumption and hedonistic display were acceptable activities in the 1920s. Advertising on a new national scale encouraged Americans to buy, and to get rich quickly was not merely an aspiration but a possibility, even a requirement. Corruption was widespread. Members of the administration were implicated in scandals involving fraud and bribery; other scandals had for some years involved city politicians and police in corruption relating to the control over prostitution and gambling empires. One figure who reigned in the underworld until his murder in 1928 was Arnold Rothstein, whose life bears some resemblance to the fictional figure of Meyer Wolfshiem in The Great Gatsby. One of Rothstein's friends, Herman Rosenthal, had betrayed his police connections in New York to the press in 1912, and was subsequently murdered at the door of the Metropole Hotel. A police lieutenant called Becker was executed with others for this crime, as Wolfshiem reminisces on p. 69 5 of The Great Gatsby. Rothstein seems to have managed his protection racket more successfully than Rosenthal, and it is thought that if he did not actually pull off the great coup of the White Sox Fix of the World Series (Baseball) in 1919, he knew of it and bet accordingly.6 But profits from such exploits were as nothing beside the rewards from bootlegging – the manufacture and sale of illegal liquor – after the Prohibition Bill of 1920.7 This Bill represented a final attempt by the old-established puritan faction to legislate public morality on the issue of drinking, but it was never backed by adequate provision for law enforcement by the federal government. In fact, it achieved exactly the opposite of what was intended: not only did people manage to acquire as much liquor as they wanted, they actually lost respect for the law and traditional moralities, as the lines of demarcation between legal and illegal, moral and immoral, became confused. In the novel, Gatsby and Wolfshiem bought up backstreet drug-stores to create a network of outlets in New York and Chicago (p. 127), and Gatsby has a very useful understanding with the police commissioner (p. 67).

It is clear that Fitzgerald found ample material to hand in the years 1922–4 in preparation for his novel. One of his neighbours in Great Neck was a stockbroker named Edward Fuller, who had suddenly sprung into prominence in 1921 under the patronage of a leading stockbroker, C. A. Stoneham, owner of a racetrack, a casino, and a newspaper as well as a majority share in the New York Giants baseball team. Fuller had influence with the police and was one of the first residents of Great Neck to own and fly his own plane. He was charged with gambling away his customers' funds and selling non-existent shares by telephone. All kinds of further scandals surrounded the several trials concerning his activities, including suborning or kidnapping of witnesses. Officials in respectable institutions were implicated in a vast network of graft and crime. Fitzgerald was interested in the case and followed all the newspaper reports.

In 1931, in an article called ‘Echoes of the Jazz Age’,8 Fitzgerald identified other peculiarly American characteristics of the 1920s:

We were the most powerful nation. Who could tell us any longer what was fashionable and what was fun?…

Scarcely had the staider citizens of the republic caught their breaths when the wildest of the 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…

A whole race going hedonistic, deciding on pleasure…

The word jazz in its progress towards 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 war… In any case, the Jazz Age now raced along under its own power, served by great filling stations full of money… 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…

The metaphorical use of ‘filling stations full of money’ and ‘borrowed time’ in this passage picks up key ideas in The Great Gatsby. By the early 1920s the motor car was a newly established feature of American life that represented affluence and seemed to offer a new freedom. It has an important presence in the novel as both status symbol and destructive agent. Time, both as history and as a psychological state, is central. No doubt Fitzgerald had the very specific setting of the novel in the summer of 1922 in mind when writing the articles, and his judgement that this was the peak year of the Jazz Age is related to his novel, but in any case he was always an acute social observer. Jazz itself is a case in point: ‘Vladmir Tostoff's Jazz History of the World’ (p. 51), which is played at Gatsby's party, asserts that jazz is an authoritative and authentic voice of the period which not only has a place in history but is the modern art form to express it. It was an essentially American one.

The bandleader Paul Whiteman was one of the earliest exponents of jazz to reach an international audience. He wanted to give it respectability by creating a new art form, symphonic jazz. Having achieved success on Broadway in 1920, he was encouraged in 1924 to put on a jazz concert in a symphony hall which he called ‘An Experiment in Modern Music’, the major composition being Gershwin's ‘Rhapsody in Blue’. It was later repeated at Carnegie Hall, by which time Whiteman was billed as ‘The King of Jazz’. Among other songs that Whiteman recorded in the early 1920s are ‘Three O'Clock in the Morning’, Daisy's song at the end of Gatsby's second party (pp. 104–5), and ‘The Love Nest’, one of the two songs Klipspringer plays while Gatsby and Daisy sit in ecstatic reunion (p. 92).9

Elsewhere in his writing Fitzgerald spotted a tension between the generations exemplifying old traditional values and those expressing the new hedonism in America, which he locates in The Great Gatsby in the provincial Middle West and sophisticated urban New York respectively.

The uncertainties of 1919 were over – there seemed little doubt about what was going to happen – America was going on the greatest, gaudiest spree in history and there was going to be plenty to tell about it. The whole golden boom was in the air, – its splendid generosities, its outrageous corruptions in the tortuous death struggle of the old America in Prohibition. All the stories that came into my head had a touch of disaster in them – the lovely creatures in my novels went to ruin, the diamond mountains of my short stories blew up, my millionaires were as beautiful and as damned as Thomas Hardy's peasants.10

Fitzgerald saw the city, not the rural scene, as essentially the setting for any representation of modern American traumas and personal tragedies in the post-war years.


New York

As in all his novels, Fitzgerald combines in The Great Gatsby a keen eye for social details with an intensely personal imaginative response to place. In an article called ‘My Lost City’, first published after his death but clearly written during the Depression years of the 1930s, he recalls his own sense of wonderment when visiting New York as a boy and young man. He, too, like Nick Carraway, was a provincial, so dazzled by the city that he ‘took the style and glitter of New York even above its own valuation’. When he came to live in New York in 1919 after army service, it ‘had all the iridescence of the beginning of the world’ for an impoverished and unknown young man. After his success in 1920, as the spokesman of the emerging ‘young generation’, he noted and gave a place in his fiction to such new social phenomena as the cocktail party, the speak-easy, the flapper (though she was passée by 1923). He and his wife would drink a quart of Bushmill's whisky and then go ‘out into the freshly bewitched city’, through strange


doors into strange apartments with intermittent swings along in taxis through the soft nights…


They might find themselves summoned out to Griffith's film studio on Long Island, where


we trembled in the presence of the familiar face of the Birth of a Nation; later I realized that behind much of the entertainment that the city poured forth into the nation there were only a lot of rather lost and lonely people.11


Such memories resemble Tom and Daisy's reaction to the star and her director at Gatsby's second party (p. 101), or Nick's response to summer evenings in the city (p. 57).

Long Island lies to the east of Manhattan, and two of its boroughs, Queens and Brooklyn, are incorporated into the city. The island covers over 17,000 square miles and today has a population of over 7 million people. The western end of the island is a densely suburban area with an industrial concentration in Long Island City. The north shore, looking out over the Long Island Sound, has been called the ‘Gold Coast’ because it attracted so many wealthy landowners who built great estates there along the coast. The south coast contains a number of fashionable resorts, such as Southampton, where Jordan Baker goes visiting (p. 147).

The population of Long Island doubled between 1920 and 1930, as bridges and tunnels to Manhattan made industrial development and commuting possible. Wilson's garage and Michaelis's café mark the beginning of this, forming the growth of a Main Street (p. 27), but as yet they have no name (p. 133). From 1910 onwards the Queensboro Bridge (p. 67) and the East River tunnel of the Pennsylvania Railroad (p. 40) gave direct access to Manhattan. During the 1920s the area known as Flushing Meadow (the name is a memento of those Dutch sailors who first came there (p. 171)), which had originally been marshland along the Flushing River, became a city refuse dump and open sewer. By the 1920s trainloads of trash and garbage arrived daily from Brooklyn, and may well have given Fitzgerald his idea for the valley of ashes (p. 26).12

Some of the earliest American films were made out on Long Island at the Astoria Studios before Hollywood became the centre for the new industry, these studios employing such international stars as Gloria Swanson, the Marx Brothers and Rudolph Valentino.

In The Great Gatsby Fitzgerald gives New York prominence as the centre of American fashion, wealth, entertainment, crime (along with Chicago) and social exclusiveness, using a wealth of detail which locates the city precisely in the early 1920s. Yet his style always surprises and delights the reader with the suggestion of a secret dimension of the city which is magical and mysterious, particularly in the opening part of the novel when the time is early summer and there is a mood of hope and optimism. For example, Nick finds Fifth Avenue ‘warm and soft, almost pastoral’ (p. 30). A short while afterwards Gatsby's great limousine, ‘with fenders spread like wings… scattered light through half Astoria’ (p. 66) before crossing the Queensboro Bridge to give a view of ‘the city rising up across the river in white heaps and sugar lumps all built with a wish out of non-olfactory money’. The final phrase presumably means that the wealth which built the skyscrapers was none too savoury in its origins, yet it is immediately followed by a set of contrary implications.


The city seen from the Queensboro Bridge is always the city seen for the first time, in its first wild promise of all the mystery and the beauty in the world. (p. 67)


The ‘white heaps and sugar lumps’ are the skyscrapers which give New York its unique skyline. No other city in the world can compete with its vista of shoreline and skyline, and Fitzgerald was justified in presenting it as a source of excitement to Nick. In the 1920s New York was beginning to contribute authentic American features to the images of the modern world which are now a common heritage.13

However, it would be a mistake to read The Great Gatsby as primarily a social record. For one thing, the authentic background material is filtered in selectively and given a symbolic or psychological significance. Contemporary corruption and hedonism are not the central theme of the novel, and in a letter written in 1937 Fitzgerald defined their function thus:


… in Gatsby I selected the stuff to fit a given mood or ‘hauntedness’ or whatever you might call it, rejecting in advance in Gatsby, for instance, all the ordinary material for Long Island, big crooks, adultery theme and always starting from the small focal points that impressed me – my own meeting with Arnold Rothstein for instance.14


It is worth bearing in mind that rather strange term ‘hauntedness’ when trying to define the qualities of the novel. This will be considered in later chapters, in particular Chapter 2.

Although The Great Gatsby mirrors features of the life of wealthy pleasure-seeking New Yorkers in the Jazz Age, it is also representative of two other aspects of the contemporary artistic scene. First, it is set in the aftermath of the First World War and, like other works of the period, gives expression to a mood of disillusion with the institutions of society and despair at its loss of values. Second, it is a consciously experimental work by one of the young post-war generation of American writers who visited Europe and were aware of new literary ideas and achievements associated with Modernism. They wished to contribute a specifically American theme to literature by giving new artistic intensity and significance to the language they used.


The post-war mood

When Daisy asserts her membership of the ‘rather distinguished secret society’ of the disillusioned, Nick with some justice dismisses this as facile:


‘You see I think everything's terrible anyhow,’ she went on in a convinced way. (p. 22)


The novel offers far more convincing images of desolation and despair than Daisy could know of. The valley of ashes, first introduced on p. 26, which obtrudes its presence upon travellers by road and rail, acts as a powerful symbol of a callous, careless society and of its underlying despair. It is a huge dumping ground for the detritus of a modern industrial society totally absorbed in materialism, which the many references to dust and ashes link inextricably with sterility and death. Nick sees the ash-heaps as an obscene parody of natural, life-enhancing growth which creates a bizarre landscape where grey ghostmen move about and where George Wilson lives as a sick failure reduced to the status of a ghost. The area functions dramatically too as the location in which all the characters' lives meet and collide, with catastrophic results. The brooding eyes of Doctor T. J. Eckleburg are blind to human misery.

The ‘wasteland’ is a recurrent symbol of social and personal sterility and despair in the writing of the 1920s. T. S. Eliot's poem The Waste Land (1922) offers the most well-known example of a sustained set of images of universal and individual sterility and emotional failure. Eliot draws on Old Testament imagery of desert, stones, and dryness, but builds on these a whole range of images which create a collage of dramas about the pain of isolation, of being unable to love or to differentiate between experiences. Many of these vignettes of pain and isolation are set in scenes of the contemporary post-war world, though Eliot's concern is not only with this.

Ernest Hemingway, Fitzgerald's slightly younger contemporary, also published a variation on the theme at about this time, a deceptively and puzzlingly simple story called ‘Big Two-Hearted River’ (1925). The only character is a young man called Nick Adams, who in other stories sees service in the trenches of Europe and is now taking a solitary fishing-trip. What is characteristic of the story is the restraint of Hemingway's non-committal style, which forces the reader to ponder the significance of a seemingly slight sequence of actions. Nick Adams seems to find emotional peace in the solitude of the open countryside when he is forced to exercise total self-control in setting up his tent, cooking his food and absorbing himself in the habits of the trout he is trying to catch, creatures existing outside himself. Yet before he reaches the river, which in the story seems to offer emotional peace, even salvation, he has to make his way over an expanse of black, burnt terrain. No explanation is offered, and the reader has to determine how far this waste area symbolizes some trauma which is both public and personal to Nick.

After the war, which had brought thousands of Americans to Europe for the first time, many stayed on or soon returned there to lead expatriate lives, Fitzgerald and Hemingway among them, because they could not accept the old ways of provincial life at home. Gertrude Stein, herself an expatriate, is said to have remarked of the post-war generation:


A lost generation of men and women adrift in a chaotic hell of their own solipsism.15


Hemingway created just such characters in the novel, The Sun Also Rises (1927): his expatriate men and women engage in a frenetic pursuit of excitement and thrills to stop themselves having to face the terror of their own emotional bankruptcy. Some of them have moved beyond the limits of respectable society. Brett, the major woman character, with her emancipated, rather mannish styles of dress and speech, sleeps around, yet she is tortured by her fear of her own lack of feeling. The other central figure, Jake, an American journalist, is the only character who achieves any equilibrium in his life, but, significantly, he does so because he is impotent as a result of a war wound which has symbolic implications.

In The Great Gatsby Tom and Daisy have tried the expatriate life.


They had spent a year in France for no particular reason and then drifted here and there unrestfully wherever people played polo and were rich together. (p. 11)


They are members of the ‘lost generation’, but their great wealth insulates them
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