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Editor’s Note


Inside The Great Gatsby: The Hidden Subtext, by A. E. Elmore, is an indispensable addition to understanding the magnitude of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s achievement in his celebrated novel. In addition to enhancing the readers’ understanding of Fitzgerald’s full intent for Gatsby, Elmore’s close reading of the text attracts new attention to almost every word of the novel. Previous analyses of the novel have focused primarily on its biographical, cultural, or social issues, but no study prior to Elmore’s has systematically examined the unrecognized debts that The Great Gatsby owes to previous literary works.

The ultimate irony—and compliment to Fitzgerald—is that Gatsby, lauded as one of the greatest novels in the English language, has earned its stature based on recognition of only a part of its whole—its literal narrative, or surface story—without appreciation of Elmore’s revelations that remained undetected until the centennial year of the novel’s initial publication.

Fitzgerald’s journey in creating this American classic deserves retelling. The 24-year-old author published his successful first novel, This Side of Paradise (1920), based on his experience as a Princeton University undergraduate. Two years later, the publication of his second, and also successful, autobiographical novel, The Beautiful and Damned (1922), sealed his reputation as a chronicler of his generation. When The Great Gatsby (1925) was published, however, its critical reception was markedly less enthusiastic than those of his earlier volumes. Unknown to reviewers, many of whom considered his early novels only as tales for a season, Fitzgerald had become a different writer, quietly adopting the new literary technique that lifted Gatsby to the level for which it is now admired.

Disappointed by Gatsby’s critical reception, which failed to acknowledge his artistic development, Fitzgerald wrote to his friend and literary critic Edmund Wilson, “of all the reviews . . . not one had the slightest idea of what the book was about.”1
 The same may be said of thousands of the novel’s readers who do not expect the complexity that lies beneath the surface story.

Following its lukewarm reception, interest in Gatsby flagged for several decades, then renewed following World War II when returning American troops had become familiar with it through the U.S. Army’s distribution of paperback novels. In 1951, Lionel Trilling—one of the first critics to understand that the novel was more than just another seasonal story—encouraged its reevaluation by recognizing that “Gatsby, divided between power and dream, comes inevitably to stand for America itself.”2


That same year, Arthur Mizener’s biography of Fitzgerald, The Far Side of Paradise (1951), added attention to Gatsby, but even Mizener remained unsure of the novel’s basis. He pondered how Fitzgerald “had committed himself to an adequate and workable form which he never betrayed,” but “Where he learned how to make that pattern is not easy to see. He was never very conscious of his literary debts.”3


The following year, Edwin Fussell published his examination of the novel, building on Trilling’s assessment to explain that “Fitzgerald’s basic plot is the history of the New World . . . [or], more precisely, of the human imagination in the New World.”4
 In addition to providing insights that fueled Gatsby scholarship, Fussell offered a caution to detractors of “close reading,” pointing out that in Gatsby, “Fitzgerald chooses his language carefully, and . . . every word is loaded.”5


Finally, correcting decades of the novel’s being underestimated, the 1998 Modern Library Board of novelists and historians reviewed twentieth-century novels in English, ranking The Great Gatsby second only to James Joyce’s Ulysses. Gatsby now sells more than half a million copies a year globally, is required reading in most American high schools, and is taught in many college literature courses. In addition to its educational popularity, it has inspired major films, musicals, plays, ballets, and an opera.

Meanwhile, the reputation of Gatsby the character has garnered a life beyond the novel’s readership. Seldom does a week goes by without reference in the popular press to a Gatsby-like character or his fictional life as a portrait of the failure of the American Dream. In an important declaration, however, Elmore challenges this traditional interpretation. Rather, he maintains that Gatsby’s refusal to relinquish his quest for Daisy’s love—the undeserved symbol of his pursuit of “greatness”—is the praiseworthy embodiment of the American Dream.

The slow improvement of Gatsby’s critical appreciation is understandable. Until the early twentieth century, most American and British novelists wrote linear narratives powered by plot and character. In 1922, well prior to Fitzgerald’s writing Gatsby, the publications of T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land and James Joyce’s Ulysses shattered literary conventions. Employing allusions, symbols, and references to religion, myth, philosophy, history, and cornerstones of classical literature, Eliot and Joyce expanded their artistic visions, reaching into the literary past to link their works to the library of universal human experience. In “Tradition and the Individual Talent” (1919), Eliot explained his dedication to what he called the “historical sense”:


[It] involves a perception, not only of the pastness of the past, but of its presence; [it] compels a man to write not merely with his own generation in his bones, but with a feeling that the whole of literature of Europe from Homer . . . has a simultaneous existence . . . a sense of the timeless as well as of the temporal and of the timelessness and of the temporal together.6




Deeply influenced by the new artistic scopes of Ulysses and The Waste Land, Fitzgerald employed many of their methods in writing Gatsby, spanning the chasm between his early and mature literary styles. He had adopted the proposition that a work of art gains depth of meaning by its links to literary classics—even when unacknowledged. Whereas Fitzgerald’s first two novels describe their characters’ experience, the deep literary roots of Gatsby—long sensed but rarely understood—augment its meaning.

Elmore’s schooling in both classical and modern literature, atypical today, coupled with half a dozen NEH grants and more than four decades of studying and teaching the novel, equipped him to provide a reading of the text that reveals previously undetected dimensions. Elmore’s broad understanding of the art of prosody, the history of great painting, Art Nouveau and Art Deco theories, as well as his familiarity with the works of Dante Alighieri, John Milton, John Bunyan, Henry James, Jessie Weston, James Frazer, Joseph Conrad, Stephen Crane, Oswald Spengler, James Joyce, Lothrop Stoddard, Sinclair Lewis, T. S. Eliot, and the King James Bible, allows him to shed new light on the structure and scope of The Great Gatsby.

Inside The Great Gatsby: The Hidden Subtext is written in a conversational style reminiscent of classroom discussions, where many of Elmore’s insights originated. Conceived as a reader’s guide for lovers and students of Gatsby, this book grew far beyond its original concept, which was based on Elmore’s 1970 article “Color and Cosmos in The Great Gatsby.”7
 Gestating in classroom discussions and scholarly conversations, his initial analysis of the novel grew in scope and depth to encompass related topics, becoming the comprehensive book it is today. Some of Elmore’s assertions will be contested, perhaps rightly, but their accumulated weight demands consideration. Alert to the possibility that almost every word of the novel may be laden with veiled meanings, he reveals previously undetected allusions and references, the sources of many of its structural elements, as well as original interpretations of its imagery.

Believing that the shrouded mysteries of Gatsby are yet to be fully unraveled, Elmore encourages readers to continue searching for additional allusions, references, images, and symbols that enrich the novel—Fitzgerald’s paean to the enduring American belief in the possibilities of the future. Readers, general and scholarly, are henceforth indebted to Elmore for revealing previously unknown literary foundations of Fitzgerald’s profound accomplishment in The Great Gatsby.
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Preface


This book is dedicated to the proposition that The Great Gatsby may be the greatest novel in the English language and one of the greatest in all of world literature. It undertakes to demonstrate in particular ways how the novel justifies this lofty claim. More specifically, it undertakes to answer a question raised about the author of Gatsby by Joseph Epstein in the November 1994 issue of Commentary: “How could this foolish, if not frivolous, young man, F. Scott Fitzgerald, ill-educated and yet not thirty, bring off a nearly perfect work?”1


To Dr. Thomas Daniel Young and Dr. Vereen Bell of Vanderbilt University, I am as grateful as indebted. I am equally grateful to Dr. Charles Harrison and Dr. Monroe K. Spears of Sewanee University of the South and Dr. George Boyd of Millsaps College. I am also grateful to the National Endowment for the Humanities for six grants during each of which I made discoveries that now appear in this book and to Professor Stuart Tave at the University of Chicago; Professor Zarzer Ziff at the University of California, Berkeley; Professor Morris Dickstein at City University of New York; Professor William Ferris at the Center for the Study of Southern Culture at the University of Mississippi; Professor Jerry Ward at Tougaloo College; Dr. Todd Groce at the Georgia Historical Society in Savannah; and Professor David Blight at Yale University. My greatest debt is to my old friend and fellow Fitzgerald scholar from Vanderbilt days, John Kuhnle, who has reacted to nearly every word in this study with the wisest of commentary. John is not to be confused with another Fitzgerald scholar and a friend I had the pleasure of meeting later in my career, the late John Kuehl.

After publishing articles on The Great Gatsby in the 1970 issue of The Sewanee Review and Fitzgerald/Hemingway Annual 1971, I decided later in the same decade that I preferred a career in the law to English teaching and therefore left a tenured position at lovely little Hampden-Sydney College in Virginia to enter law school. This led to a second career as a trial lawyer during which I worked as a prosecutor in Jackson, Mississippi; a deputy public defender in Las Vegas; a staff attorney in Tuscaloosa for Legal Services of Alabama; an adjunct professor at the University of Alabama Law School; and a professor of criminal justice at LSU. Despite all the jokes at lawyers’ expense, my experience has been that they often make better readers of texts than English professors. This is because lawyers must defend their readings before judges and juries in a context where every point is subject to challenge by an equally qualified adversary. They have to write and speak clearly enough to be understood by their audience—a major challenge when facing a heterogeneous group such as a jury. English professors may have less motivation to be consistently clear and convincing. Despite many shining exceptions, some of the most incomprehensible prose in the universe has been written by English professors.

And now, if the court permits, a word or two about premises I shall adopt throughout this study. Because Fitzgerald was regarded for so long by so many critics and scholars as unintelligent, uneducated, and unread—not to mention predisposed to take credit for books he never read at all—there is a tremendous reluctance to credit him with references to other writers and other works that are so obvious on their face they would immediately be credited to any other writer without the need for any external evidence. Take, for example, this ringing declaration about Jay Gatsby: “He was a son of God—a phrase which, if it means anything, means just that—and he must be about his Father’s business, the service of a vast, vulgar, and meretricious beauty” (98).2
 There can be no reasonable doubt here that Fitzgerald is echoing the King James Bible. The best evidence that he is doing so is the language itself. That the author owned a King James Bible as well as books about the Bible, that he referred to the Bible in writings other than his fiction, and that he recommended the reading of the Bible as literature to both his daughter, Scottie, and Sheilah Graham, his late-life partner who chronicled their relationship in her book College of One (1967), are all good and interesting things to know but are unnecessary to demonstrating that the passage in question echoes the Bible. All that background evidence is no more than secondary and supportive. The connection between the two works would be no less convincing than if we had zero evidence with regard to Fitzgerald’s owning or citing a Bible outside of this quotation in Gatsby. Why? Because throughout the New Testament, Jesus is called “the Son of God.” This occurs at least fifty times. When he dies on the cross, the Roman centurion in charge of the crucifixion, seeing an earthquake, graves opened, and the dead walking, cries out, 


“Truly this was the Son of God” (Matthew 27:54). At twelve years of age, the young Jesus whose parents discover him missing on the return to Nazareth at the end of the Passover, turns up back in Jerusalem, talking with the elders in the temple: “his mother said unto him, Son, why hast thou thus dealt with us? behold, thy father and I have sought thee sorrowing. And he said unto them, How is it that ye sought me? wist [know] ye not that I must be about my Father’s business? And they understood not the saying which he spake unto them.” (Luke 2:48–50) 



Notice how elsewhere in the novel Fitzgerald has his narrator Nick Carraway proclaim that the godlike young Gatsby “sprang from his Platonic conception of himself” precisely because his parents were “unsuccessful farm people—his imagination had never really accepted them as his parents at all” (98). All that any reader with an eye or an ear needs to see and hear the connection between the Bible texts and the 
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