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CHAPTER 1

CONTEXTS

FITZGERALD’S LIFE

Scott Fitzgerald was a legend in his own lifetime and has become even more so since his death. He seems to epitomize an American era – the ‘Jazz Age’ of the 1920s – and to symbolize its delights, dangers and defeats. His spectacular early success as a writer, his frantic pursuit of pleasure, his fraught relationship with his wife Zelda, and his decline into alcoholism, obscurity and premature death represents the trajectory of a generation. While his fiction is never simply autobiographical, his life and work are intricately interwoven and he created, in The Great Gatsby, one of the most pervasive and appealing of modern American myths.

Francis Scott Key Fitzgerald was born in St Paul, Minnesota, on 24 September 1896; his forenames were taken from his great-great-uncle, Francis Scott Key (1779–1843), who, in 1814, had written the song that would eventually be adopted as the American national anthem in 1931, ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’. Fitzgerald’s birth was haunted by death: three months earlier, two of his infant sisters had died. In ‘Author’s House’ (1936), he identifies this loss as the point at which he started to be a writer. Another sister, born in 1900, lived just an hour; his only surviving sibling, Annabel, arrived in 1901.

The dominant theme of his boyhood, which would also figure strongly in his fiction, was social insecurity. He later wrote that he ‘developed a two-cylinder inferiority complex’ because of the division between the dual strands of his family background: an Irish strand with the money, and an old American strand with ‘the usual exaggerated ancestral pretensions’ and the ‘series of reticences and obligations that go under the poor old shattered word “breeding”’. The disparity between money and ‘breeding’ would be one of the key concerns of Gatsby.

Fitzgerald’s sense of inferiority was increased by his father’s downward mobility. When the novelist was born, Edward Fitzgerald owned a furniture factory, the American Rattan and Willow Works; but this failed less than two years later, in April 1898, and forced him to take a job as a wholesale grocery salesman with Proctor and Gamble in Buffalo, New York State. Then in July 1908, when Fitzgerald was 11, his father, then aged 55, lost his job; his son later saw this a decisive blow: ‘That morning he had gone out a comparatively young man, a man full of strength, full of confidence. He came home that evening, an old man, a completely broken man.’ His father had suffered an experience that would permeate his son’s fiction: failure. The family moved back to St Paul; they were now dependent on the income from the mother’s capital and while this allowed them to maintain a comfortable upper-middle-class lifestyle, it also highlighted, for Fitzgerald, the gap between his own, broken father and the successful men who lived around them in the Summit Avenue area of St Paul. The most famous of these was James J. Hill (1838–1916), the tycoon who had pushed the railroad across the West to the Pacific Coast. In Gatsby, Henry C. Gatz, the failed father, says that his son, if he had lived, would have been a great man like James J. Hill who would have helped to build up the country (p. 160).

Fitzgerald became a pupil at the St Paul Academy in September 1908 and first appeared in print the following year, at the age of 13, with a detective story, ‘The Mystery of the Raymond Mortgage’, in the school magazine. But his academic work was weak, and his family, hoping to improve it, sent him, in 1911, to Newman School, a Catholic boarding school in Hackensack, New Jersey. His academic work did not improve much there and he was no great social success, but the stories he published in the Newman school magazine showed that he was developing an individual style and tone. His most important experience at Newman, however, was his friendship with Father Cyril Sigourney Webster Fay, an impressive, urbane priest with many interests. Fitzgerald would use him as the model for Monsignor Darcy in his first novel, This Side of Paradise (1920).

In September 1913, Fitzgerald went east to Princeton University, though his poor performance in the entrance exams had nearly denied him admission. He was disappointed at being, as he later put it in ‘The Crack-Up’ (1936), ‘not big enough (or good enough) to play football’ (p. 70), but he formed two friendships with fellow students that were to be important for his literary development. One was with John Peale Bishop (1892–1944), who taught him a great deal about poetry and who would later become a poet, essayist and novelist; the other and more lasting friendship was with Edmund Wilson (1895–1972), who would become one of America’s leading literary critics, and, by Fitzgerald’s own account in ‘The Crack-Up’, his ‘intellectual conscience’ (p. 79). Fitzgerald read widely, and contributed to the Princeton Tiger, the Nassau Lit. and to scripts for the Triangle Club shows, but his academic performance remained poor and forced him to withdraw from Princeton in December 1915. He returned to Princeton in September 1916 but never completed his degree.

Since Christmas 1914, Fitzgerald had maintained a romantic attachment to Ginevra King, a girl from St Paul who seemed to embody all his aspirations: she was beautiful and wealthy, held a high place in the social hierarchy, and had many admirers. But the relationship did not endure and came to an end in January 1917; it seemed to Fitzgerald to demonstrate his sense of the social and financial barrier which stopped poor boys from marrying rich girls – a concern that would be crucial to Gatsby.

On 6 April 1917, the USA entered the First World War, and Fitzgerald signed up for the army in May. He was commissioned as an infantry second lieutenant and in November he reported for duty to Fort Leavenworth in Kansas. It was there that he began the first draft of a semi-autobiographical novel, ‘The Romantic Egotist’. He completed it in March 1918, while on leave from the army at Princeton, and submitted it to Scribner’s. Three months later, in July 1918, he met Zelda Sayre, the daughter of














THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT








THE INTELLECTUAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT



THE LITERARY CONTEXT


STUDY QUESTIONS FOR CHAPTER 1




OEBPS/html/images/cover.jpg
\
Reader's
Guides

; - ,
Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby

Nicolas Tredell






OEBPS/html/images/pub.gif
continuum





