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    MARGARET MITCHELL


    AMERICAN NOVELIST


    
      	Born in Atlanta, Georgia in 1900.


      	Died in Atlanta, Georgia in 1949.


      	
        Notable work:

        
          	Gone with the Wind (1936), novel

        

      

    


    Margaret Mitchell was born in the South of the USA in 1900. The other members of her family were keenly interested in the American Civil War (1861-1865), which meant that she grew up hearing stories about the conflict. She began studying medicine, but abandoned her studies after her mother’s death and went on to work as a journalist. From 1922 onwards, she wrote articles for the Atlanta Journal.


    However, health problems forced her to abandon her career in journalism, and her husband suggested that she write a novel to occupy her time. The resulting work, Gone with the Wind, took three years to complete and was published in 1936. It was an immediate popular and critical success, captivating readers around the world and winning the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 1937.

  


  
    GONE WITH THE WIND


    A PANORAMA OF AMERICAN LIFE


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Mitchell, M. (2008) Gone with the Wind. New York: Pocket Books.


      	1st edition: 1936


      	Themes: American Civil War, American history, slavery, romantic disappointment, women’s condition

    


    Gone with the Wind is both a historical novel which recounts the destruction wreaked by the American Civil War and a passionate love story with two iconic protagonists at its centre. Scarlett O’Hara is a temperamental, fiercely independent young woman who is determined to seduce the handsome Ashley Wilkes. When her world falls apart as a result of the ravages of the war, she draws on previously untapped reserves of courage to save the family plantation and restore it to its former glory. When she eventually marries Rhett Butler, a charming and passionate but somewhat uncouth man, she realises that she did not really love Ashley and that she has spent her life running after something she had already found in Rhett.


    The film rights to the story were quickly bought, and Victor Fleming’s (American director, 1883-1949) adaptation was released in 1939, just three years after the publication of the novel. The film was a major success: even today, it is one of the most widely viewed films in the world, and it played a key role in elevating the two lovers to legendary status.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    A DEVASTATING WAR


    The novel opens in Georgia in 1861. Scarlett O’Hara is a beautiful young woman from an upper-class Southern family who own the cotton plantation Tara. She is courted by some of the most eligible bachelors in the country but only has eyes for Ashley Wilkes, the heir to the neighbouring plantation, Twelve Oaks. However, when Ashley gets engaged to his cousin, Melanie Hamilton, Scarlett, who is used to getting what she wants, decides to do everything in her power to seduce him. At Ashley and Melanie’s engagement party, she captures the attention of Rhett Butler, a charming, attractive, cynical and wealthy older man.


    Now that the Civil War has broken out, Ashley moves his wedding date forward so that he can join the fighting afterwards. In a desperate attempt to make him jealous, Scarlett hastily marries Melanie’s brother Charles, who dies of pneumonia shortly after the wedding, before he even has the chance to travel to the front. Now widowed and carrying Charles’ baby, Scarlett goes to Atlanta and moves in with Melanie and her aunt in the hope of seeing Ashley when he comes back on leave. Life in Atlanta is difficult, as the war is raging and there are frequent shortages of basic products. The Confederate supporters keep hope through victory and defeat, and Scarlett reluctantly helps to treat the wounded. During a charity ball, she meets Rhett Butler again and causes a scandal by dancing with him when she is still dressed in her mourning clothes.


    Scarlett helps Melanie to give birth in Atlanta while the city is under siege from Northern troops. As fires rage in the state’s capital, Rhett Butler manages to get his hands on a horse and carriage and helps the two women to escape. They take refuge in Tara, the O’Hara family’s plantation. This is the beginning of a difficult period for Scarlett: her mother dies, her father succumbs to madness and the plantation’s slaves run away. As the family’s eldest child, the management of the plantation falls to her, but she and her two sisters soon descend into poverty.


    SCARLETT’S BUSINESS DEALINGS


    A tax increase forces Scarlett to consider asking Rhett for financial assistance. The war ends and Ashley returns to Tara to find two women in love with him: his wife Melanie and Scarlett, from whom he remains distant. Scarlett entrusts the management of Tara to Will Benteen, who is from a poor family, and returns to Atlanta to ask Rhett for money. She then learns that he is in prison for killing


    a black man. She visits him in prison and offers to become his mistress if he will pay the plantation’s taxes, but he refuses, leaving her furious. She lashes out by convincing her sister Suellen’s rich fiancé Frank Kennedy, whom she has just met, that Suellen is planning to marry someone else. This callous lie enables her to marry Frank herself, which gives her the money she needs to pay off Tara’s debts. Shortly afterwards, she gives birth to a daughter, Ella, but neglects her just like she neglects her first child Wade.


    Scarlett is still in Atlanta and gets involved in the lumber trade, with Ashley as her business partner. She invites Ashley and Melanie to join her at Tara. At this stage, she is unaware of Frank and Ashley’s links to the Ku Klux Klan (American white supremacist organisation founded in the aftermath of the Confederates’ defeat in the Civil War, often abbreviated to KKK). When she is attacked by a white man and a black man in an attempted robbery, Frank, Ashley and some other KKK members decide to avenge her honour and look for the attackers. Frank is killed in the ensuing brawl, while Ashley only emerges from it unscathed because of Rhett Butler’s intervention. By this point, Rhett has been able to use his contacts to secure his release from prison and has been told by two Union captains that Frank and Ashley were being sought for their participation in the KKK. He manages to smuggle Ashley back to his house and tells Scarlett that Frank has been killed.


    LOVE AND DISILLUSIONMENT


    Scarlett is now a widow again, and when Rhett proposes to her the day after Frank’s funeral, she accepts. The couple struggle to see eye to eye, but although their marriage is not a happy one, Scarlett gives birth to a daughter, Bonnie, whom Rhett dotes on. Rhett has always known that his wife still harbours feelings for Ashley, and although he has repeatedly tried to convince himself that she does not love him any more, she often takes Ashley’s side, which causes tensions between then. Indeed, they regularly have tempestuous arguments, and Scarlett, who is pregnant again, has a miscarriage after falling down the stairs during one of their countless fights. Rhett feels intensely guilty, and the tragic accident temporarily brings the couple closer together. Scarlett later returns to Tara to recuperate and is joined by Rhett and Bonnie, who is killed in an accident while riding a pony. Rhett is left inconsolable and all the old tensions between them flare up again, as they argue about Bonnie’s death and Scarlett’s feelings for Ashley. By now, Rhett has realised that she will never stop loving Ashley, and he cannot bear having to share her affections with another man.


    Melanie also suffers a miscarriage and dies in the process. On her deathbed, she makes Scarlett promise to look after her son and Ashley. Scarlett and Ashley are both distraught: she has lost the only friend she ever had, while he has lost the love of his life. Scarlett does not know what to do: now that Melanie is dead, she can finally be open about her love for Ashley, but she realises that her feelings have evolved over the years and are now purely illusory. She can see that Rhett is her true love, but this realisation has come too late: when she tells him that he is the one she really loves, he replies “I wish I could care what you do or where you go, but I can’t. […] My dear, I don’t give a damn”.


    His coldness leaves Scarlett distraught and she realises that she has lost him for good. She has loved two men in her life, but her inability to understand them and love them for who they are means that she has lost them both. She refuses to accept the situation and is determined to win Rhett back, secure in the knowledge that no man has ever been able to resist her. Like the spoiled child that she has always been at heart, she concludes “I won’t think of it now. I can’t stand it if I do. I’ll think of it tomorrow at Tara. Tomorrow’s another day” (p.1349).

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    MAIN CHARACTERS


    Scarlett O’Hara


    Scarlett is a popular young woman, but she is also spoiled, selfish, vain and prone to jealousy. At the start of the novel, she is described as remarkably beautiful:


    “Her eyes were pale green without a touch of hazel, starred with bristly black lashes and slightly tilted at the ends. Above them, her thick black brows slanted upward, cutting a startling oblique line in her magnolia-white skin – that skin so prized by Southern women and so carefully guarded with bonnets, veils and mittens against hot Georgia suns.” (p.3)


    She is mischievous and authoritarian by nature, but knows how to give the impression of gentleness and appear stiff and prim. We are told that “[h]er manners had been imposed on her by her mother’s gentle admonitions and the sterner discipline of her mammy [her black nurse]” (p.4). As war rages in the South, she displays unexpected bravery and does everything in her power to keep Tara intact.


    She charms every man she encounters, but she only has eyes for Ashley Wilkes. She is dismayed when he marries his cousin Melanie, and although she marries three men in quick succession (Melanie’s brother Charles Hamilton, her sister Suellen’s fiancé Frank Kennedy and Rhett Butler), she secretly hopes that she will end up with Ashley one day. It is only at the end of the novel that she realises that her feelings for Ashley are purely illusory and her true love is Rhett, but by this point it is already too late.


    Scarlett’s relationship with men is complicated, in that she is only interested in one of them and he does not return her affections. She is not used to failure, and marries not for love but to try to make Ashley jealous (although she never actually manages to do so). Marriage is also a way for her to save face, because in the society she lives in, a young unmarried woman pining after a man who is interested in someone else would be seen as ridiculous. Scarlett conceals her feelings for Ashley by repeatedly throwing herself into the arms of the first man who crosses her path, which is the reason why none of her marriages are happy.


    For her, the only good thing to come of her marriages is the fact that they give her access to her husbands’ wealth, which she is then able to use to save Tara from certain ruin, to get involved in the lumber trade and to return to the lifestyle she enjoyed before the war.


    In the same way that she demonstrates little romantic interest in her husbands, she does not give much love and attention to her children. She lacks maternal instinct, finds children boring and sees motherhood as a burden that women simply have to put up with rather than a source of joy and happiness.


    Rhett Butler


    Rhett Butler meets Scarlett at Ashley and Melanie’s engagement party at the start of the novel and immediately falls in love with her. He is significantly older than her and is frequently criticised for his refusal to obey social conventions, but his devastating charm means that he is always forgiven:


    “When her eye caught his, he smiled, showing animal-white teeth below a close-clipped black mustache. He was dark of face, swarthy as a pirate, and his eyes were as bold and black as any pirate’s appraising a galleon to be scuttled or a maiden to be ravished. There was a cool recklessness in his face and a cynical humor in his mouth as he smiled at her, and Scarlett caught her breath.” (pp.134-135).


    Rhett is very shrewd when it comes to his finances, and makes money by speculating on increasingly scarce food products during the Civil War and the Reconstruction Era (1865-1877) that followed it. There seems to be two sides to his personality: the first is affable and dignified, while the second is extremely unpleasant and takes a perverse pleasure in irritating the people around him. The second side of his personality comes to the fore around Melanie, whom he always treats with deference and kindness, because in contrast to Scarlett, she is entirely good and unselfish.


    Unlike Ashley, he is not afraid of social change: he embraces change and even helps to drive it forward. Although no one else trusts the new Yankee (a nickname given to the Northerners by the Southerners) government after the war, Rhett invests money in its bonds, which


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    SECONDARY CHARACTERS
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