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			F. Scott Fitzgerald

			American writer

			
					Born in Saint Paul (Minnesota) in 1896.

					Died in Hollywood (California) in 1940.

					Notable works:	This Side of Paradise (1920), novel

	The Beautiful and the Damned (1922), novel

	Tender Is the Night (1934), novel




			

			Francis Scott Key Fitzgerald, better known simply as F. Scott Fitzgerald, was born into an Irish Catholic family just prior to the dawn of the 20th century. He studied at Princeton University, although he never graduated, and later enlisted in the army to fight in the First World War. He went on to become one of the foremost American novelists of the 20th century, whose novels are best known for the way they capture the spirit of the “Roaring Twenties”.

			His debut novel, This Side of Paradise (1920), garnered him enough recognition that he was able to start publishing his short stories in prestigious magazines such as The Saturday Evening Post, and he came to be seen as one of the figures who most completely embodied the “American Dream” of the 1920s. He and his wife Zelda Sayre, who was one of the most important people in his life and served as the inspiration for a number of his fictional characters, moved to the French Riviera in 1924. During his time there, he finished writing the novel that is generally considered his masterpiece: The Great Gatsby (1925). The novel is set in the Prohibition era, and tells the story of a bootlegger (alcohol smuggler) who creates a false aristocratic identity and uses it to climb to the top of the social ladder, allowing him the freedom to indulge in all kinds of decadence, before fading away to become a ghost in his own mansion as he pours all his money and energy into trying to win the heart of Daisy Buchanan.

			Fitzgerald went on to write two more novels: Tender Is the Night (1934), which was the last of his novels to be published during his lifetime, and The Last Tycoon (1941), which he never completed and was published posthumously. The latter novel is an exploration of the darker side of Hollywood – which Fitzgerald was intimately familiar with, as he worked as an uncredited screenwriter in the years leading up to his death.

		


		
			The Great Gatsby

			The crumbling of the American Dream

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Fitzgerald, F. S. (1992) The Great Gatsby. Ware: Wordsworth.

					1st edition: 1925

					Themes: the past, dreams, symbols, the American Dream, the Roaring Twenties, nostalgia, power, money, love, greed, racism

			

			Fitzgerald’s novels are some of the most famous literary chronicles of the 1920s in the USA, and The Great Gatsby in particular is seen as one of the most important novels from the “Jazz Age”, a period during which American society was more stable and prosperous than ever before (until the Great Depression utterly reversed this situation a few years later). The elation of winning the First World War had yet to dissipate, and the prohibition of the sale and consumption of alcohol provided bootleggers with an opportunity to rake in enormous profits on the margins of society, creating an underground subculture where partying, gambling and having a good time were the only things that mattered. The Great Gatsby takes place against this backdrop, and Fitzgerald’s characters must constantly fight against their desires for a wild, decadent life, which ultimately reduces their existence to a meaningless struggle to keep up appearances and the hollow pursuit of materialism. In the world of The Great Gatsby, this is the reality of the American Dream.

		


		
			Summary

			The rise of Jay Gatsby

			The main themes and ideas explored in the novel are closely linked to the way the character of Jay Gatsby develops over the course of the story. However, everything we know about the life and personality of Gatsby is filtered through the perspective of Nick Carraway, the narrator. This greatly influences the reader’s understanding of the novel, as we are led to doubt the veracity of the account we are reading on a number of occasions – not necessarily because of the way Nick describes the events in question, but because of his opinions about Gatsby, as he often seems to harbour too much affection towards Gatsby to speak about him objectively.

			The very first lines of the novel demonstrate how subjective Nick’s point of view is: 

			“In my younger and more vulnerable years my father gave me some advice that I’ve been turning over in my mind ever since.
‘Whenever you feel like criticising anyone,’ he told me, ‘just remember that all the people in this world haven’t had the advantages that you’ve had.’” (p. 3)

			Interestingly, the meaning of these opening lines becomes clearer as we read more of the book and become acquainted with Nick and the other characters, including Daisy Buchanan and her aggressive husband Tom. Nick seems to be warning us that it is easy for us to judge these characters, given that they come across as generally unlikeable, although it is unclear whether or not this is his conscious intention.

			The novel is set in New York during the 1920s, a time when the sale and consumption of alcohol was banned in the United States. The Buchanans live in East Egg, one of the most fashionable neighbourhoods on Long Island, while Nick lives in West Egg, which is a slightly less glamourous area that lies opposite East Egg. Although both areas are very upmarket, East Egg enjoys a more sophisticated reputation because its inhabitants are mostly from ‘old money’, rather than the ‘new money’ individuals who have only recently made their fortune and have proceeded to flock to West Egg.

			Jay Gatsby is a very wealthy but mysterious man who lives in an enormous mansion next to Nick’s house, and who spends a great deal of time in the evenings in his garden, gazing across the bay at a glowing green light in East Egg .

			Gatsby throws wild parties at his home every Saturday night, and everyone is welcome to attend and join the drunken revels. The extreme decadence of these parties, which even feature a live jazz band, stir up every guest’s curiosity about the source of Gatsby’s wealth, which is also a mystery to the reader in the early chapters of the novel. Gatsby’s business dealings seem somewhat shady, as does his claim of having attended Oxford University, and his position in society is always left rather ambiguous. Initially, the reader’s only way of getting to know the character of Gatsby is through the extravagant parties he throws, but like many other aspects of the novel – notably including Nick’s opinions about Gatsby – these parties serve two contradictory functions by simultaneously answering our questions about Gatsby and giving rise to fresh doubts about his life and past.

			During one conversation with Jordan Baker, a woman with whom Nick embarks on a relationship, she reveals that Daisy and Gatsby were lovers before he went off to fight in the war and Daisy married Tom. At this point in the novel, Gatsby’s main goal is revealed: to find Daisy and win her back. All of his other ideas, aims and beliefs stem from this single, overarching objective, which also serves as a metaphor for the American Dream and is symbolised by the glowing green light at the end of Daisy’s dock, which Gatsby is constantly transfixed by. This representation of a complex, abstract concept through a much simpler idea is very characteristic of Fitzgerald’s style, particularly in The Great Gatsby.

			Gatsby’s downfall

			Nick arranges for Gatsby and Daisy to meet, so that they can rekindle their former love affair. Everything seems to be going smoothly, and Gatsby gradually wins back Daisy’s heart – and everything she represents to him, namely success, money and class. However, things take a turn for the worse when Gatsby meets Daisy’s husband Tom, who starts probing into Gatsby’s past and eventually learns the truth about him: that he comes from a poor family and that he owes his fortune to a rich old man called Dan Cody, who taught him all there is to know about smuggling, allowing him to make staggering sums of money by selling alcohol on the black market. As the problems facing Gatsby begin to multiply, the façade of the American Dream begins to crumble, revealing its true face (at least according to the narrator and, by extension, the author). Underneath the superficial glitz and glamour, the American Dream proves empty and meaningless:

			“I thought of Gatsby’s wonder when he first picked out the green light at the end of Daisy’s dock. He had come a long way to this blue lawn, and his dream must have seemed so close that he could hardly fail to grasp it. He did not know that it was already behind him, somewhere back in that vast obscurity beyond the city.” (p. 115)

			The most important scene in the novel takes place in a hotel room in the centre of New York. In this scene, Tom and Gatsby argue over who has the “right” to be with Daisy, and it is revealed that Gatsby is a bootlegger. The theme of social class, which runs throughout the novel, is never more apparent than in this scene, as Daisy realises that she cannot bring herself to leave Tom and bring scandal upon herself. However, the novel’s most shocking plot twist is yet to come: while Daisy and Gatsby are driving back along Long Island together in Gatsby’s car, Tom’s lover Myrtle is hit by the car and killed. This is when the characters’ true colours are finally revealed: Gatsby, the unmasked charlatan, admits to Nick that Daisy was the one who was driving at the time of the accident, but says that he will take the blame. Meanwhile, Tom seals Gatsby’s fate by telling Myrtle’s husband George where he can find the man who supposedly killed his wife, and George shoots Gatsby before committing suicide.

			Somehow, Gatsby’s death does not come as a shock to the reader – after all, what other possible way could this dream have ended? Every element of the story seems to have been crafted to suggest that Gatsby’s dream was destined to be shattered: for example, the story is primarily set in the twin locations of East Egg and West Egg, which seem to be in constant conflict with each other. If anything, the fate of Tom and Daisy is the most surprising aspect of the end of the novel, as they simply go back to their old lives and relationship with apparent indifference. Meanwhile, Nick ends his relationship with Jordan and arranges Gatsby’s funeral, at which there are almost no guests – not even Daisy – except for Nick and a strange man who turns out to be Gatsby’s father, who offers us some insight into Gatsby’s childhood, revealing that the wealth he acquired was the fulfilment of a childhood dream. The lack of attendees at the funeral stands in stark contrast to the crowds that used to flock to Gatsby’s house for his parties. As the novel draws to a close, Nick stands in the garden, gazing out over the waters of the bay at the green light at the end of Daisy’s garden, and mulls over the power of nostalgia and the innate human desire to repeat the past: “So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past” (p. 115).

		


		
			Character study

			Nick Carraway

			Nick is the narrator of the novel. He is from the American Midwest, attended Yale University and fought in the First World War. When the novel begins, he is 29 years old and has just moved to West Egg, where he has rented a small house beside Jay Gatsby’s mansion. He turns 30 later in the novel. Because of his optimistic, reserved and tolerant nature, people whose secrets are weighing them down frequently choose to confide in him. As a result, he acts as an intermediary between Gatsby and Daisy, and they rekindle their romance through him. This mirrors the way that the entire narrative is filtered through his occasionally sarcastic thoughts and perceptions.

			Jay Gatsby

			The character of Jay Gatsby was allegedly based on the real-life figure of Max von Gerlach, who moved in the same New York social circles as Fitzgerald and turned to bootlegging to make his fortune after serving in the First World War. In any case, Gatsby is a young millionaire from North Dakota who lives in a Gothic mansion in West Egg and is notorious for throwing astonishingly extravagant parties every Saturday night. However, no one knows where he comes from or how he made his fortune. This secrecy is deliberate, as the source of his wealth is later revealed to be his involvement in the illicit trafficking of alcohol during Prohibition. He is obsessed with Daisy Buchanan, whom he met during his days as an officer in the First World War. After the war ended, he
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