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About the Author

Francis Scott Fitzgerald, whose works and gilded but troubled life would become synonymous with the Jazz Age, was born in 1896 in Minnesota. He married Zelda Sayre following the success of his first novel, This Side of Paradise, in 1920. The couple travelled in Europe in the twenties, where Fitzgerald befriended Ernest Hemingway. Although beset by alcoholism and financial and marital difficulties, he wrote his greatest works in this period, including The Beautiful and Damned, The Great Gatsby and Tender is the Night. He was working on The Last Tycoon when he died, in Hollywood, in 1940.
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Introduction

New readers should be aware that this Introduction makes details of the plot explicit.

If the label ‘Great American Novel’ has any value beyond promoting book sales or prompting book-club debates, then a simple definition might be that such a novel is worth endless rereading. A century after its initial publication, The Great Gatsby continues to be read and reread as the most significant American novel of the modern era, selling half a million copies globally each year, fuelled by the hundreds of critical interpretations and reinterpretations that have cemented its status as an American icon.1 Yet the popular conception of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s third novel as the embodiment of Jazz Age excess is reductive. Beyond the tragedy of Gatsby’s failure to achieve his romantic dream lies a penetrating study of American class and racial inequalities and materialism, and of the nation’s transformation after the First World War. Fitzgerald articulates that analysis through a richly textured narrative of structured symbolism, intricate verbal patterns, sharp satire and lyrical reflection. From those elements he also crafts a deeper meditation on time and mortality, and on what constitutes a meaningful life.

With the publication of The Great Gatsby in 1925 Fitzgerald aimed for a succès d’estime that would propel his reputation beyond that of a celebrity chronicler of the Jazz Age. His first novel, This Side of Paradise (1920), and his initial short stories for popular magazines established Fitzgerald in his early twenties as the voice of his generation. The Beautiful and Damned (1922) proved his most popular and lucrative novel, through sales, magazine serializations and movie rights. Yet his attempt to triumph as a playwright with The Vegetable (1923) misfired. Disheartened, he declared to Maxwell Perkins, his editor at Charles Scribner’s Sons, ‘I doubt if, after all, I’ll ever write anything again worth putting in print.’ The following year, however, he was carefully working on the draft of Gatsby. ‘I cannot let it go out’, he told Perkins, ‘unless it has the very best I’m capable of in it or even as I feel sometimes, something better than I’m capable of’. He was confident enough to assert that ‘I feel I have an enormous power in me now’.2

The Great Gatsby is Fitzgerald’s most concise novel, at 47,000 words. To contain the intensity of its imagery and density of its social commentary and moral engagement, the author limited his cast of principal characters and settings. Nick Carraway, the secondary character and first-person narrator, is both ‘within and without’ (35), simultaneously an actor in and observer of the plot. Structured in fragmented periods of time, the novel can be understood as a study of Nick’s evolving self-awareness, as a First World War combat veteran reassessing his life and coming to terms with the new economic and moral landscape of the 1920s. Seen and imagined through Nick’s upper-middle-class perspective and delivered through a retrospective narrative, the life of the parvenu Jay Gatsby is pieced together. Nick uncovers Gatsby’s lowly Midwest origins as James Gatz, along with the title character’s military service, his wartime affair with the wealthy Southern belle Daisy, his dubious means of obtaining extravagant wealth, and his motivations for pursuing the now married Daisy Fay Buchanan. Gatsby aims to ‘repeat the past’ (102), to recapture all that Daisy and her elite social world represents to him. While Nick comes to admire Gatsby’s overwhelming conviction, he also examines the cost of Gatsby’s vain pursuit and confronts the reality of America’s class inequalities. The tragic deaths of Gatsby and the working-class couple Myrtle and George Wilson are to a degree inevitable, in that their fates reflect modern America’s loss of foundational ideals such as equal opportunity and moral integrity.

Besides the tight range of main characters, Fitzgerald uses New York settings to portray America’s economic and commercial global leadership in the new century. He focuses on the nation’s most populous city in the twenties as a powerhouse of finance and business, the centre of the theatre and movie industries, and the hub of criminal networks. Action in the novel’s present day is restricted to Long Island and locations in the adjacent New York City, but with references to the American Midwest, the South, the West Coast and Hawaii, and to US involvement in wartime Europe. By concentrating the narrative geographically while also focusing on distinctively American concerns with modern capitalism, Fitzgerald promotes a new sense of the nation’s importance in world literature, no longer provincial in its subject matter or artistic ambition, no longer limited to the rural regionalism that distinguished much of American literature in the early twentieth century.

Electricity, Energy Transfer and the Flow of Money

One way of understanding The Great Gatsby’s interrogation of capitalist America is through the novel’s depictions of electricity, electrical devices, and the transfer of energy in all its forms.3 Modern technology such as the telephone enables Jay Gatsby to fashion multiple identities and conduct his criminal activities, while his ostentatious displays of artificial light help conceal his humble origins. His enormous house on Long Island burns with electric lights during his open parties, a spectacle that dazzles Nick Carraway from the cottage next door:


When I came home to West Egg that night I was afraid for a moment that my house was on fire. Two o’clock and the whole corner of the peninsula was blazing with light, which fell unreal on the shrubbery and made thin elongating glints upon the roadside wires. Turning a corner, I saw that it was Gatsby’s house, lit from tower to cellar. (75)4



Conversely, a single green light on the dock by Daisy and her husband Tom Buchanan’s house shines across the bay between Gatsby’s nouveau riche West Egg and the Buchanans’ East Egg colonial estate. Money, hope, jealousy, and the verdure of the American landscape are some of the connotations of the distant green light that Gatsby and the novel gesture towards.

The difference between Gatsby’s luminous ostentation and the Buchanans’ discreet green light also illustrates the novel’s central juxtaposition in class dynamics and energy transfer. The contrasting sources of wealth of Gatsby and the Buchanans – and what they spend their riches on – convey the radical challenge that Gatsby presents to the dominant socio-economic structure. The brilliant house-lighting, together with his flashy custom cars, speedboats, seaplane and the telephone on which he conducts his business, mark both Gatsby’s modernity and also his criminal means of enrichment through a national network that encompasses bootleg alcohol and bond-market manipulation. His association with the Jewish gangster Meyer Wolfshiem represents one means of advancement for those men displaced after their service in the First World War and unsatisfactorily reintegrated into the postwar economy. Nick – who is himself trying to find his professional way after fighting in France – experiences a ‘haunting loneliness’ in New York, which he also senses in ‘young clerks in the dusk, wasting the most poignant moments of night and life’ (54). He views Gatsby with a mixture of approbation and cynicism, admiring his single-minded dedication to recreating the enchantment of his past with Daisy, while nevertheless disapproving of the methods by which he funds his romantic venture. He comes to realize that, despite Gatsby’s suspect riches, indecent ostentation and social gaucheries, his West Egg neighbour’s twin preoccupations offer a purposeful alternative to the aimlessness and alienation of his lost generation.

In contrast to Gatsby, Tom and Daisy Buchanan live lives of leisured ease and the comfortable security bestowed by their class status. Tom bought his home from ‘Demaine, the oil man’ (11), who may have been a victim of the fierce competition for the enormous wealth generated by that crucial industrial commodity since the mid-nineteenth century, or a recent millionaire whose extensive property is simply fodder to Tom’s tremendous riches. Tom taps into that fresh energy source, and reverses the flow of progress when he turns the estate’s garage into a stable for his riding horses, animals no longer used for industrious work but for refined pleasure. Daisy’s privileged position and upper-class status are likewise repeatedly emphasized. She has a voice ‘full of money’ (111), and Nick imagines that ‘Gatsby was overwhelmingly aware of the youth and mystery that wealth imprisons and preserves, of the freshness of many clothes, and of Daisy, gleaming like silver, safe and proud above the hot struggles of the poor’ (137). Representatives of old money like Tom and Daisy control the past and maintain a grip on the present’s established financial order. Yet, the novel implies, when the main current of US economic power is stored and regenerated within old money, then underground channels must emerge for the disenfranchised.

Race, Class and Power

Because a wealthy white elite, through their presumption of power and authority, can be blind to racial ‘passing’, scholars have made the case for Gatsby as German-Jewish, or as multiracial white and black, or as Native American. The former argument is feasible, based on the Gatz family name; however, Gatsby’s background is purposefully opaque, so that his business and social relations with ethnic and racial ‘Others’ (such as his resourceful partner Wolfshiem), and the intersection of race and racial theories with the treatment of class more broadly in the novel, together seem more relevant for understanding Fitzgerald’s thematic aim of interrogating America’s economic and social structures.

‘Civilization’s going to pieces,’ opines Tom Buchanan; ‘if we don’t look out the white race will be – will be utterly submerged. It’s all scientific stuff; it’s been proved’ (16). Tom is drawing upon not only contemporary literature of race conflict but also a long history of ‘science’ that had been socially engineered to defend the institution of slavery and notions of white superiority. George Wilson, whose wife is having an affair with Tom, is ‘a blond, spiritless man, anaemic, and faintly handsome’ with ‘light blue eyes’ (26). In appearance, he is a faded Nordic type, and in that sense he expresses Tom’s racial and class anxiety. Wilson’s name resonates with that of Woodrow Wilson, the US President during the First World War and a Southern apologist for racial segregation, who suffered a debilitating stroke while in office and died in February 1924, when Fitzgerald was reworking the early draft of Gatsby to incorporate themes of national entropy and social disorder.

These links to US history, race and class extend to the novel’s energy motif and its implication that those with wealth and status are able to exploit and control the flow of energy within society. While Tom’s class superiority is founded on white racism and power, his disdainful treatment of George Wilson illustrates Tom’s ability to siphon lower-class white energy from his sexual liaison with Myrtle Wilson. Her vitality is noted four times in the text: ‘immediately perceptible vitality’ (26), ‘intense vitality’ (31), ‘panting vitality’ (63), and finally in the description of her mangled dead body ‘giving up the tremendous vitality she had stored so long’ (127). With her energy reserves redirected towards and controlled by Tom, in contrast George is a sick white man, a lump of wasted energy stuck within his automobile garage business in the valley of ashes. He is ‘one of these worn out men […] colourless’ (125–6), left to complain ‘I’m all run down’ (113) even before his wife is run down by Daisy in a shocking road-accident that conveniently ends Tom’s affair and thereby reconsolidates the class power held within the Buchanans’ marriage. Daisy is locked together with Tom ‘in a rather distinguished secret society’ (20), and while Gatsby maintains a knightly ‘vigil’ (134) at the Buchanans’ mansion after Myrtle’s death, in the mistaken belief that he might have to protect Daisy from Tom’s brutality, Nick recognizes that the couple share a class-centred ‘natural intimacy’ in their reconciliation with each other and in escaping untouched from responsibility for the killing or even from notice by the news media: ‘anybody would have said that they were conspiring together’ (133). Anybody but Gatsby and his almost undiminished faith in his romantic dream.

‘They were careless people, Tom and Daisy – they smashed up things and creatures and then retreated back into their money or their vast carelessness, or whatever it was that kept them together, and let other people clean up the mess they had made …’ (164–5). Thus Nick Carraway (whose surname suggests the need for care in reading our troubled narrator) reflects upon the actions of Tom, his former Yale classmate, and Daisy, his second cousin, while inviting sympathy for his own role in cleaning up things in the aftermath of Gatsby’s death. Nonetheless, he himself is also implicated in their carelessness. Nick and his girlfriend Jordan Baker argue about who between them is the more careless driver in their relationship, meaning careless not only in the sense of unsafe but also without any fundamental care for others, grounded in the arrogance of upper-class privilege and the carefree leisure of wealth untethered from morality. Nick’s involvement in the mess includes his alerting Daisy at the Buchanans’ dinner party to Gatsby’s presence on Long Island, his collusion in setting up the reunion of Gatsby and Daisy in his own cottage, and his encouragement of their affair by not informing Tom and by standing watch for the adulterers during a party at Gatsby’s estate. Nick is even indirectly responsible for Myrtle’s death, for he reminds Tom that the car he has swapped with Gatsby is low on gasoline, and the stop to fill up at Wilson’s garage leads to mistaken identities, the fatal accident and a final restoration of the novel’s power dynamic.

Moreover, Nick’s account of the Buchanans’ careless destruction of ‘things and creatures’ suggests his innate adherence to class and racial hierarchies. Nick does not directly acknowledge that ‘whatever it was that kept [Daisy and Tom] together’ is, as Garrett Bridger Gilmore argues, the advantage that elite white America gained from antebellum slave labour and the subsequent exploitation of free black Americans and ethnic-minority immigrants.5 A beneficiary of that history, Tom Buchanan can drift carelessly through scandals and illicit affairs thanks to his unaccounted-for wealth, expose Gatsby as a bootlegger at the Plaza Hotel despite himself carrying a bottle of whisky there, and avoid military service during the First World War. Daisy, meanwhile, is the epitome of the rich Southern belle, dressed in white, driving a white car, living in a white house in Louisville, Kentucky, nostalgic about the ‘beautiful white’ girlhood that she and Jordan passed there (21), and associated with the white and gold colours of her namesake flower.

‘We’re all white here’ (119), says Jordan, in an attempt to calm the tension that Tom initiates when he confronts Gatsby in the Plaza Hotel. Her casually racist remark is intended to secure Gatsby’s equal status within the group after Tom attacks his rival by invoking the threat of racial impurity: ‘Nowadays people begin by sneering at family life and family institutions,’ he declares hypocritically, ‘and next they’ll throw everything overboard and have intermarriage between black and white’ (119). Blackening Gatsby is immeasurably useful for Tom, implying as it does other distinctions – of class, family background, education, sources of income, social connections, and the subtle manners of inherited gentility.

For Tom especially, and Nick initially, Gatsby is ‘Mr Nobody from Nowhere’ (119). The words nobody and nowhere filter through the narrative, along with no one, anyone, everyone, anybody and somebody, as Nick gradually uncovers the life and origins of Jay Gatsby. After Gatsby’s murder by George Wilson, Nick promises before the funeral to ‘get somebody for you, Gatsby’ (151); but ultimately, apart from a Lutheran minister and Gatsby’s elderly father, ‘nobody came’ (160). The callous self-protection of the Buchanans, Meyer Wolfshiem’s business-like acceptance of death in the criminal underworld, the absence of mourners: together they give a new meaning to nobody as a term for uncaring humanity. Owl Eyes, the only party-goer at Gatsby’s house (apart from Nick) who shows up at the cemetery, delivers a damning judgement on the former guests who failed to attend the funeral:


‘Why, my God! they used to go there by the hundreds.’

He took off his glasses and wiped them again, outside and in.

‘The poor son-of-a-bitch,’ he said. (161)



No longer Nick’s ‘son of God’ (91), nor the gangster redeemed by his quest to win ‘the golden girl’ (111), Gatsby is now a tragic representative of misdirected ambition. Throughout, the novel has shown modern America to be deeply flawed and disastrously divided by racial and class inequalities. With the depiction of the general indifference to Gatsby’s death, the critique of society’s moral failings is deepened further still.

Transforming Modern America

As with the ephemeral enchantments and repellent ashheaps that Nick encounters in New York, so the novel presents an often contradictory and richly ambiguous view of modern America, despite its often excoriating analysis. While the promise of the American dream is impossibly distant to those such as George Wilson, and its delusions prove deadly to Myrtle and Gatsby, there are also compensatory moments which suggest that the economic and cultural barriers fixed in place by the Buchanans and their ilk might yet be knocked down. One revelatory instance occurs when Nick crosses the Queensboro Bridge into New York City. He remarks on a passing hearse accompanied by carriages with passengers who appear to be of south-eastern European origin, and also on a limousine ‘driven by a white chauffeur, in which sat three modish negroes, two bucks and a girl’(64). Nick’s racialized description implies a more multicultural and democratic future riding across the Queensboro Bridge. He seems surprised but excited by the prospect: ‘“Anything can happen now that we’ve slid over this bridge,” I thought; “anything at all …”’ (64). After Myrtle is killed, ‘a pale well-dressed negro’ proves the most reliable witness about the colour of the car and its excessive speed (128). Bootleggers supply an antidote to stern-minded Prohibition conservativism. And, for better and worse, Gatsby’s electric modernity will replace the archaic romanticism of the candles lit and relit at the Buchanans’ dinner party (14, 18). However difficult Nick finds it to adjust himself to the new economy of West Egg and to Gatsby’s ‘service of a vast, vulgar, and meretricious beauty’ (91) that propels ‘the colossal vitality of his illusion’ (88), he nevertheless signals his own and his country’s social transformation when he announces: ‘It was the hour of a profound human change, and excitement was generating on the air’ (88).

While Fitzgerald depicts an America dependent upon past ideals of equality and meritocracy that will not endure the strains engendered by advanced capitalism, his novel nevertheless suggests hope for the country’s future. The revitalizing quality of the American spirit is present in the care shown by the novel’s most admirable character. Nick may claim that ‘I am one of the few honest people that I have ever known’ (56), but the most honestly sympathetic person is the young Greek coffee-shop owner, Michaelis, described as a friend of George Wilson. A non-judgemental observer of George and Myrtle’s marital unhappiness and a witness to the fatal car accident, Michaelis contributes to the magical colour symbolism of Gatsby’s now failing green light by uncertainly identifying the car as light green in the fading early evening sun. His Greek ethnicity points to the origins of Western democracy and his name to the Archangel Michael, the protector and healer. Michaelis looks after the distraught and confused George Wilson after the fatality, staying with him for over ten hours until after dawn the next day. In sharp contrast to the careless people who populate the novel, the selfless concern shown by Michaelis expresses Fitzgerald’s strongest endorsement for the future of the American republic, a mark of hope founded not on aspirational promises nor material abundance but on the common decency of individuals within a rapidly changing demographic.

Depending on one’s critical perspective, The Great Gatsby can be interpreted as a critique of class formation and a satire on racist ideology, or deconstructed as Fitzgerald’s endorsement of a national mythology that elides a brutal history of prejudice, inequality and violence. It is also a commentary on Machine Age materialism and consumption, with its insistent imagery of modern technological progress and decline: electric lighting displays, telephones, motorboats, cars and gas stations, highways and commuter train lines, movies and photographs, the machine in Gatsby’s kitchen ‘which could extract the juice of two hundred oranges in half an hour’ (38), and Myrtle’s desire for ‘one of those cute little ash-trays where you touch a spring’ (36). However, Fitzgerald also incorporates natural elements that raise larger questions about our fragile existence and the conceitedness of human ambitions.

The vanities of the Jazz Age are played out within the cycle of the seasons, the weather effects of rain and heat, the diurnal rhythm of day to night. As evening falls at Gatsby’s party, groups ‘dissolve and form in the same breath’ and individuals ‘glide on through the sea-change of faces and voices and colour under the constantly changing light’ (39). But at the end of the night, the temporary thrill of the social scene is rebalanced with nature’s permanence: ‘A wafer of a moon was shining over Gatsby’s house, making the night fine as before, and surviving the laughter and the sound of his still glowing garden’ (53). Nature’s quiet yet persistent presence acts as a counter to the images of electric and mechanical technology but also as a beneficent overseer, comforting even as it exposes human frailties. Gatsby’s last living day on earth begins peacefully with dawn ‘filling the house with grey-turning, gold-turning light. […] There was a slow, pleasant movement in the air, scarcely a wind, promising a cool, lovely day’ (139). Cool and lovely in death, floating in water and blood under an autumn sun, freed of earthly concerns, Gatsby’s body is arrayed with ‘a small gust of wind’ and ‘a cluster of leaves’ (149). Eternal nature and cosmic forces contrast with human mortality, providing a consolation for the novel’s personal tragedies and its vision of fractured national identity.

Early in the drafting process, Fitzgerald told Maxwell Perkins that the new book ‘will have a catholic element’.6 The material for what was possibly intended as a prologue to the narrative of Gatsby’s career would be excised from the final manuscript and published separately in June 1924 as the short story ‘Absolution’, about a young Midwest Catholic boy’s struggles with his family and his faith. However, the essential spirit of that conception remains in the moral and philosophical questioning that is perhaps the greatest legacy of The Great Gatsby. Beyond the novel’s tour-de-force style and artful construction, its analysis of the attractions and pitfalls of American exceptionalism and its complex depictions of gender, class and race, The Great Gatsby offers a profound meditation on nature, time and the value of fleeting human life. In his editorial comments to Fitzgerald, Perkins recognized the author’s efforts to incorporate a portion of the infinite through painterly touches: ‘by an occasional glance at the sky, or the sea, or the city, you have imparted a sort of sense of eternity’.7 That reaction says much about why this novel endures. After it was published on 10 April 1925, one of the early reviews labelled The Great Gatsby ‘a book of the season only’,8 but it has proved to be a book for all seasons and all eras.

William Blažek
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