The 1920s and F. Scott Fitzgerald’s

 The Great Gatsby

F. Scott Fitzgerald Biographical Information

Directions: Take marginal notes as we read through the follow biographical essay as a class.  Be ready to underline certain lines that are especially important.
The dominant influences on F. Scott Fitzgerald were aspiration, literature, Princeton, Zelda Sayre Fitzgerald, and alcohol. 

Francis Scott Key Fitzgerald was born in St. Paul, Minnesota, on September 24, 1896, the namesake and second cousin three times removed of the author of the National Anthem. Fitzgerald’s given names indicate his parents’ pride in his father’s ancestry. His father, Edward, was from Maryland, with an allegiance to the Old South and its values. Fitzgerald’s mother, Mary (Mollie) McQuillan, was the daughter of an Irish immigrant who became wealthy as a wholesale grocer in St. Paul. Both were Catholics. 

Edward Fitzgerald failed as a manufacturer of wicker furniture in St. Paul, and he became a salesman for Procter & Gamble in upstate New York. After he was dismissed in 1908, when his son was twelve, the family returned to St. Paul and lived comfortably on Mollie Fitzgerald’s inheritance. Fitzgerald attended the St. Paul Academy; his first writing to appear in print was a detective story in the school newspaper when he was thirteen. 

During 1911-1913 he attended the Newman School, a Catholic prep school in New Jersey, where he met Father Sigourney Fay, who encouraged his ambitions for personal distinction and achievement. As a member of the Princeton Class of 1917, Fitzgerald neglected his studies for his literary apprenticeship. He wrote the scripts and lyrics for the Princeton Triangle Club musicals and was a contributor to the Princeton Tiger humor magazine and the Nassau Literary Magazine. His college friends included Edmund Wilson and John Peale Bishop. On academic probation and unlikely to graduate, Fitzgerald joined the army in 1917 and was commissioned a second lieutenant in the infantry. Convinced that he would die in the war, he rapidly wrote a novel, “The Romantic Egotist”; the letter of rejection from Charles Scribner’s Sons praised the novel’s originality and asked that it be resubmitted when revised. 

In June 1918 Fitzgerald was assigned to Camp Sheridan, near Montgomery, Alabama. There he fell in love with a celebrated belle, eighteen-year-old Zelda Sayre, the youngest daughter of an Alabama Supreme Court judge. The romance intensified Fitzgerald’s hopes for the success of his novel, but after revision it was rejected by Scribners for a second time. The war ended just before he was to be sent overseas; after his discharge in 1919 he went to New York City to seek his fortune in order to marry. Unwilling to wait while Fitzgerald succeeded in the advertisement business and unwilling to live on his small salary, Zelda Sayre broke their engagement. 

Fitzgerald quit his job in July 1919 and returned to St. Paul to rewrite his novel as This Side of Paradise. It was accepted by editor Maxwell Perkins of Scribners in September. Set mainly at Princeton and described by its author as “a quest novel,” This Side of Paradise traces the career aspirations and love disappointments of Amory Blaine. 

In the fall-winter of 1919 Fitzgerald commenced his career as a writer of stories for the mass-circulation magazines. Working through agent Harold Ober, Fitzgerald interrupted work on his novels to write moneymaking popular fiction for the rest of his life. The Saturday Evening Post became Fitzgerald’s best story market, and he was regarded as a “Post writer.” His early commercial stories about young love introduced a fresh character: the independent, determined young American woman who appeared in “The Offshore Pirate” and “Bernice Bobs Her Hair.” Fitzgerald’s more ambitious stories, such as “May Day” and “The Diamond as Big as the Ritz,” were published in The Smart Set, which had a small circulation. 

The publication of This Side of Paradise on March 26, 1920, made the twenty-four-year-old Fitzgerald famous almost overnight, and a week later he married Zelda Sayre in New York. They embarked on an extravagant life as young celebrities. Fitzgerald endeavored to earn a solid literary reputation, but his playboy image impeded the proper assessment of his work. 

After a riotous summer in Westport, Connecticut, the Fitzgeralds took an apartment in New York City; there he wrote his second novel, The Beautiful and Damned, a naturalistic chronicle of the dissipation of Anthony and Gloria Patch. When Zelda Fitzgerald became pregnant they took their first trip to Europe in 1921 and then settled in St. Paul for the birth of their only child, Frances Scott (Scottie) Fitzgerald, who was born in October 1921. 

The Fitzgeralds expected to become affluent from his play, The Vegetable.  In the fall of 1922 they moved to Great Neck, Long Island, in order to be near Broadway. The political satire, subtitled “From President to Postman,” failed at its tryout in November 1923, and Fitzgerald wrote his way out of debt with short stories. The distractions of Great Neck and New York prevented Fitzgerald from making progress on his third novel. During this time his drinking increased. He was an alcoholic, but he wrote sober. Zelda Fitzgerald regularly got “tight,” but she was not an alcoholic. There were frequent domestic rows, usually triggered by drinking bouts. 

Literary opinion makers were reluctant to accord Fitzgerald full marks as a serious craftsman. His reputation as a drinker inspired the myth that he was an irresponsible writer; yet he was a painstaking reviser whose fiction went through layers of drafts. Fitzgerald’s clear, lyrical, colorful, witty style evoked the emotions associated with time and place. When critics objected to Fitzgerald’s concern with love and success, his response was: “But, my God! it was my material, and it was all I had to deal with.” The chief theme of Fitzgerald’s work is aspiration, the idealism he regarded as defining American character. Another major theme was mutability or loss. As a social historian Fitzgerald became identified with the Jazz Age: “It was an age of miracles, it was an age of art, it was an age of excess, and it was an age of satire,” he wrote in “Echoes of the Jazz Age.” 

Seeking tranquility for his work the Fitzgeralds went to France in the spring of 1924 . He wrote The Great Gatsby during the summer and fall in Valescure near St. Raphael, but the marriage was damaged by Zelda’s involvement with a French naval aviator. The extent of the affair, if it was in fact consummated, is not known. On the Riviera the Fitzgeralds formed a close friendship with affluent and cultured American expatriates Gerald and Sara Murphy. 

The Fitzgeralds spent the winter of 1924-1925 in Rome, where he revised The Great Gatsby; they were en route to Paris when the novel was published in April. The Great Gatsby marked a striking advance in Fitzgerald’s technique, utilizing a complex structure and a controlled narrative point of view. Fitzgerald’s achievement received critical praise, but sales of Gatsby were disappointing, though the stage and movie rights brought additional income. 

In Paris Fitzgerald met Ernest Hemingway, then unknown outside the expatriate literary circle, with whom he formed a friendship based largely on his admiration for Hemingway’s personality and genius. The Fitzgeralds remained in France until the end of 1926, alternating between Paris and the Riviera. Fitzgerald made little progress on his fourth novel, a study of American expatriates in France provisionally titled “The Boy Who Killed His Mother,” “Our Type,” and “The World’s Fair.” During these years Zelda Fitzgerald’s unconventional behavior became increasingly eccentric. 

The Fitzgeralds returned to America to escape the distractions of France. After a short, unsuccessful stint of screen writing in Hollywood, Fitzgerald rented “Ellerslie,” a mansion near Wilmington, Delaware, in the spring of 1927. The family remained at “Ellerslie” for two years interrupted by a visit to Paris in the summer of 1928, but Fitzgerald was still unable to make significant progress on his novel. At this time Zelda Fitzgerald commenced ballet training, intending to become a professional dancer. The Fitzgeralds returned to France in the spring of 1929, where Zelda’s intense ballet work damaged her health and contributed to the couple’s estrangement. In April 1930 she suffered her first breakdown. She was treated at Prangins clinic in Switzerland until September 1931, while Fitzgerald lived in Swiss hotels. Work on the novel was again suspended as he wrote short stories to pay for psychiatric treatment. 

Fitzgerald’s peak story fee of $4,000 from The Saturday Evening Post may have had in 1929 the purchasing power of $40,000 in present-day dollars. Nonetheless, the general view of his affluence is distorted. Fitzgerald was not among the highest-paid writers of his time; his novels earned comparatively little, and most of his income came from 160 magazine stories. During the 1920s his income from all sources averaged under $25,000 a year, good money at a time when a schoolteacher’s average annual salary was $1,299, but not a fortune. Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald did spend money faster than he earned it; the author who wrote so eloquently about the effects of money on character was unable to manage his own finances. 

The Fitzgeralds returned to America in the fall of 1931 and rented a house in Montgomery. Fitzgerald made a second unsuccessful trip to Hollywood in 1931. Zelda Fitzgerald suffered a relapse in February 1932 and entered Johns Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore. She spent the rest of her life as a resident or outpatient of sanitariums. 

In 1932, while a patient at Johns Hopkins, Zelda Fitzgerald rapidly wrote Save Me the Waltz. Her autobiographical novel generated considerable bitterness between the Fitzgeralds, for he regarded it as pre-empting the material that he was using in his novel-in-progress. Fitzgerald rented “La Paix,” a house outside Baltimore, where he completed his fourth novel, Tender Is the Night. Published in 1934, his most ambitious novel was a commercial failure, and its merits were matters of critical dispute. Set in France during the 1920s, Tender Is the Night examines the deterioration of Dick Diver, a brilliant American psychiatrist, during the course of his marriage to a wealthy mental patient. 

The 1936-1937 period is known as “the crack-up” from the title of an essay Fitzgerald wrote in 1936. Ill, drunk, in debt, and unable to write commercial stories, he lived in hotels in the region near Asheville, North Carolina, where in 1936 Zelda Fitzgerald entered Highland Hospital. After Baltimore Fitzgerald did not maintain a home for Scottie. When she was fourteen she went to boarding school, and the Obers became her surrogate family. Nonetheless, Fitzgerald functioned as a concerned father by mail, attempting to supervise Scottie’s education and to shape her social values. 

Fitzgerald went to Hollywood alone in the summer of 1937 with a six-month Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer screenwriting contract at $1,000 a week. He received his only screen credit for adapting Three Comrades (1938), and his contract was renewed for a year at $1,250 a week. The $91,000 he earned from MGM was a great deal of money during the late Depression years when a new Chevrolet coupe cost $619; but although Fitzgerald paid off most of his debts, he was unable to save. His trips East to visit his wife were disastrous. In California Fitzgerald fell in love with movie columnist Sheilah Graham. Their relationship endured despite his benders. After MGM dropped his option at the end of 1938, Fitzgerald worked as a freelance script writer and wrote short-short stories for Esquire. He began his Hollywood novel, The Love of the Last Tycoon, in 1939 and had written more than half of a working draft when he died of a heart attack in Graham’s apartment on December 21, 1940. Zelda Fitzgerald perished at a fire in Highland Hospital in 1948. 

F. Scott Fitzgerald died believing himself a failure. The obituaries were condescending, and he seemed destined for literary obscurity. The first phase of the Fitzgerald resurrection, “revival” does not properly describe the process, occurred between 1945 and 1950. By 1960 he had achieved a secure place among America’s enduring writers. The Great Gatsby, a work that seriously examines the theme of aspiration in an American setting, defines the classic American novel. 

Matthew J. Bruccoli’s “A Brief Life of Fitzgerald” originally appeared in F. Scott Fitzgerald: A Life in Letters, ed. Bruccoli with the assistance of Judith S. Baughman (New York: Scribners, 1994.); essay reprinted courtesy of  Simon & Schu

Reading Guide –I will be randomly collecting and/or checking your progress – be prepared to show it to me or turn it in on any given day.  also be prepared to orally answer/discuss any of these questions.  keep up with the questions!  *Please note – if you read ahead, DO NOT give away any key plot Points!*

Chapter 1

1. Describe the setting of the novel (time and place).  Distinguish between East Egg and West Egg.
2. Who is the narrator?  What point of view is this?
3. Discuss the background and family history of Nick Carraway, and tell why he has come to the East.  What does he mean when he says, “I’m inclined to reserve all judgments?”

4. Identify Daisy and Tom Buchanan.  How does Nick know them?

5. Identify Jordan Baker.

6. What are your initial impressions of the Buchanans and Miss Baker?  Why?

7. What is the significance of the phone call Tom receives?  Which character explains the significance of the phone call to Nick?

8. What does Daisy mean when she says that she hopes her little girl will be a fool because “that’s the best thing a girl can be in this world, a beautiful little fool?”

9. When does Nick first see Gatsby?  What does he observe Gatsby doing?

Two of the novel’s major themes are introduced in this chapter.  As you read, pay attention to which characters and situations illustrate the themes.

· the carelessness, irresponsibility, and corruption of the very rich

· the futility of trying to recapture the past
Chapter 2

1. Describe the “valley of ashes” (the wasteland) between West Egg and New York City.

2. Contrast the green light at the end of Chapter 1 and the gray images in the Valley of ashes in Chapter 2.  How is Fitzgerald using colors to build/support the themes of his novel?

3. What are the “eyes of Dr. T. J. Eckleberg?”

4. Identify and describe Tom’s mistress.  What does she look and act like?

5. Describe George Wilson.  What kind of man does he seem to be?

6. How is Myrtle’s “dream world” apartment different from her real life?  What is her life like with George?

7. What further information does this chapter reveal about Gatsby?

8. Identify and describe Catherine.  What does Catherine tell Nick about Daisy’s relationship with Tom?  Why does this surprise Nick?

9. What fight takes place between Tom and Myrtle near the end of the chapter?  

Chapter 3

1. Describe some details of a typical party at Gatsby’s mansion.

2. List some words in the opening scene of this chapter that suggest unreality or a dream world.

3. Identify and describe “Owl Eyes.”  What is the significance of the conversation that Nick and Jordan have with him in the library?

4. What rumor has been in circulation about Gatsby?

5. How does Nick finally meet Gatsby?  How is Gatsby different from what Nick expected?

6. What did Nick say took up most of his time that summer?  How does he feel in New York City?

7. What does Nick remember about Jordan Baker?  What is his opinion of an attitude toward her?

8. Refer back to the themes provided in the chapter one questions.  What evidence of Fitzgerald’s major themes do we find in chapter three?

Chapter 4

1. In this chapter, we discover more about Gatsby from three different sources.  First, we hear Gatsby himself telling of his past – coming from a wealthy, Midwestern family, going to Oxford, spending his youth in the capitals of Europe, and emerging from the war as an heroic officer.  Do you believe this version of Gatsby’s background?  Does Nick believe him?

2. Secondly, we meet Meyer Wolfsheim, a man who will give us another opinion of Gatsby.  Who is this man?  What is his opinion of Gatsby?  Does his opinion clarify or confuse your own assessment of Gatsby?  Explain.

3. Finally, we hear Jordan Baker’s story about Gatsby’s early romance.  What is this story?

4. What has Daisy’s life been like since her romance with Gatsby?

5. Why does Gatsby throw parties?  Why did he buy this particular house?

6. What request does Gatsby make of Nick through Jordan?

7. Now that you know more about Gatsby, how do you feel and what do you think about him?  Why?
The Great Gatsby Chapter 1-4 Review
On a separate sheet of paper, please choose one significant quotation from each chapter so far and write it on the left side of the page (with the page number).  On the right side of the paper, write your reactions to the quote.  Tell why it is significant – to the story, to you as a reader, etc.  Consider themes, symbolism, tone, setting, characterization, and more as possible things to look for when picking and analyzing quotes.  Each answer in the right side column should be at least three complete sentences.
Chapter 5

1. Describe the reunion of Gatsby and Daisy.

(This is the midpoint of the novel.  The first four and one-half chapters introduce the characters, establish the setting, and reveal Gatsby’s “dream.”  Observe carefully as the second half of the novel reveals the outcome of his dream.)

2. What clues are given in chapter five as to the source of Gatsby’s wealth?

3. Describe the interior of Gatsby’s mansion.

4. Why does Daisy cry when she sees Gatsby’s shirts?  (Hint:  She begins to realize something.)

5. What do we find out about the green light to which Gatsby had been pointing when Nick first sees him in chapter one?

Chapter 6 

1. Nick tells the reader some things about Gatsby’s past.  Identify the following and explain how each fits into Gatsby’s past:

· James Gatz

· Dan Cody

· a clam digger and a salmon fisher

· St. Olaf’s College

· a legacy of $25,000

· Ella Kaye 

2. Describe the behavior of Daisy and Tom at Gatsby’s party.

3. Why is Daisy attracted to Gatsby?

4. At the end of this chapter, Nick and Gatsby have a conversation about the past.  What does this conversation reveal about Gatsby?

Chapter 7   

1. Why does Gatsby no longer have parties?

2. What is the weather like throughout chapter 7?  Why/how does this affect the moods/actions of the characters?

3. How does Gatsby react when he meets Daisy and Tom’s daughter?

4. Do you think Daisy is a good mother?  Why or why not?

5. When does Tom realize that something is going on between Daisy and Gatsby?

6. Compare the reactions of Tom Buchanan and George Wilson to the knowledge that their wives are having affairs.

7. What does Daisy mean when she says to Gatsby, “Oh, you want too much?”  Why?

8. Identify Walter Chase.  What does Gatsby’s association with Chase reveal about his character?

9. Who kills Myrtle Wilson?  Explain the events surrounding her death.

10. Why is Gatsby waiting outside Daisy and Tom’s house?  Why is this pathetic?

11. Re-read the passage which describes Nick looking into the Buchanan’s kitchen window.  How does Nick interpret this scene?  What do you think is going on?

12. Who rides in which cars on their way into the city and on the way out of the city?  

Chapter 8   

1. How is the atmosphere of Gatsby’s house different at this point in the story?  Why?

2. What further details of the romance between Daisy and Gatsby are revealed in this chapter?  (Why was Gatsby so taken with Daisy?  How did he deceive her?  Why did Daisy marry Tom?  What else do you find out?)

3. What compliment does Nick pay Gatsby?  Do you agree?  Explain.

4. How is the Eckleberg billboard again seen as a parody of God in this chapter?

Chapter 9

1. Why, after Gatsby’s death, does Nick decide to “come back home” to the Middle West?

2. Why do Gatsby’s “friends” not attend his funeral?

3. Describe Gatsby’s father.  What is the significance of the book, Hopalong Cassidy, that he shows to Nick?

4. What is Nick’s assessment of Tom and Daisy?  (What does he think of them now?)

5. How did George find out that Gatsby owned the “death car?”  What does George do?

6. Explain the ending of the novel:  “So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past.”  (What comments is Nick making about us all?)

7. How is it appropriate that the novel opens in spring and ends in fall?

8. Are there any admirable characters in this novel?  Who are they?

9. Summarize the meaning of the novel in two to three sentences.  (Explain what Fitzgerald is trying to say to his readers.)

10. What symbols are present in this novel?  What does each of them represent?

The Great Gatsby Theme and Characterization Worksheet / Test Study Guide

Be familiar with: Dinner party at the Buchanan’s house; Myrtle’s party; Gatsby’s parties; Lunch in New York; Tea with Jordan; Reunion; Another party (Daisy’s first at Gatsby’s place); Confrontation; Aftermath; Conclusion; your reading guide questions; the novel’s point of view and setting; differences between the video and the novel; your theme notes; etc…

Characters

Directions: For each of the following characters, write three descriptive adjectives about that character.  You should be familiar with these characters and their actions throughout the novel.

Jordan Baker: 














Daisy Buchanan: 














Tom Buchanan: 














Nick Carraway: 















Jay Gatsby: 















Mr. Klipspringer: 














Michaelis: 















Owl Eyes: 















George Wilson: 















Myrtle Wilson: 















Meyer Wolfsheim: 













Themes

Directions: For each of the following themes, read the brief paragraph explaining its meaning and relationship to the novel.  Then paraphrase this information in your own words, to show that you understand its significance.

Culture Clash: By juxtaposing characters from the West and East in America, Fitzgerald was making some moral observations about the people who live there.  Those in the Midwest – the newly arrived Nick Carraway – were fair, relatively innocent, unsophisticated, while those who lived in the East for some time – Tom and Daisy Buchanan – were unfair, corrupt, and materialistic.  Fitzgerald romanticizes the Midwest, since it is where the idealistic Jay Gatz was born and to where the morally enlightened Nick returns.  Further, the houses of East Egg and West Egg represent similar moral differences.  The materialism of the East creates the tragedy of destruction, dishonesty, and fear.

American Dream: Gatsby represents the American dream of self-made wealth and happiness, the spirit of youth and resourcefulness, and the ability to make something of one’s self despite one’s origins.  He felt he was pursuing a perfect dream, Daisy, who for him embodied the elements of success.  Examples of the American Dream gone awry are plentiful in the story.  

Appearances and Reality: Since there is no real love between Gatsby and Daisy, there is no real truth to Gatsby’s vision.  Behind the expansive parties, Gatsby is a lonely man.  Though hundreds come to his mansion, hardly anyone came to his funeral.  Gatsby’s greatness lies in his capacity for illusion.  Had he seen Daisy for what she was, he could not have loved her with such single-minded devotion.  He tries to recapture Daisy, and for a time it looks as though he will succeed.  But he must fail, because of his inability to separate the ideal from the real.  Nearly every character is different from how he/she appears.  

Moral Corruption: The wealthy class is morally corrupt.  There is no place for Nick, who is honest.  He is the kind of person who says he is one of the few honest people he’s ever met, and one who is let down by the world of excess and indulgence.  His mark of sanity is to leave the wasteland environment and return home to the West.

English III: The Great Gatsby In-class paper

Assignment: In the next 60 minutes, you will complete a pre-writing exercise and you will use the work from your pre-writing brainstorming to write a five-paragraph essay.  At the end of 45 minutes, you will turn in all of your work, including your brainstorming work and your essay.  If you finish before the 60 minutes are up, you are expected to remain seated, with your essay at your desk.  You can begin study your notes for The Great Gatsby.  You may not speak, sing, or move about the classroom.  If you do, you will be sent to the office for the remainder of the period and you will receive a zero for your grade.

Essay Topic: Evaluate Fitzgerald’s use of character development throughout The Great Gatsby.  Choose three characters and track their development and changes throughout the novel.  Your essay will need an introduction paragraph, three body paragraphs (one for each character you focus on), and a conclusion paragraph.  You need to use at least one quote for each character to defend your argument about his/her character development.  For each quote, include the page number in parentheses after the quote (and before the period) – the same way you used a quote in your Frederick Douglass paper.  Each paragraph should contain about four-six sentences.

Things to consider as you write: How has each character changed or stayed the same?  How does new information affect the reader’s opinions of the characters?  Are the characters different from how they first appeared?  How does the character seem to fit into the larger picture of Fitzgerald’s themes about the American Dream and the corruption of the rich?

Pre-Writing Exercise: Before you begin your essay, you need to complete the chart on the back of this page, which will help you organize information crucial to the topic.  You need to choose your three characters and list at least two changes or character traits that you will explore in your paper, explaining how you will use this information in your essay.  You also need to find at least one quote for each character and write it out, explaining how you will use it in your essay.  After you have completed this exercise, you may begin writing your essay.  I expect to see how you have used this exercise as I read your essay.  

Timing Suggestions: I suggest spending about 30 minutes on the pre-writing and 30 minutes on the essay.  You need to use very clear handwriting on each portion of this assignment.  I will take off points for illegibility.  When writing your essay, you may not use the backs of paper – please write on the front-sides of paper only.  
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