The Great Gatsby

Historical Context

I. Gatsby’s America

· 2 April 1917 – Woodrow Wilson asked Congress for a declaration of War against Central Powers.

· 11 November 1918 – the Armistice ending WWI went into effect

· During that time 4,335,000 American men had been mobilized for war and 364,000 of them had died.

· Britain, France, Russia, and Italy mobilized 35,000,000; 21,000,000 of whom died in the war.

· Germany and Austria mobilized 23,000,000 men, 15,000,000 of whom became casualties.

· Human cost for rearranging the map of the Balkans was enormous

· After the Armistice many felt that the war had done little more than plant seeds for another war.

II. No other author is more identified with a decade than Fitzgerald with the 1920’s

· This Side of Paradise – a study in the disillusioning belief that World War I would be the war to end all wars.

· Fitzgerald never got to serve overseas

· He identified with the collective experiences of his generation and felt left out of the major event.

· short stories – defined the flapper and the new morality

· novels – caught the essence of the historical moment

III. The Great Gatsby – “a novel that evokes both the romance and the sadness of that strange and fascinating era we call the twenties” (Lehan, 2).

· suggests rather than develops the era of the twenties

· it evokes a haunting mood of a glamorous, wild time that seemingly will never come again.

· The loss of an ideal

· The disillusionment that comes with the failure to compromise

· The efforts of runaway prosperity and wild parties

· The fear of the intangibility of that moment

· The built in resentment against the new immigration

· The fear of a new radical element

· The latent racism behind half-baked historical theories

· The effect of the automobile and professional sports on postwar America

IV. Gatsby – a novel set against the ending of the war.

· Both Nick and Gatsby have participated in the war

· Like much of the historical background, these events are more implied than developed.

· It is necessary to know that there were two major battles in 1918

· Spring – Chateau-Thierry: the Germans finally abandoned the offensive on 19 July

· Fall – Battle of the Meuse-Argonne: September – November 1918

· The last great battle in the American effort

· More than 1 million Americans involved, many seeing action for the first time 

· Involved their bloodiest fighting: 26,277 Americans dead, 95,786 wounded

V. Fitzgerald looked at the war in heroic terms

· he could project these romantic feelings onto social figures and athletes

· Man’s Hope (1938) – Andre Malraux’s novel helped Fitzgerald create the social world of Gatsby
· References to Rumsies and Hitchcocks

· Thomas Hitchcock and Charles C. Rumsey were famous polo players n Long Island when Fitzgerald moved to Great Neck in 1922

· Hitchcock learned to play polo on his parents’ estate in Old Westbury

· At 17 Hitchcock joined the Lafayette escadrille – a group of American volunteers in French aviation service

· Shot down in March 1918

· Imprisoned to Lecheld, from which he escaped

· Retruned to the war and shot down 3 German planes

· Received the Croix de Guerre and came home a hero at 18

· After the war he was equally famous as a polo player – led the American team to victory over the British in 1921

· Charles Rumsey – from 1913 on he was a member of every United States polo team to compete in International cup matches

· Was married to Mary Harriman – daughter of railroad magnate Edward H. Harriman

· Was killed on 21 September 1922 when thrown from the car in which he was riding

VI. American economy

· went into slight recession

· followed by an era of almost uninterrupted prosperity

· ended with the stock market crash of 1929

VII. Jazz Age – 1918-1929

· Fitzgerald’s flapper comes into being at 18; the illusions of youth fade at 29

· Significance in Gatsby
· Gatsby and Daisy consummate their love when she is 18

· Nick turns 30 the day that Gatsby’s dream dies

· These were years of cataclysmic change for America

· For the first time there were more Americans living in cities than in rural areas

· America was divided between a spirit of the West and of the East

· By 1920 9 million factory workers in America

· There were almost no laws regulating working conditions and labor unions were extremely weak

· Many new immigrants brought with them socialist or anarchist ideas from Europe

· Americans showed growing fear and resentment of “foreigners”

· By 1920 over 300,000 blacks were living in Harlem 

· The Tom Buchanans control the legal institutions

· The Meyer Wolfsheims control the underworld

VIII. Prohibition

· the Eighteenth Amendment – passed on 16 January 1919

· the Volstead Act – passed in September 1919

· Eighteenth Amendment came into force on 16 January 1920

· Prohibition extended the activities of the New York underworld

· This is emphasized in Gatsby during the lunch Gatsby and Nick had with Meyer Wolfsheim.

· Gatsby’s parties served as a bridge between the underworld and respectable society

IX. The Crack-Up – “because we had been there so many times before-it is sadder to find the past again and find it inadequate to the present than it is to have it elude you and remain forever a harmonious conception of memory” (Lehan, 10).

· Fitzgerald used this sense of loss to describe the end of a decade – the end of an American era.

· Fitzgerald brings out the same emotion in Gatsby
· This decade seen through the prism of this novel:

· A strange distillation of unlimited wonder and opportunity foundering on human excess and waste

· A heightened and yet insubstantial carnivalesque moment in which personal and national desire give way to resplendent emptiness

· “The twenties may in many ways be thought of as Gatsby’s America” (Lehan, 10).
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