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Careless Driving-. Nick Carraway 

"You said a bad driver was only safe until she met another bad driver? 
Well, 1 met another bad driver, didn't 1? I mean it was careless of me to 
make such a wrong guess. I thought you were rather an honest, 
straightforward person. I thought it was your secret pride." 

"I'm thirty," I said, "I'm five years too old to lie to myself and call it 
honor." (179) 

In many ways Nick Carraway is the most complex character in The Great 
Gatsby. His story is not as complex as Gatsby's but it comes to parallel 
Gatsby's in interesting ways, and Nick does bring a consciousness to the 
novel that Gatsby does not have. Nick functions as a grand mediator in 
this novel. Not only does he mediate between the world of Gatsby and 
the Buchanans, but also between the text and Fitzgerald's use of him as a 
narrator. To this extent, Nick is a character in his own right, and he is a 
spokesman for Fitzgerald. The two are not identical in function and pur
pose, a fact that can lead to critical misunderstandings of the text. 

The history of Nick's family embodies the history of Western civili
zation. His ancestors, he claims, were aristocrats and he is descended 
from the Dukes of Buccleuch. When the aristocracy was played out with 
the end of feudalism, his family became respectable bourgeoisie. It was 
his granduncie who came to America at that cataclysmic moment of the 
Civil War, when the agrarian South was giving way to the industrial 
North. Interestingly, his granduncie sent a substitute to fight the war for 
him and started the wholesale hardware business in the West that brings 
his family their money and that his father runs at the time Nick tells us 
the story of Gatsby. Nick's family has thus moved from Europe to Amer-
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ica, from a feudal-agrarian base to an industrial one, and in America from 
the East coast to the Midwest. That Nick himself becomes disillusioned 
with the East at the same time as he locates certain residual values in the 
West will, as we shall see, become one of the dominant themes of the 
novel—as well as a growing preoccupation of Fitzgerald himself. 

The story Nick tells involves retrospective narration. At the begin
ning of the novel he tells us that one year has elapsed since the death of 
Gatsby (2), and at the end of the novel he tells us that two years have 
elapsed (164). The difference in time, we presume, is the time it took 
Nick to tell (write?) his story. As the critics have long pointed out, the 
function of Nick is that of Conrad's Marlow in stories like Lord Jim and 
Heart of Darkness. Like Marlow, Nick takes on meaning in his own right, 
and the telling of his story can never be totally separated from our own 
sense of him as a character. Nick tells us more than he seems to know, 
and he knows more than he fully understands. Since he is the only char
acter in the novel who has an inner sense of reality, we know Nick in a 
way that we do not know Fitzgerald's other characters, and for this rea
son it is probably easier for critics to like or dislike him. On the one hand, 
we have critics who think of him almost totally as a snob, as dishonest be
yond redemption, and as a kind of wimp who lets Tom Buchanan off the 
moral hook at the end of the novel. On the other hand, we have critics 
who believe that he is reliable, that he grows in moral awareness, and that 
he embodies the moral affirmation of the novel's ending. 

It is unlikely that another critical discussion can resolve such firm 
disagreement, but perhaps it can put some of it in perspective. It is, I 
think, relevant to keep in mind what we know about Nick from himself 
and what we know about him from drawing our own judgments from his 
behavior and what we think of his words. That he is a snob is something 
he tells us himself on the first page of the novel. But in a novel that is so 
concerned with social hierarchy, it is not surprising that snobs exist. One 
can say for Nick in this context that his snobbery is vastly different from 
that of the Buchanans, whose money allows them to feel socially superior 
to the world around them. Nick does not have enough money to justify 
that kind of snobbery, but he does feel morally superior to those around 
him. Thus Nick from the very beginning feels superior to both Tom and 
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Daisy, but especially Tom, whose vast fortune feeds into a sense of power 
that allows him to use people like things for his own well-being. Whether 
he is dealing with George Wilson's wife or with the car that Wilson wants 
to buy makes no difference; he will do what suits him best. He believes 
that both the car and the woman are there for his use, to be disposed as 
best serves his own interest, something to be done without moral obliga
tion or a sense of guilt. Nick has known Tom at Yale, so it is not surpris
ing that he has this impressive insight into Tom's character when he first 
calls upon Tom and Daisy. Tom has not changed—only the situation. But 
even Nick is a bit surprised by how callously Tom treats Daisy, at the 
same time as Nick is quite unsympathetic to her for allowing it to hap
pen. "I was confused and a little disgusted," Nick tells us as he leaves 
after dinner. "It seemed to me that the thing for Daisy to do was to rush 
out of the house, child in arms—but apparently there were no such in
tentions in her head" (20-21). Daisy, in other words, knows what she is 
getting when she stays with Tom; his infidelity is the price she pays for 
such security, a security that she also will retreat back into when she not 
only dismisses Gatsby from her life but allows him to die fora crime that 
she committed. This hard-minded sense of self-interest separates the 
Buchanans from Nick. It is thus ironic that Nick finds himself falling in 
love with Jordan Baker, whose own sense of self-interest and social su
periority makes her morally inseparable from the Buchanans. 

Nick is both attracted and repulsed when he first sees Jordan. He 
finds her haughty, supercilious manner offensive, at the same time that he 
is attracted to her slender, hard body and her "charming, discontented 
face," whose eyes stare back at him with a "reciprocal curiosity" (11). 
Nick finds himself growing more interested in Jordan as they begin to 
run into each other during the summer—first at Gatsby's party and then 
at a house party in Warwick, New York. It is at the house party that Nick 
discovers that Jordan can leave a convertible car in the rain with the top 
down and then lie about it, at which time he remembers that a charge had 
been made—and then dropped—that she had cheated at golf. Nick chal
lenges Jordan directly with his own charges of moral carelessness, which 
he sees embodied in her careless driving. "You're a rotten driver," he tells 
her. "Either you ought to be more careful, or you oughtn't to drive at all" 
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(59). She can take satisfaction in the fact that she is safe until she meets 
another careless driver, a charge she will bring against Nick himself at the 
end of the novel (179). Thus Jordan's remark that she hates careless peo
ple, "That's why I like you" (59), seems totally ironic, as does Nick's own 
claim that he is one of the "few honest people" he has ever known (60). 
Nick's growing entanglement with Jordan not only parallels his telling of 
the Gatsby-Daisy story, it raises questions at the outset about his own 
moral integrity and veracity. 

But despite these challenges to Nick as character, we never lose an 
affinity for him because his deceit seems more unintentional than calcu
lated. Moreover, his willingness to encourage Jordan seems to coincide 
with his own vicarious involvement in the Gatsby-Daisy story; the more 
he becomes witness to the intensity of Gatsby's attraction toward Daisy, 
the more willing he is to encourage Jordan Baker. It can hardly be an acci
dent of narration that Nick kisses Jordan for the first time and becomes 
more romantically involved with her after she tells him one summer after
noon over tea in the Plaza Hotel the story of how Daisy and Gatsby fell 
in love. Later that evening, as they ride through Central Park, Nick will 
put his arms around Jordan and, before he kisses her for the first time, 
will think, "There are only the pursued, the pursuing, the busy, and the 
tired" (81). The intensity of Gatsby's love for Daisy so moves Nick that 
he reduces all life to the level of intensity on which it is lived, to the en
ergy that infuses romantic dreams before they are emptied of meaning, 
leaving the disappointed and the tired. Nick somehow thinks that he can 
escape this fate, that only lesser mortals—like George Wilson—are sub
ject to such an ending. That this also is a self-lie will be another one of 
the truths that he will learn from the telling of Gatsby's story. 

Nick's initial moment of awareness comes in the crucial scene at the 
Plaza Hotel when Tom discloses the source of Gatsby's money and ruins 
forever the possibility of Gatsby ever winning Daisy with his criminal 
money, Nick realizes that romantic expectation, no matter how intensely 
conceived, cannot function independently of social reality. As Nick wit
nesses Gatsby's undoing, he tells us that these events occurred on his 
birthday—that he was thirty. Thirty marks the end of youth, the end of 
youthful commitment, the reckless pursuit of the dream. At some point 
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reality has to temper romantic expectation, achievement or its lack must 
be factored into the moral equation; no matter how bitter that truth may 
be, we must accept responsibility for what we are—or are not. Nick 
comes to this conclusion in two steps. First, he thinks of what the future 
holds for him: "Thirty—the promise of a decade of loneliness, a thinning 
list of single men to know, a thinning briefcase of enthusiasm, thinning 
hair" (136). But, he rationalizes, perhaps Jordan can save him from such 
an ordeal—Jordan, "who, unlike Daisy, was too wise ever to carry well-
forgotten dreams from age to age." The hope he attaches to Jordan is in
separable from the hope that he connects with the city itself, inseparable 
from the "dark bridge" from which Nick saw the city, resplendent in its 
wild promise of mystery and beauty, as he drove into New York with 
Gatsby. But this city is also inseparable from death, symbolized by the 
black hearse that passes them on the bridge. It is thus appropriate that as 
Nick and Jordan drive back to West Egg, they pass "over the dark 
bridge," and Jordan's wan face on his shoulder seems, for a moment, to 
reassure him. But such reassurance is only momentary for, as the next 
line tells us, they drive on "toward death" in the cooling twilight (137). So 
once more, a sense of promise and the reality of death are juxtaposed in 
this novel. 

And it is the death of Myrtle Wilson—with all the moral careless
ness that Nick connects with her ending—that is the final turning point 
in his relationship with Jordan. Such a relationship, he learns, has conse
quences too serious to be belied. When Tom, Nick, and Jordan arrive at 
the Buchanan house, Nick refuses to go in, despite Jordan's imploring. 
"I'd be damned if I'd go in," he tells us, "I'd had enough of all of them for 
one day, and suddenly that included Jordan too. She must have seen 
something of this in my expression, for she turned abruptly away and ran 
up the porch steps into the house" (143). When Jordan calls him at the 
office the next day, he refuses to see her, in effect breaking with her for 
good. Just before he leaves the East, he sees Jordan for the last time, and 
she points out that he too was less than honest in his relationship with 
her, that he knew what she was and still encouraged her. "You said a bad 
driver was only safe until she met another bad driver? Well, I met another 
bad driver, didn't I? I mean it was careless of me to make such a wrong 
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guess. I thought you were rather an honest, straightforward person. 1 
thought it was your secret pride" (179). Jordan's charge has much to jus
tify it, and Nick now knows it. "I'm thirty," he tells her, "I'm five years 
too old to lie to myself and call it honor" (179). 

Nick learns that romantic intensity untempered by self-knowledge 
and social responsibility is a moral form of recklessness. Nick has seen 
the dangers of Gatsby's romantic intensity and tried to warn him of its 
consequences. Even the afternoon when Gatsby and Daisy were re
united, Nick intuits a kind of recklessness in the love that Gatsby brings 
to Daisy: "the colossal vitality of his illusion" had simply "gone beyond 
her, beyond everything" (97). Later, Nick tells Gatsby, "I wouldn't ask 
too much of her. . . . You can't repeat the past" (111). Unlike Gatsby, 
Nick is not trying to seal the hole in time, to recuperate the lost past, re
cover some idea of himself that had gone into loving a woman. Also un
like Gatsby, he learns a truth that will forever separate him from the 
world of the Buchanans: that the creation of self involves more than a 
dream; that pursuits of the heart involve risks and moral consequences; 
and that desire, no matter how intense, finds its limits in the physical 
world. There romantic intensity and physical reality can collide—just as 
cars collide or run over people throughout the novel. Romantic possibil
ity demands physical limits, even as we dare to be what we are not. The 
Great Gatsby may be a novel without a moral frame of reference, but 
Nick is a character striving to supply, for himself and for us, a moral cen
ter. I say "striving" because ultimately the moral center—like so much 
that is seen in this novel—comes to us slightly blurred. 

The Great Gatsby never answers two major narrative questions. The 
first is, did Tom know that Daisy was driving the car that had killed Myr
tle Wilson? The second question involves the ending of the novel, specifi
cally what Nick is trying to assert when he claims a kind of superiority of 
the West over the East and when he himself returns to the West of his 
childhood where we find him at the beginning of the novel. 

In his correspondence with Maxwell Perkins, Fitzgerald indicated 
that he was not totally happy with chapters 6 and 7 of his novel. These 
were the chapters that followed the reunion of Gatsby and Daisy. Up to 
this point Gatsby had seemed too vague to Perkins, and there were too 
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many unanswered questions about the origin of his money. Fitzgerald 
began to revise the novel, giving us more information about Gatsby as he 
went along. He moved much of the long history of Gatsby in chapter 8 to 
chapter 6, thus giving the reader more of Gatsby's background before the 
fateful confrontation between Gatsby and Tom in chapter 7. After the 
novel was published Fitzgerald still had some reservations about the ef
fectiveness of these chapters. When the sales of the novel disappointed 
him, he felt that it was because of the weakness of these chapters. He 
wrote Edmund Wilson that the most serious weakness was his not know
ing in more detail what Daisy's response would have been to a man like 
Gatsby. The vagueness here, although unrecognized by the reviewers, 
nevertheless, he felt, affected the reading of the text. It had gone unno
ticed because, he maintained, he had covered it with a blanket of beauti
ful prose. 

But it is strange that in all of this commentary on narrative lapses 
neither Fitzgerald nor Perkins nor the reviewers commented on the 
most interesting narrative lapse: whether Daisy told Tom that she was 
driving the car that killed Myrtle Wilson. The closest we come to an an
swer is the scene in which Nick walks to the back of the Buchanan 
house, looks through the kitchen window, and sees Tom and Daisy 
talking over an untouched plate of cold chicken and untouched bottles 
of ale. The scene had an "air of natural intimacy" about it, Nick tells us, 
"and anybody would have said that they were conspiring together" 
(146). The key word is, of course, "conspiring"; it does suggest collu
sion, Tom sharing in Daisy's knowing that she was responsible for 
Myrtle's death. If that is the case, Fitzgerald certainly makes much turn 
on this single word, and many readers may find the meaning of this pas
sage inconclusive. What is equally puzzling is the passage Nick gives us 
before he witnesses this scene: "A new point of view occurred to me. 
Suppose Tom found out that Daisy had been driving. He might think he 
saw a connection in it—he might think anything" (145). What can this 
possibly mean? What kind of a "connection" can Nick be thinking of 
here? Possibly that Daisy had intentionally run over Myrtle in order to 
get rid of her husband's lover? Possibly that his own name would be
come linked to Myrtle's in the event of an inquest? Whatever Nick is 
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thinking here must remain speculative, and Fitzgerald leaves a narrative 
gap of immense proportions. 

The ending of the novel is not much more helpful in answering some 
of these questions. Here Nick actually confronts Tom and asks him di
rectly "what did you say to Wilson that afternoon?" (180). His question 
stems from a guess—a right guess—that Tom had sent Wilson in pursuit 
of Gatsby. But Tom insists that all he told Wilson was "the truth"; '"I 
told him the truth,' he said. 'He came to the door while we were getting 
ready to leave, and when I sent down word that we weren't in he tried to 
force his way upstairs. He was crazy enough to kill me if I hadn't told him 
who owned the car'" (180). So Tom tells Wilson that the death car was 
Gatsby's, but does he know when he tells Wilson this that Daisy was 
driving it? Tom implies that he did not know, and he concludes, "He 
[Gatsby] ran over Myrtle like you'd run over a dog and never even 
stopped his car" (180). 

That Tom, of course, says this means nothing. He does not know 
that Nick knows from Gatsby that Daisy was driving, so his response to 
Nick is totally self-serving, and in character with Tom. What is more puz
zling is Nick's response here. "There was nothing I could say, except the 
one unutterable fact that it wasn't true" (180). Why is this fact "unuttera
ble"? If Tom knows that Daisy was driving, why not call his bluff? If he 
does not know, what is to be gained by allowing him to think that Gatsby 
had run over Myrtle? Would this information be more damaging to Tom 
and Daisy's marriage than what Tom already knows? Would this informa
tion really matter that much to Tom, now that Gatsby is dead and that 
Daisy has returned to him? The most that Nick's silence can do is to safe
guard Tom's self-righteousness. Maybe that is why he holds his tongue. 
From Tom's point of view, Gatsby got what he deserved, whether Gatsby 
or Daisy was driving the car. "That fellow had it coming to him," Tom 
says to Nick, "He threw dust into your eyes just like he did in Daisy's" 
(180). There is probably not much point in arguing against logic like this. 
Tom has retreated into his "vast carelessness" and his "money" and is 
now insulated from moral arguments and "provincial squeamishness" 
(180-81). So in what can be taken as a gesture of defeat, an inability to 
puncture the moral self-righteousness of the high rich, Nick lets Tom off 
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the hook: "1 shook hands with him; it seemed silly not to, for 1 felt sud
denly as though I were talking to a child" (181). 

This ending of the novel makes the other "ending" all the more am
biguous. Many critics read Nick's leaving the East for the West as a moral 
triumph on his part. But Nick's "what's the use" attitude that he displays 
with Tom gives the impression of someone more beaten down by his ex
perience than in moral control of it. This question becomes even more 
complex when it is put in the context of Nick's insistence to Gatsby that 
one cannot repeat the past. Given the nostalgic connection Nick makes 
between his childhood and the West, his retreat home seems to parallel 
Gatsby's desire to buy back the past as well as reaffirm the last words of 
the novel—that it is an American destiny to "beat on, boats against the 
current, borne back ceaselessly into the past" (182). We can well under
stand why Nick might be disillusioned with the East, why it might be dis
torted beyond his eye's power morally to correct. But is a retreat to the 
world of his father's hardware store the answer to this situation? 

Unquestionably, Fitzgerald would not want the ending of his novel 
stated in these terms. From the beginning of the novel he had estab
lished a contrast between the West and the East, and by the time he gets 
to the ending, Nick can say, "I see now that this has been a story of the 
West, after all" (177). Nick goes on to catalog the characters who have 
come from the West, and then concludes, "perhaps we possessed some 
deficiency in common which made us subtly unadaptable to Eastern 
life" (177). With the exception of Tom Buchanan, who seems to em
body the very meaning of the East, Nick's words have a ring of truth. As 
we have seen, Fitzgerald, like Frederick Jackson Turner, Van Wyck 
Brooks, and others, had come to believe that the center of gravity in 
America had shifted from West to East. Gatsby comes to the East, not 
to the frontier of Dan Cody or James J. Hill, but to the new megalopo
lis, the world of the high finance broker and the underworld king. In 
the dens of the underworld he stakes out his fortune, a fortune without 
social credentials, but vast enough, at least on the surface, to compete 
with Tom Buchanan's. For all the excitement that Nick feels as he walks 
the streets of New York trying to unlock the secrets and the mystery of 
the city, he comes to understand that such a world feeds on the labor 
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and energy of others—like the Wilsons, that the city is both lure and 
prey, and that the lonely clerks walking the empty evening streets are all 
young romantics in the process of having their dreams drained. The 
image, like so much from The Great Gatsby, is right out of The Waste 
Land, and the ending of Fitzgerald's novel is the narrative equivalent of 
Eliot's Unreal City. Like Eliot's Tirestas, Nick's physical vision blurs 
and his inner vision becomes more acute, or so we are supposed to be
lieve. But if that is the case, exactly what is the vision that Nick leaves us 
at the end? On second thought, that vision also seems a bit blurred. The 
West seems to call Nick not with a sense of radical new possibility (no
where has the novel ever suggested this) but simply as an alternative to 
the East that Nick can no longer abide, an East that has lost contact 
with the simple and homely courtesies that Nick, like Fitzgerald, had 
come to associate with the West. 

In coming to this conclusion Fitzgerald was perhaps most influ
enced by a contemporary novel, Willa Cather's A Lost Lady, which we 
know he read with deep interest, dealing with a topic so close to his own 
that he wrote Cather insisting that, despite the extraordinary similarity, 
he was not guilty of plagiarism. Nevertheless, the parallels between these 
texts are obvious and abundant. In A Lost Lady the meaning of the fron
tier is carried by Captain Forrester, who came to the plains after the Civil 
War and helped cut the railroad through that country. The spirit of the 
frontier is carried on by his young wife, Marian, who comes from Cali
fornia, marries the captain after he has had a serious accident, and be
comes a symbol of all that is good to Niel Herbert, very much the Nick 
Carraway figure in the novel. Although Niel does not actually narrate the 
story, he establishes a moral presence that carries the meaning. His scorn 
becomes focused on Frank Ellinger, a kind of Tom Buchanan figure, who 
embodies the movement toward a world of force. Ellinger is even de
scribed in terms that resemble Tom: 

Frank Ellinger was a bachelor of forty, six feet two, with long straight 
legs, fine shoulders, and a figure that still permitted his white waistcoat 
to button without a wrinkle under his conspicuously well-cut coat. His 
black hair, coarse and curly as the filling of a mattress, was grey about 
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the ears, his florid face showed little purple veins about his beaked 
nose,—a nose like the prow of a ship, with long nostrils. His chin was 
deeply cleft, his thick curly lips seemed very muscular, very much 
under his control, and, with his strong white teeth, irregular and 
curved, gave him the look of a man who could bite an iron rod in two 
with a snap of his jaws. His whole figure seemed very much alive under 
his clothes, with a restless, muscular energy that had something of the 
cruelty of wild animals in it.32 

Although Tom is ten years younger than Ellinger, the physical details that 
Fitzgerald uses to describe Tom—the "hard mouth," the "arrogant eyes," 
his "aggressive" stance, "the enormous power" of his body that "not even 
the effeminate swank of his riding clothes could hide," the "glistening 
boots" packed with muscle, the "great pack of muscle shifting when his 
shoulder moved under his thin coat," the "enormous leverage" of that 
"cruel body" (7)—are remarkably similar. 

Niel's moral scorn is also directed at Ivy Peters, whose cruelty and 
amoral, if not immoral, business acumen lead to the eventual making of a 
fortune. When Niel learns that Mrs. Forrester has had an affair with 
Ellinger and when he later discovers that she has turned over her business 
dealings to Peters, he is totally disillusioned. What Niel sees passing is a 
way of life that he equates with the West, a way of life that ends with the 
death of the captain and the corruption of Mrs. Forrester. The captain 
himself signals such a passing earlier in the novel: 

"Because a thing that is dreamed of in the way I mean, is already an ac
complished fact. All our great West has been developed from such 
dreams; the homesteader's and the prospector's and the contractor's. 
We dreamed the railroad across the mountains, just as 1 dreamed my 
place on the Sweet Water. All these things will be everyday facts to the 
coming generation, but to us—" Captain Forrester ended with a sort of 
grunt. Something forbidding had come into his voice, the lonely, defi
ant note that is so often heard in the voices of old Indians. (Cather, 55). 

In The Great Gatsby Nick speaks of Gatsby as unique, as one of a 
dying kind. He had "an extraordinary gift for hope, a romantic readiness 
such as I have never found in any other person and which it is not likely I 
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shall ever find again" (2). Such intensity is inseparable from the vision that 
created America and that led generation after generation across an ocean 
and then across a continent until it exhausted the land and then turned 
back upon itself. Fitzgerald would treat this theme again in The Last Ty
coon, as indeed Willa Cather had treated it in A Lost Lady, We are told at 
the end of Cather's novel that Niel "had seen the end of an era, the sunset 
of the pioneer. He had come upon it when already its glory was nearly 
s p e n t . . . . This was the very end of the road-making West; the men who 
had put plains and mountains under the iron harness were old; some 
were poor, and even the successful ones were hunting for rest and a brief 
reprieve from death. It was already gone, that age; nothing could ever 
bring it back" (Cather, 168-69). 

Niel can never forgive Mrs. Forrester for betraying the spirit of this 
vision, the same kind of vision that Gatsby brings East and contaminates 
with social pretense. He condemns Mrs. Forrester for not being "willing 
to immolate herself, like the widow of all these great men, and die with 
the pioneer period to which she belonged; that she preferred life on any 
terms" (Cather, 169). Mrs. Forrester can never come up to Niel's ideals 
because what he wants her ideally to embody is a dead past, which she re
fuses to do. Gatsby brings that dead past East and registers a more ambig
uous response from Nick—an admiration for what was "gorgeous about 
him," for "his heightened sensitivity to the promises of life," and an "un
affected scorn" for the way Gatsby went about realizing such promise. 
Nick wants two contradictory things: he wants the intensity of the dream 
long after the reality of the dream has passed, and he wants romantic 
readiness after the romantic object has been exhausted of its meaning. 
When Nick leaves Gatsby, who is standing vigil at Daisy's house after the 
death of Myrtle Wilson, Nick tells us, "So I walked away and left him 
standing there in the moonlight—watching over nothing" (146). What he 
leaves us with is the nowhere hero, the Gatsby figure who stands between 
a dead past and an unrealizable future. When Nick retreats into the West 
at the end of the novel he seems to be going in search of the ideal vestiges 
of that dead past. 

At the end of A Lost Lady Niel Herbert makes a last, disillusioned 
visit to Mrs. Forrester's house, now emptied of meaning. In The Great 
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Gatsby Nick leaves Gatsby maintaining an empty vigil at Daisy's house, 
and at the end of the novel Nick visits Gatsby's empty house under a 
moonlit sky and thinks of the moment when the pioneer vision came 
into being. When he returns West, it is to houses that still have personal 
names attached to them, to a world of homely comforts; perhaps that 
will be enough for Nick, although certainly the novel never tells us that. 
But what the novel does tell us in its last words seems to apply as much to 
Nick as to Gatsby: "So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back 
ceaselessly into the past" (182). 

In Gatsby Fitzgerald showed a certain cultural materialism (embod
ied in Tom Buchanan) exhausting a romantic energy (embodied in 
Gatsby) leaving us a physical residue (embodied by George and Myrtle 
Wilson and the Valley of Ashes). Fitzgerald brilliantly showed how ro
mantic expectation was connected with historical ideals always located 
in an exhausted past. By the time that we get to the end of the novel, 
when Fitzgerald would like to find the means of moral escape for Nick 
Carraway, he cannot convincingly send him to the romantic past because 
he was too successful as a novelist in showing that past to be empty. Nick 
strangely and ironically repeats Gatsby's search for an idealized past, and 
his return to the West is to an idealized world of childhood that no 
longer exists. What we have here is the opposite of how time works in a 
novel by Fielding or Dickens, which resolves the plot around a fixed 
moral center toward which that novel (that is, toward which time) moves. 
Fitzgerald empties time of such a moral ideal until the novel can no 
longer be recuperated around such a center. Such a process ¡s a matter of 
narrative unfolding. Fitzgerald is asking what happens when an idea of 
self conceptualized in terms of the past (as embodied in Dan Cody and 
the idea of the frontier) is played out in the urban world of Tom 
Buchanan. Here the novel is clearly questioning its own moral center by 
showing the mechanics of power at work exploiting the vacuum of an ex
hausted past. 
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