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The Rood to West Egg 

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 h im. . . . (182) 

F. Scott Fitzgerald came upon the idea for The Great Gatsby in the sum
mer of 1922, while he was living at White Bear Lake in Minnesota. At 
that time he wrote Maxwell Perkins, his editor at Scribner's, that he had 
plans for a novel: "Its locale will be the middle west and New York at 
1885. It will concern less superlative beauties than I run to usually and 
will be centered on a smaller period of time. It will have a catholic ele
ment."4 Fitzgerald's description is hardly an accurate reflection of the 
novel that he would complete over two years later, and yet a number of 
key themes in The Great Gatsby can be traced to this comment. Embed
ded in his original idea is a novel involving a contrast between East and 
West, suggesting themes relevant to the Gilded Age. That summer he 
would write "Winter Dreams," the story that most directly anticipates 
Gatsby, so the theme of romantic betrayal seems also to have been part of 
his early conception of the novel. In October 1922 the Fitzgeralds moved 
to Great Neck, on Long Island, forty-five minutes by car from New York 
City, a suburb made elegant by a good deal of "new" money that came 
with the postwar boom in the movies, journalism, and advertising. Once 
back in New York, the "Catholic" element in the novel seems to have be
come more remote, although a religious theme is certainly an important 
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subcurrent in The Great Gatsby. At this time Fitzgerald excised a long 
section of the novel dealing with Gatsby's Catholic boyhood, which he 
published independently in H.L. Mencken's American Mercury. Before 
he could get deeply into his new novel, he was distracted by his play, The 
Vegetable. He had great financial hopes invested in this play, and when it 
failed in Atlantic City in November 1923, he was both professionally and 
financially disappointed. He spent the next five months writing stories to 
get out of debt, and it was not until April 1924 that he returned in ear
nest to his novel. At that time he wrote Perkins, "I feel I have an enor
mous power in me now." He goes on to say, "in my new novel I'm thrown 
directly on purely creative work—not trashy imaginings as in my stories 
but the sustained imagination of a sincere and radiant world."5 

In many ways Fitzgerald was moving into new narrative terrain, 
since his new novel would be a radical departure from This Side of 
Paradise (1920) and The Beautiful and Damned (1922). The former 
novel was almost a pure bildungsroman in the tradition of Compton 
MacKenzie, whom Fitzgerald unashamedly imitated, and the latter con
cerned physical and emotional deterioration in the manner of Dreiser 
and Norris, whose work was celebrated by H. L. Mencken, whom 
Fitzgerald much admired at this time. But his new novel was to be con
sciously different. "I want to write something new," Fitzgerald wrote 
Perkins in July 1922, "something extraordinary and beautiful and sim
ple and intricately patterned."6 

The tradition of the novel with which Fitzgerald seems to be work
ing here was that of Joseph Conrad, as Conrad had defined it in his 
preface to The Nigger of the Narcissus, an essay Fitzgerald refers to 
constantly, especially Conrad's belief that the artist "speaks to our ca
pacity for delight and wonder, to the sense of mystery surrounding our 
lives; to our sense of pity, and beauty, and pain . . . and to the subtle but 
invincible conviction of solidarity that knits together the loneliness of 
innumerable hearts, to the solidarity in dreams, in joy, in sorrow, in aspi
rations, in illusions, in hope, in fear which binds men to each other, 
which binds together all humanity—the dead to the living and the living 
to the unborn."7 

In order to convey this sense of mystery, wonder, aspiration, and the 
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solidarity of human nature, Fitzgerald believed that he would need a new 
technique, one that Conrad himself had used but that Fitzgerald felt 
must be adapted to his own purposes. Such a technique would involve 
creating a character, like Kurtz or Lord Jim, who was slightly larger than 
life (what critics would later call "mythic" in nature), who lived or felt 
with an intensity that separated him from others, who did not fully un
derstand the complexity of his own being, and who would be seen by a 
narrator who was trying to make sense out of such monomania and to 
draw a moral lesson from it that might have application, on a lower fre
quency, to his own sense of life. 

Such a story would be essentially tragic, by which Fitzgerald meant 
that such a character would undo himself, and such a novel would end on 
a "dying fall," by which he in turn meant that a sense of sadness and mel
ancholy came about when such intensity was deflected by the opposing 
forces of life. This new kind of novel would work in great part by associa
tion and suggestion; the major character would be more mysterious than 
fully blown and the reader would be expected to fill in the narrative gaps 
that the author intentionally left in the text. But Fitzgerald also believed 
that he had to know the material that he was leaving out as well as the 
material that he was developing, that the empty spaces of a text spoke as 
loudly as those that were filled, so long as an author had clearly in mind 
the narrative meaning he was consciously omitting. 

With this general plan in mind Fitzgerald began to formulate the 
narrative design of The Great Gatsby. Gatsby would, of course, be in the 
center of the novel. Gatsby would in effect be the product of his own im
agination, a creature who wanted to live with the greatest intensity of ro
mantic experience. In his early fiction Fitzgerald had conceptualized an 
idea of self based on the principles of "personage" versus "personality." 
By personage he meant a sense of an essential self that made one different 
from others and gave total focus to one's purpose and sense of meaning 
in life. By personality he meant a sense of an accidental self that was com
posed of the by-products of personage: the manner in which one spoke, 
the way one carried oneself while walking or dancing, the way one 
dressed. Fitzgerald felt that only the personage lived life with intensity. 
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The personage became his own god, had a sense of the vast potentiality 
of life. 

When one lost that sense of life or promise—which Fitzgerald char
acteristically predicated on youth—then life lost its sense of wonder, its 
splendor, its romantic promise. To desire was, ironically, more important 
than to have. The man who had great wealth (Tom Buchanan) or the man 
who was beaten by life (George Wilson) lacked the intensity of experi
ence of a Gatsby who was a "son of God" arid who "sprang from his Pla
tonic conception of himself," as the novel tells us. To lose this romantic 
conception of self is to move from a kind of heaven of the mind to a hell, 
which in the novel is embodied by the valley of ashes and incarnated by 
George Wilson its custodian, who, appropriately, becomes the agent of 
Gatsby's death when Gatsby himself loses his sense of wonder and ro
mantic readiness, at which moment Gatsby's world becomes "material 
without being real" and a rose becomes "grotesque." 

No modern novelist has conveyed the meaning of the romantic im
agination better than Fitzgerald, whose interest in Keats, Pater, Wilde, 
and Dowson has long been documented. It is exactly this sense of roman
tic possibility that leads Gatsby to invent himself at the age of seventeen. 
In order to invent himself, he has to repudiate his physical father, as the 
final chapter of the novel so poignantly suggests, and to create a series of 
new fathers. The first of the new fathers is Dan Cody, whose name 
(Daniel Boone "Buffalo Bill" Cody) suggests the beginning and end of the 
frontier. Fitzgerald, it seems clear, was well aware of Frederick Jackson 
Turner's thesis that the frontier in America had closed in 1893. No 
longer could Gatsby go, like Cody, to the frontier to realize himself and 
forge his destiny. Instead he had to turn to the city, which had eclipsed 
the frontier, and there enter the world of Tom Buchanan and Meyer 
Wolfsheim. It is Wolfsheim who becomes a kind of second father ('"I 
raised him out of nothing"'), the same Wolfsheim who is a lord of the un
derworld, a denizen of Forty-second Street and the world of Broadway, a 
world that West Egg comes to embody with its inhabitants of not just 
new but (in the case of Gatsby) illegal wealth. 

The Great Gatsby is a novel without a moral center, and to that ex
tent is very different from the narrative traditions of comic realism and 
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the novel of manners. In the novels of Henry Fielding or Jane Austen 
there is a Squire Airworthy or a Mr. Knightley who embodies the values 
to which the plot eventually returns. In the novels of Dickens a sense of 
sentiment—a Tightness of the heart—seems to direct the actions of 
Esther Summerson or Joe Gargery. In Henry James the social sense is 
more complex and ambiguous, but Christopher Newman, Isabel Archer, 
and Lambert Strether have a residual sense of right and wrong which they 
claim or to which they remain true. In creating himself, Gatsby had no 
social or moral context to give his intensity direction. He lacked the 
world of the estate that informed the novels of Fielding and Austen, 
lacked the faculty of sentiment that led Dickens's characters to resist in
stinctively the evil encountered, lacked the residual values of an aristo
cratic or Puritan heritage that so complexly informed James's characters. 
Even as a product of romantic vision, Gatsby lacked the aesthetic values 
of a Pater or a Wilde, because he lacked the education that would differ
entiate genuine from ersatz beauty and, hence, he went about in "service 
of a vast, vulgar, and meretricious beauty" (99). Gatsby had no residual 
values to give his life direction except the values he created in inventing 
himself—and these were marred by the serious conflict between his es
sential self (personage) and accidental self (personality) and by a world 
devoid of the romantic sense of good, the beauty and truth that incar
nated and hence justified the intensity of his vision. It is Daisy Fay who 
becomes the incarnation of his romantic ideal: Daisy, five years married 
to Tom Buchanan; Daisy, who will at last resort protect herself no matter 
who or what she has to abandon; Daisy, who lacks maturity, intrinsic 
worth, or solidity of character. And why should she be better than the 
world of which she is a part? It is Gatsby who endows her with a meaning 
that she could in no way embody. "I wouldn't ask too much of her," Nick 
Carraway warns the unheeding Gatsby (111). 

While The Great Gatsby lacks a moral center, the novel—in the tra
dition of Conrad's Marlow stories—tries to supply such a context for the 
reader in the person of Nick Carraway. Nick's storytelling occurs after 
Gatsby is dead, and he begins on a note of moral urgency. He wants the 
world in "uniform and at a sort of moral attention forever" (2). He is not 
quite sure himself what is to be the basis for conduct "founded on the 
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hard rock" of moral principle, except perhaps some vague sense of aristo
cratic behavior left over from the Dukes of Buccleuch, from whom he 
may have descended, before such aristocracy played itself out in the 
wholesale hardware business after, significantly, the Civil War, which 
marked the end in America of the old aristocratic way of life. Fitzgerald 
had thought his own father had a residue of such values, the "old courte
sies," as he called them, connected with the Scott Keys and the Southern 
aristocracy that he traced through his ancestors. But Fitzgerald well 
knew that such values had been left in the backwash of time and were ar
rived at nostalgically by beating on, "boats against the current," born 
back into a lost past. How much Nick is able to bring a moral sense into 
play becomes one of the key issues—and narrative problems—of the 
novel. He claims to be "one of the few honest people that I have ever 
known" (60), a claim that Jordan Baker disputes at the end of the novel 
(179), and a claim—the justification or lack of which—that has divided 
readers since the publication of the novel. 

The issue of what to make of Nick as both character and moral re
flector is an important one because it is through his eyes that we see the 
narrative action. And it is not insignificant that Nick tells us throughout 
that his vision is sometimes blurred and distorted. In a world without a 
moral center such distortions are perhaps inevitable. At one point Tom 
Buchanan and Myrtle Wilson commit adultery while Nick sits outside 
their bedroom reading Simon Called Peter, a popular religious novel 
about an English clergyman who becomes disillusioned and loses his 
faith once he has experienced the absurdity of war. Published in Septem
ber 1921, it had gone into its seventy-seventh printing by March 1923, a 
remarkable figure given the confusion (as Nick indicates) in the way the 
novel unfolds. Fitzgerald was here clearly satirizing the treacle that 
passed for a religious experience in the mind of the populace. The Great 
Gatsby was one of the very first novels to depict the vacuousness of the 
new commercial culture. Except for Gatsby's godlike sense of the poten
tiality of self, God has withdrawn from this world and is replaced by the 
commercial billboard with the blind eyes of T. J. Eckleburg, and embod
ied (all symbolic forms in the novel have human equivalents) by the 
equally blind eyes of the owl-eyed man who appears at Gatsby's party 
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and reappears at his funeral, bridging the connection between the two, 
just as the end product of Gatsby's parties are embodied in the orange 
pulps and lemon rinds and by that other symbol of romantic waste and 
emotional exhaustion—the valley of ashes. This is a blind world because 
there is no source of moral vision. This is a wasteland world of exhausted 
hopes because the only vision to be had—Gatsby's—is an ersatz one. 
Fitzgerald had encountered these themes before—in T. S. Eliot's The 
Waste Land—but he gave them narrative intensity and their own embodi
ment in The Great Gatsby, which is certainly why Eliot responded so en
thusiastically to this novel, calling it the first major step in American 
fiction since Henry James. 

As with Eliot's Tiresias, this is a world of the blind without the 
redeeming quality of moral vision. It is a novel where crucial scenes 
turn—as in the scene with the death of Myrtle Wilson—on seeing and 
misseeing and where this kind of physical opacity has its moral counter
part. The moral carelessness of the novel is in great part carried by the 
motif of careless driving, suggesting the rise of power (here embodied in 
the machine) without a sense of responsibility or of human welfare. Jor
dan Baker (named after two automobiles) becomes the embodiment of 
such carelessness until that role is taken over by Daisy, who runs over 
Myrtle in the machine, and by Tom, who allows another man to die for a 
crime he never committed. "They were careless people" (180), Nick tells 
us at the novel's close, in a passage that summarizes a sense of power run 
amok, of selfishness that preempts all other matters, and of complete 
moral abandonment. 

The Great Gatsby is thus a novel about intense romantic commit
ment without the physical and moral embodiment for such commitment. 
It is a novel about the romantic intensity of self divorced from an object 
commensurate to that vision. It is thus a novel about self without object, 
of ideal separated from reality, vision inseparable from illusion. Ideals are 
located in an exhausted past that gives the future all the palpability of a 
mirage. In writing The Great Gatsby Fitzgerald gave birth to the nowhere 
hero, located between a dead past and an implausible future. 

In The Great Gatsby Fitzgerald was working with many important 
subtexts, perhaps most important the fate of enlightenment optimism 
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and enlightenment man. With the breakdown of the feudal world, birth 
rights gave way to "natural" rights, which is only another way of saying 
that a new kind of man was now free to invent himself. Nearly simultane
ously with this radical change in the idea of self, the American continent 
invited the adventurous to fulfill that sense of self in a new world. This 
remarkable age of freedom spawned a new nation based on a heightened 
sense of self and an open frontier. When this frontier was closed, a di
mension of self—as well as of place—was shut off. A major cultural 
change occurred as the source of wealth moved from the land (West) to 
the city (East). The function of such a city was primarily to process 
wealth, and such a city gave rise to social institutions, class hierarchies, 
and a sense of stratification that never existed on the frontier. A young 
man like Gatsby came now to the city, not the frontier, to fulfill his 
heightened sense of self—came not to the world of Dan Cody and James 
J. Hill but to that of Meyer Wolfsheim and Tom Buchanan. Gatsby never 
understood this important cultural change, but Fitzgerald did. He saw 
that in the death of Gatsby not only a certain kind of romantic individual 
was passing but also a whole way of life and state of mind. An object of 
attainment commensurate with Gatsby's romantic sense of promise had 
been lost in the backrush of time, just as the romantic sense of wonder of 
the first sailors to see the American shore was lost with the final settling 
of America—the closing of the frontier and the end of the Jeffersonian 
vision, the rise of the new city, and the triumph of the Hamiltonian view. 
The Great Gatsby is thus much more than a novel about the last of the ro
mantics. It is also a novel about America and the state of mind, concept 
of self, and the realm of possibility that made America possible—made 
America, for a moment in time, unique in world history. Nick Carraway 
realizes that the passing of Gatsby is sad, but he further realizes that the 
passing of what Gatsby stood for is even sadder. 
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