The Jazz Age and The Great Gatsby
 Fact box:
	About the Jazz Age:

The 1920s is known as the Jazz Age, or the Roaring Twenties. They were years of excess and enjoyment as people put the First World War firmly behind them. The brash prosperity of those years, however, was to come to a sudden end in 1929 when the Stock Exchange in Wall Street collapsed. Public confidence in financial institutions vanished, and America slipped into the Great Depression during which millions lost their jobs while some farmers were reduced to starvation. 
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One of the major features of the Roaring Twenties was the freer role allowed to women. Women’s rights advanced a lot, as women worked on a great number of issues related to sexuality, marriage, and childbirth, including divorce rights and birth control. The 19th amendment to the constitution was ratified in 1920, giving women the right to vote. In the jazz era young women, often preferring a masculine to a feminine style of dress, danced and drank the night away in illegal drinking clubs.
Between 1920 and 1933 the sale and consumption of alcohol was prohibited, but the only lasting effect of the measure was the increased power and influence of organized crime gangs who trafficked in alcohol. 

Big business leaders, often called “robber barons,” enjoyed unprecedented power, by taking advantage of minimal government regulation and exploitative labor practices. Worker strikes were common and often violent affairs. 
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The white Dixieland version of Negro jazz which formed the base of the period’s characteristic dance style reflected the general atmosphere of excitement and confidence of the era, created by a popular faith in lasting peace and prosperity. Social and material changes included mass-consumption; silent movies, radios, cars, and other consumer goods became available. 
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The 1920s were the age when Puritanism was under attack, with the Protestant churches losing their dominant position. They were the ages when American culture became urban instead of rural and when New York set the social and intellectual standards for the country. 
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More essentially the 1920s were the age when a production ethic–of saving and self-denial in order to accumulate capital for new enterprises–gave way to a consumption ethic that was needed to provide markets for the new commodities endlessly streaming from the production lines. Instead of being told to save, people were being instructed in a thousand ways to buy, enjoy, use once and throw away in order to buy a later and more expensive model. They followed the instructions, with the result that more goods were produced and consumed and money was easier to earn than ever before. 
(Fields of Vision 174, Virágos 48-49)


Lead-in:

1. Use the Internet and find information about the following:

Red Scare

Floppers

Teapot Dome Scandal

Speakeasy

Scopes Monkey Trial

Bootlegging

Arnold Rothstein

2. TWENTIES SLANG: 

Match the words with their definitions:

	1. Dumb Dora
	a. pleasing

	2. Jalopy
	b. the backseat of a car

	3. Moll
	c. a stupid female

	4. Ritzy
	d. old car

	5. Swell
	e. a gangster’s girl

	6. Whoopee
	f. the jitters

	7. Frame
	g. elegant (from the hotel)

	8. Hotsy-Totsy
	h. wonderful; a rich man

	9.Heebie-Jeebies
	i. to have a good time

	10. Struggle Buggy
	j. to give false evidence, to set up someone


Based on this introduction to the Jazz Age, find and discuss the major elements of Jazz Age that appear in F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby!
	Jazz Age element:
	Where and how it appears in the novel:

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	


Look at these two pictures from the two different film adaptations of the novel (1974 and 2013). How are the main characters–Gatsby and Daisy–presented? What kind of feelings do they express through their body language? What do their postures suggest and/or foreshadow about their relationship? 
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Study Questions:

1. Describe the character of Nick Carraway. What is his role in the book? Is he a round or a flat character? Can the novel interpreted as Nick’s coming of age story?
2. How is Gatsby’s character? (Draw two columns and write his positive features in the first one and his negative traits in the second one) Compare and contrast him to other male characters in the novel! (Tom, Nick, George Wilson)

3. Analyze the female characters! Compare and contrast Daisy, Jordan, and Myrtle to each other!

4. In this video interview (3:31), Catherine Martin, the costume and production designer for the 2013 movie version, discusses how the descriptions in the text influenced her choices for costume and design. Focus on Daisy, Gatsby. Youtube link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BHVnpNGWY0M
a. How is the description of Daisy’s dress in the book, and how is it realized on the screen?
b. In what sense is Daisy, according to Martin, a product of her time, and a modern woman?

c. What does Martin say about Gatsby? What are the two distinct sides of his personality? 
5. There are a lot of images in the narrative that belong either to reality or to illusions. Find some examples (characters, situations, etc.), and discuss how real and fake images can be connected to the various conflicts!
6. Geography plays an important role in the novel. Various settings have symbolic meanings and are connected to the main themes as well as characters. Work in groups and find at least four important settings and find the ways these are related to the main themes and characters. Support your ideas with quotations!  

7. Look at the cover of the novel’s first edition. What important aspects/elements do you think the artist emphasized with his design? 
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8. What are the examples of color as well as weather (especially water) symbolism in the novel? Tom Buchanan can be interpreted as a “solar character,” while Gatsby as a “lunar character.” Find evidence that supports these ideas!
9. Watch the movie scene in which the confrontation between Gatsby and Tom occurs in New York at the Plaza Hotel. How are the reactions of the characters depicted differently in the two film versions? What are their postures, what body language signals do they express? Why is Daisy unable to make a choice?
IN-DEPTH TEXT ANALYSIS: First, identify where, in which context, does this fragment appear in the novel, and who are the characters involved. Then answer the questions:
Text 1: 

There was dancing now on the canvas in the garden; old men pushing young girls backward in eternal graceless circles, superior couples holding each other tortuously, fashionably, and keeping in the corners — and a great number of single girls dancing individualistically or relieving the orchestra for a moment of the burden of the banjo or the traps. By midnight the hilarity had increased. A celebrated tenor had sung in Italian, and a notorious contralto had sung in jazz, and between the numbers people were doing “stunts” all over the garden, while happy, vacuous bursts of laughter rose toward the summer sky. A pair of stage twins, who turned out to be the girls in yellow, did a baby act in costume, and champagne was served in glasses bigger than finger-bowls. The moon had risen higher, and floating in the Sound was a triangle of silver scales, trembling a little to the stiff, tinny drip of the banjoes on the lawn.

I was still with Jordan Baker. We were sitting at a table with a man of about my age and a rowdy little girl, who gave way upon the slightest provocation to uncontrollable laughter. I was enjoying myself now. I had taken two finger-bowls of champagne, and the scene had changed before my eyes into something significant, elemental, and profound.

At a lull in the entertainment the man looked at me and smiled.

“Your face is familiar,” he said, politely. “Weren’t you in the Third Division during the war?”

“Why, yes. I was in the Ninth Machine-gun Battalion.”

“I was in the Seventh Infantry until June nineteen-eighteen. I knew I’d seen you somewhere before.”

We talked for a moment about some wet, gray little villages in France. Evidently he lived in this vicinity, for he told me that he had just bought a hydroplane, and was going to try it out in the morning.

“Want to go with me, old sport? Just near the shore along the Sound.”

“What time?”

“Any time that suits you best.”

It was on the tip of my tongue to ask his name when Jordan looked around and smiled.

“Having a gay time now?” she inquired.

“Much better.” I turned again to my new acquaintance. “This is an unusual party for me. I haven’t even seen the host. I live over there ——” I waved my hand at the invisible hedge in the distance, “and this man Gatsby sent over his chauffeur with an invitation.” For a moment he looked at me as if he failed to understand.

“I’m Gatsby,” he said suddenly.

“What!” I exclaimed. “Oh, I beg your pardon.”

“I thought you knew, old sport. I’m afraid I’m not a very good host.”

He smiled understandingly — much more than understandingly. It was one of those rare smiles with a quality of eternal reassurance in it, that you may come across four or five times in life. It faced — or seemed to face — the whole external world for an instant, and then concentrated on you with an irresistible prejudice in your favor. It understood you just so far as you wanted to be understood, believed in you as you would like to believe in yourself, and assured you that it had precisely the impression of you that, at your best, you hoped to convey. Precisely at that point it vanished — and I was looking at an elegant young rough-neck, a year or two over thirty, whose elaborate formality of speech just missed being absurd. Some time before he introduced himself I’d got a strong impression that he was picking his words with care.

Almost at the moment when Mr. Gatsby identified himself, a butler hurried toward him with the information that Chicago was calling him on the wire. He excused himself with a small bow that included each of us in turn.

Questions:
1. Which details/expressions regarding the party might have negative connotations? Which fragments suggest extravagance? (optional: watch the party-scene from the movie adaptation)
2. The final sentence of the first paragraph contains two striking metaphors. What is the reflection of the moon in the sound compared to? What expression is used to describe the sound of the banjos? In your opinion, do the comparisons have positive or negative connotations?

3. Focus on the character of Gatsby. What is unusual in his way of talking?
4. What qualities does Nick attribute to Gatsby’s smile? What transforms Gatsby from an “elegant young rough-neck” into a charismatic figure?
Text 2:

“Look here, this is a book he had when he was a boy. It just shows you.”

He opened it at the back cover and turned it around for me to see. On the last fly-leaf was printed the word Schedule, and the date September 12, 1906, and underneath:

	Rise from bed. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
	6.00 a.m.

	Dumbbell exercise and wall-scaling. . . . ..
	6.15-6.30 ”

	Study electricity, etc. . . . . . . . . . . .
	7.15-8.15 ”

	Work. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
	8.30-4.30 p.m.

	Baseball and sports. . . . . . . . . . . . .
	4.30-5.00 ”

	Practice elocution, poise and how to attain it
	5.00-6.00 ”

	Study needed inventions. . . . . . . . . . .
	7.00-9.00 ”


General Resolves No wasting time at Shafters or [a name, indecipherable] No more smokeing or chewing Bath every other day Read one improving book or magazine per week Save $5.00 {crossed out} $3.00 per week Be better to parents

“I come across this book by accident,” said the old man. “It just shows you, don’t it?”

“It just shows you.”

“Jimmy was bound to get ahead. He always had some resolves like this or something. Do you notice what he’s got about improving his mind? He was always great for that. He told me I et like a hog once, and I beat him for it.”

He was reluctant to close the book, reading each item aloud and then looking eagerly at me. I think he rather expected me to copy down the list for my own use.

A little before three the Lutheran minister arrived from Flushing, and I began to look involuntarily out the windows for other cars. So did Gatsby’s father. And as the time passed and the servants came in and stood waiting in the hall, his eyes began to blink anxiously, and he spoke of the rain in a worried, uncertain way. The minister glanced several times at his watch, so I took him aside and asked him to wait for half an hour. But it wasn’t any use. Nobody came.

About five o’clock our procession of three cars reached the cemetery and stopped in a thick drizzle beside the gate — first a motor hearse, horribly black and wet, then Mr. Gatz and the minister and I in the limousine, and a little later four or five servants and the postman from West Egg in Gatsby’s station wagon, all wet to the skin. As we started through the gate into the cemetery I heard a car stop and then the sound of someone splashing after us over the soggy ground. I looked around. It was the man with owl-eyed glasses whom I had found marvelling over Gatsby’s books in the library one night three months before.

I’d never seen him since then. I don’t know how he knew about the funeral, or even his name. The rain poured down his thick glasses, and he took them off and wiped them to see the protecting canvas unrolled from Gatsby’s grave.

I tried to think about Gatsby then for a moment, but he was already too far away, and I could only remember, without resentment, that Daisy hadn’t sent a message or a flower. Dimly I heard someone murmur, “Blessed are the dead that the rain falls on,” and then the owl-eyed man said “Amen to that,” in a brave voice.

We straggled down quickly through the rain to the cars. Owl-eyes spoke to me by the gate.

“I couldn’t get to the house,” he remarked.

“Neither could anybody else.”

“Go on!” He started. “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.

Questions: 
1. Which entries in Gatsby’s “schedule” underline his ambition to better himself?
2. What kind of relationship was there between the young Gatsby and his parents?
3. What expressions refer to the weather and its effect on the mourners and the funeral? What atmosphere is created?

4. Based on Owl-eye’s words and on the number of mourners present what conclusions can you draw about the type of social circles Gatsby moved in? Did he have any true friends?
Text 3:

And as the moon rose higher the inessential houses began to melt away until gradually I became aware of the old island here that flowered once for Dutch sailors’ eyes — a fresh, green breast of the new world. Its vanished trees, the trees that had made way for Gatsby’s house, had once pandered in whispers to the last and greatest of all human dreams; for a transitory enchanted moment man must have held his breath in the presence of this continent, compelled into an aesthetic contemplation he neither understood nor desired, face to face for the last time in history with something commensurate to his capacity for wonder.

And as I sat there brooding on the old, unknown world, I thought of Gatsby’s wonder when he first picked out the green light at the end of Daisy’s dock. 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 him, somewhere back in that vast obscurity beyond the city, where the dark fields of the republic rolled on under the night.

Gatsby believed in the green light, the orgastic future that year by year recedes before us. It eluded us then, but that’s no matter — to-morrow we will run faster, stretch out our arms farther. . . . And one fine morning ——

So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past. (emphasis mine)

Questions:
1. In Nick’s eyes how, and into what, is Gatsby transformed?
2. The scene also dramatizes a colonial encounter (the Dutch sailors gazing at America). Are there any gender-specific meanings (phrases either referring to feminine or to masculine images) in the lines? How are these ideas (colonization and gender issues) related to Gatsby and his dreams?

3. The color green appears here once more, as strongly connected to Gatsby’s personality. What does the green light symbolize in this context?

(Text-analysis questions were taken from Fields of Vision 75-77)
