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Teaching notes 

Viewing The Great Gatsby 
Luke McBratney 

You only have to read a review of the recent Baz Luhrmann film to realise that there are many ways to 
view The Great Gatsby. These teaching notes follow up some of the ideas in Stephanie Forward’s 
article (see pp. 2–4 of the magazine) to help you identify how different contexts and critical views can 
shape your reading of the text. 

Dreams 
Even something as central as the dream in The Great Gatsby is not straightforward: it might be better 
to think of two main dreams, not one. One is the American Dream — the belief that hard work can 
produce success, no matter how humble a person’s background. The other is the romantic dream that 
Gatsby can regain Daisy’s love. 

Look closer at the historical details in Forward’s article to enhance your understanding. For example, 
note what you learn about the origins of the term ‘American Dream’ by considering the quotes from: 

• the 1776 US Declaration of Independence 

• the French political thinker and historian Alexis de Tocqueville 

• the historian James Truslow Adams 

Consider the ways in which the purity of this dream was compromised. First note contextual aspects, 
such as the effects of the First World War, the rise of the stock market and the proliferation of 
underhand ways to acquire wealth such as bootlegging (the production, distribution and selling of 
illegal alcohol). Then consider the following section on cars. 

Context: capitalism and the rise of the motorcar 
Cars in The Great Gatsby are symbols of wealth and social superiority. It is interesting to look at 
Fitzgerald’s presentation of the attitudes of the rich people who drive them. Consider the following 
exchange between Nick and Jordan, which arises after Jordan has driven so close to some workmen 
that part of her car ‘flicked a button on one man’s coat’. 

 ‘You’re a rotten driver,’ I protested. ‘Either you ought to be more careful or you oughtn’t to 
 drive at all.’ 
 ‘I am careful.’ 
 ‘No, you’re not.’ 
 ‘Well, other people are,’ she said lightly. 
 ‘What’s that got to do with it?’ 
 ‘They’ll keep out of my way,’ she insisted. ‘It takes two to make an accident.’ 
 ‘Suppose you met somebody just as careless as yourself.’ 
 ‘I hope I never will,’ she answered. ‘I hate careless people. That’s why I like you.’ 
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Areas you might explore include: 

• how the extract dramatises moral laxity as well as plain carelessness 

• relations between different social classes 

• how this moment links to Nick’s later comments towards the end of the novel’s final chapter, 
beginning ‘They were careless people, Tom and Daisy…’  

• the significance of the number of motoring accidents in the novel 

• the presentation of Gatsby’s Rolls-Royce (begin with the first paragraph of Chapter 3) 

• the accident that results in Myrtle’s death 

Modernism and Eliot 
Modernism is both a literary movement and a style. It was in its heyday when Fitzgerald wrote The 
Great Gatsby. Typical modernist characteristics include: 

• breaking away from established traditions 

• searching for new ways to view humankind’s place or function in the universe 

• experiments in form and style, particularly with fragmentation, rather than conforming to the 
‘organic’ unity as seen in the Romantic and Victorian periods 

• an abundance of references to other works and texts 

• themes of alienation, meaninglessness, loss and despair 

While some of the above features, such as stylistic experimentation, are perhaps less obvious in 
Fitzgerald’s work than in that of authors we normally think of as being modernists, other qualities, such 
as mood and the sheer allusiveness (in the sense of its number of literary references), chime with 
many modernist texts. In addition, some of Fitzgerald’s descriptions seem to be influenced directly by 
The Waste Land, the seminal modernist poem that Fitzgerald was said to know by heart. 

Comparing The Great Gatsby and The Waste Land 
Reread the opening to Chapter 4 alongside the opening of The Waste Land. 

Some points to consider: 

• Eliot’s epigraph, from the Satyricon of Petronius, is spoken by a character named Trimalchio, who 
was famous for throwing wild parties. Trimalchio is, in many ways, a forerunner of Gatsby — the 
novel was first entitled Trimalchio in West Egg. 

• The imagery of the ‘dumping ground’, with its greyness and ash (Fitzgerald) and the dryness, 
stones and shadows (Eliot). 

• The way Fitzgerald calls the valley of ashes ‘a waste land’. 

• The advertisement of the eyes of T. J. Eckleburg — is the name reminiscent of T. S. Eliot? What 
vision might these eyes offer? 

Think about the characters from the valley of ashes and consider how they develop during the course 
of the novel. Note Fitzgerald’s use of colour. Consider the number of times working class characters 
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are associated with the colour grey. Also consider Fitzgerald’s use of colour when rendering the rich 
characters.  To what extent are the colourless working class characters contrasted with the colourful 
rich and presented as their victims? 

Note the echoes of Eliot’s poem in some speeches by Jordan and Daisy. Consider the dialogue in 
Chapter 1 beginning with Jordan saying ‘We ought to plan something’ and Daisy’s speech in Chapter 
7 beginning, ‘What’ll we do with ourselves this afternoon?’ Compare these to the voice in The Waste 
Land’s ‘Section II. A Game of Chess’, beginning ‘“What shall I do now? What shall I do?”’ To what 
extent do both texts articulate a similar sense of meaninglessness, or lack of spirituality? 

Different viewpoints 
In what ways might the following views of The Waste Land enhance your appreciation of Gatsby? 

• ‘The waste…is…the emotional and spiritual sterility of Western man, the waste of our civilisation.’ 
(B. C. Southam, A Student’s Guide to the Selected Poems of T. S. Eliot) 

• ‘Once the poem was regarded as a statement of the disillusionment of the Jazz Age, with 
interesting affinities with Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby, a novel which Eliot admired. The 
Waste Land has been read as an indictment of twentieth-century civilisation, and a lament for the 
lost wholeness and order of the organic society.’ (Bernard Bergonzi in Pat Rogers (ed.) The 
Oxford Illustrated History of English Literature)   

Waste land or promised land? 
While we have been considering The Great Gatsby as a critique of the Jazz Age, there are many other 
ways to read the novel. Consider what Forward says about the hopeful side of the dream and the way 
in which Nick’s version of events might be seen to romanticise the title character. Remind yourself of 
the schedule of the young Jimmy Gatz in Chapter 9. In what ways might this exemplify the best parts 
of the American Dream? Note the different ways in which Forward suggests that Gatsby is a 
sympathetic character. Begin with the final two paragraphs, then review the whole of the article. 

Why not compare the two contrasting images of the USA provided by the novel: the valley of ashes at 
the beginning of Chapter 2 and the land seen by the Dutch sailors in the novel’s final pages? 

Further reading 
As well as using the articles available from the THE ENGLISH REVIEW Online Archive to extend your 
reading, you might like to visit some of the sites below: 

This New York Times article details some of the many things that Luhrmann’s film got right: 
http://www.nytimes.com/2013/05/05/movies/baz-luhrmann-adds-3-d-and-hip-hop-to-the-great-
gatsby.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0  

An accessible undergraduate essay that reads Gatsby as a nouveau riche whose love for Daisy is less 
about love than a desire to enter the leisure class: 
http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/cross_fac/iatl/ejournal/issues/bcur2011specialissue/duffy/ 

A good starting point for considering modernism: 
http://www.english.uga.edu/~nhilton/232/voc/modernism.voc.html 


