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Teaching notes 

Gatsby revisited 
Luke McBratney 

When considering The Great Gatsby from the point of view of narrative, it makes sense to explore the 
role of its narrator. As Bernard O’Keeffe points out in ‘Gatsby revisited’ on pp. 32–34 of this issue, it 
can be rewarding to use the film by Baz Luhrmann, to remind us just how central a figure Nick is to the 
novel’s meaning and effects. 

A self-referential novel 
The text presents Nick as a writer and The Great Gatsby as his novel. Look back at the ‘Nick the 
novelist’ section in O’Keefe’s article. Note:  

• the ways in which Fitzgerald draws attention to Nick’s status as author 

• examples of Nick being presented as a reflective writer 

• Nick’s attitude to Gatsby, and the extent to which it is ambivalent 

• the gap between when the main events of the plot took place and when Nick actually wrote about 
them 

Watch the 2013 film and note the ways in which Luhrmann foreground’s Nick’s role and his status as 
the writer of the text.  Some areas you might consider include the: 

• use of shots in which Nick is writing, or arranging manuscript pages 

• use of shots that show Nick’s writing superimposed on the screen 

• frame narrative of Nick as a recovering alcoholic 

• presentation of writing as a form of therapy 

• closing moments of the film that show the title of the book and how it is revised 

In the light of the above, think about the many ways in which the novel is shaped by Fitzgerald’s use of 
Nick as the narrator. In what ways would the novel be different if Fitzgerald had chosen an omniscient 
third person narrator? What meanings and effects would be lost? 

Poetic licence 
Remind yourself of O’Keefe’s section entitled ‘Seeing Gatsby his way’. Consider how Fitzgerald’s 
characterisation of his narrator adds to his status as the novel’s author by suggesting that Nick shapes 
its events and the reader’s response to them and to its characters. We note, for example, that in 
college Nick was privy to ‘intimate revelations’ and the ‘secret griefs of wild unknown men’, which he 
says are often ‘plagiaristic’ and ‘marred by obvious suppression’. Might such comments be read as 
subtle comments on Nick’s story? After all, it could be argued that the novel is as noteworthy for what 
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it suppresses as much as for what it reveals. Consider what aspects of Gatsby’s character have been 
suppressed and why. 

Similarly, we are told that Nick was ‘rather literary in college’. Might he be indulging his literary — even 
romantic — sensibility when he describes Gatsby’s thoughts and feelings? Why not review Nick’s 
comments on Gatsby’s thoughts and feelings in Chapter VI in the light of such observations?  You 
might like to start with some of the parts quoted by O’Keeffe. For example:  

• the description beginning ‘But his heart was a constant, turbulent riot’ 

• the description of the first kiss between Gatsby and Daisy and the lead up to this kiss (the last 
three paragraphs of Chapter VI beginning ‘. . . One autumn night’). 

The greatest love 
In an interview included on the extras of the DVD, Baz Luhrmann argues that the relationship between 
Nick and Gatsby is: 

 what the film’s really about. Even more than the relationship between Gatsby and Daisy, it’s 
 about Nick trying to work out why this person…is the most hopeful human being he has ever 
 met and is ever likely to meet again and why this guy he writes this story about called Gatsby 
 is, in fact, great. 

Consider the evidence for Nick having fallen in love with Gatsby.  To what extent does the evidence 
O’Keeffe cites in his section entitled ‘What’s so great about Gatsby’ persuade you? Note his 
comments on: 

• Nick’s attraction to Gatsby, which outweighs his attractions to women 

• how Nick describes Jordan 

• how he describes Gatsby’s skin 

• how Nick’s attraction might distort his presentation of Gatsby for his readers 

See the article by Greg Olear below for a further reading in this vein. 

Further reading 
Films 
The Great Gatsby (2013), Luhrmann, B. (Shot in 3D, the film captures the excessive wealth of the 
characters and foregrounds the role of Nick. The DVD was released in January 2014. It includes 
extras in which the director, Baz Luhrmann, offers some thoughts on the narrative and meaning of his 
film as he explains the editing process that led to the deletion of some scenes.) 

The Great Gatsby (2000), Markowitz, R. (A made-for-television film starring Mira Sorvino and Toby 
Stephens.) 

The Great Gatsby (1974), Ford Coppola, F. (Stars Robert Redford and Mia Farrow as Gatsby and 
Daisy.) 

The Great Gatsby (1926), Brennon, H. (This silent version was the first film of the book.  It is 
unavailable in its entirety, but you can see some scenes on this trailer: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CjV0ALEi_2Y) 
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Videos 
‘Sincerely F. Scott Fitzgerald’, The Culture Show 32 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gfyPP47pKMQ 
(Jay McInerney offers a writer’s response to the novel; it takes a largely biographical approach.) 

Two lectures by Professor Wai Chee Dimock of Yale University on The Great Gatsby.  The first 
explores vagueness, or counter-realism, in the novel and provides an interesting explanation of why 
readers project their own meanings onto the figure of Gatsby. The second concludes with a discussion 
of Gatsby and Nick as an odd, yet complementary, pairing: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f6CsjHh0n8E  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=06ernhU235g 

Article 
Olear, G. (2013) ‘Nick Carraway is gay and in love with Gatsby’, 
www.salon.com/2013/01/09/was_nick_carraway_gay/ 


