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The Rape of the Lock

Pope’s poem is based on an incident that threatened to divide 
two aristocratic families. Lord Petre, suitor to Arabella Fermor, 
snipped off a lock of her hair without permission. A mutual 

friend urged Pope to compose a humorous satire that might 
bring both parties to their senses. The poem is a mock-epic. It 
parodies Homer’s Iliad, the classical account of the Trojan wars, 
which Pope himself had translated.

Although for us the word rape is primarily used to refer 
to enforced sexual intercourse, its original meaning is more 
generally to take by force. The abduction of Helen by the Trojan 
prince, Paris, is thus often referred to as a rape, and this is the 
word’s meaning here: an exaggerated term for a trivial felony. 

The heroine sits at her dressing-table so that her maid 
can prepare her hair and make-up for the day’s encounters, 
parodying a hero’s ceremonial preparation for battle. Go online 
for notes to help you understand the vocabulary.

And now, unveil’d, the Toilet stands display’d, 121
Each Silver Vase in mystic Order laid.
First, rob’d in White, the Nymph intent adores
With Head uncover’d, the cosmetic Pow’rs.
A heav’nly Image in the Glass appears,
To that she bends, to that her Eyes she rears;
Th’ inferior Priestess, at her Altar’s side,
Trembling, begins the sacred Rites of Pride.
Unnumber’d Treasures ope at once, and here
The various Off’rings of the World appear;  130
From each she nicely culls with curious Toil,
And decks the Goddess with the glitt’ring Spoil.
This Casket India’s glowing Gems unlocks,
And all Arabia breaths from yonder Box.
The Tortoise here and Elephant unite,
Transform’d to Combs, the speckled and the white.
Here Files of Pins extend their shining Rows,
Puffs, Powders, Patches, Bibles, Billet-doux.
Now awful Beauty puts on all its Arms;
The Fair each moment rises in her Charms,  140
Repairs her Smiles, awakens ev’ry Grace,
And calls forth all the Wonders of her Face;
Sees by Degrees a purer Blush arise,
And keener Lightnings quicken in her Eyes.
The busy Sylphs surround their darling Care;
These set the Head, and those divide the Hair,
Some fold the Sleeve, while others plait the Gown;
And Betty’s prais’d for Labours not her own.

Canto 1.121–48

The Great Gatsby
Fitzgerald’s novel explores the passion of a mysterious 
millionaire (Gatsby) for the beautiful Daisy Buchanan. Though 
there are few clear facts in this novel, it seems that the two had 
a relationship during the war, which parental pressure forced 
Daisy to abandon. She has married the wealthy and unfaithful 
Tom, but Gatsby — now excessively wealthy — has never 
stopped dreaming of her and wants to win her back. The whole 
is narrated by Gatsby’s relatively impoverished neighbour, 
Nick, who has here acted as a go-between.

Among the novel’s themes are the conflict between 
materialism and idealism, the impact of the past, and social 
upheaval. Often seen as a definitive portrait of the Jazz Age 
in America, it presents both the allure and the deceits of the 
American Dream. In this incident, Daisy and Gatsby have just 
been reunited. They have spent an hour alone together, and 
although we do not know exactly what has happened, both are 
unsettled by the encounter. Gatsby then takes Daisy and Nick 
on a guided tour of his fabulous mansion.

His bedroom was the simplest room of all — except where the 
dresser was garnished with a toilet set of pure dull gold. Daisy 
took the brush with delight, and smoothed her hair, whereupon 
Gatsby sat down and shaded his eyes and began to laugh.

 “It’s the funniest thing, old sport,” he said hilariously. “I can’t 
— When I try to —”

 He had passed visibly through two states and was entering 
upon a third. After his embarrassment and his unreasoning joy 
he was consumed with wonder at her presence. He had been 
full of the idea so long, dreamed it right through to the end, 
waited with his teeth set, so to speak, at an inconceivable pitch 
of intensity. Now, in the reaction, he was running down like an 
overwound clock.

 Recovering himself in a minute he opened for us two hulking 
patent cabinets which held his massed suits and dressing-gowns 
and ties, and his shirts, piled like bricks in stacks a dozen high.

 “I’ve got a man in England who buys me clothes. He sends 
over a selection of things at the beginning of each season, spring 
and fall.”

 He took out a pile of shirts and began throwing them, one by 
one, before us, shirts of sheer linen and thick silk and fine flannel, 
which lost their folds as they fell and covered the table in many-
colored disarray. While we admired he brought more and the soft 
rich heap mounted higher — shirts with stripes and scrolls and 
plaids in coral and apple-green and lavender and faint orange, 
and monograms of Indian blue. Suddenly, with a strained sound, 
Daisy bent her head into the shirts and began to cry stormily.

 “They’re such beautiful shirts,” she sobbed, her voice muffled 
in the thick folds. “It makes me sad because I’ve never seen such 
— such beautiful shirts before.”

Chapter 5

Points for comparison
• Both passages begin with a woman sitting down at a dressing-
table, but Daisy is not at her own. What is the significance of this 
and what does it add to the passage?
• Both pieces concern frivolous, shallow young women. Belinda 
sets too much store by her appearance; Daisy weeps over a rich 
man’s shirts. Think about how each author’s language adds depth 
and complexity to this superficial account.
• Belinda is unmarried and virginal. Daisy is married and 
emotionally roused. How are these states conveyed?
• Wealth and excess are invoked in both passages. How is this 
conveyed?
• Consider the lists that both passages include. What is the effect 
of including ‘Bibles [and] Billet-doux’ (love letters) among the items 
on Belinda’s dressing-table, or the colours and textures of Gatsby’s 
shirts (‘sheer...fine...soft...rich’ and so on)?
• Look at the narrator and his point of view. Both are male. 
Both describe young women in intimate moments. One contains 
dialogue, the other is silent. How different from Pope’s god-like 
all-seeing narrator is the attitude of Fitzgerald’s narrator to Gatsby 
and Daisy? 

Further questions 

1 One is rhymed, regular verse, the other prose. Consider the effect 
of Pope’s rhymes: arms/charms [ll.139–40], for example. How does 
Fitzgerald’s slang (‘old sport...hulking’) and direct speech contrast 
with the language he uses to describe the shirts?

2 Take care over the words you use to define the writers’ different 
styles. Pope’s language is self-consciously artificial. Is Fitzgerald’s 
transparent? Artless? Banal? (Or none of these!) What words or 
phrases can you pick out to support your definition?

3 Are the narrators’ voices consistent throughout the passage, 
or do they change? (Look at how Nick first describes Gatsby’s 
wardrobe.)

4 Are the descriptive passages neutral or do the narrators despise 
what they are recording? Could either be said to have a weakness 
for glamour? Is Pope satirising female vanity or is he charmed by 
it? What does Nick think of Daisy’s behaviour? Quote to support 
your opinions!

5 Are the characters mocked or celebrated? Is Pope’s language — 
delicate, exquisite, elaborate — consistent with mockery? Is the 
phrase ‘the wonders of her face’ ironic? Is the banality of Daisy’s 
response to Gatsby’s shirts inconsistent with authentic emotion? 
If you are unsure of your answers is that because the text is 
ambiguous? 

6 Are you — the reader — left feeling positive or negative about 
the characters and events in these passages? What phrases in 
particular are responsible for this effect?

 compare and contrast

The Rape of the Lock and The Great Gatsby
Part of the challenge of A2 is that you will be asked to 
compare texts from different periods and genres. You 
should begin this process by finding something that your 
texts share. Even if your exam board does not specify 
single poems or extracts to work with, your task will be 
more manageable if you start the process by identifying 
typical passages to work with. You can broaden your scope 
later if required. These two passages represent key aspects 
of The Rape of the Lock by Alexander Pope (1717) and The 
Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald (1925). Both are set in a 
lavish dressing-room. Your comparison should attempt to 
discover the significance of each passage.

The question you are set may ask you to focus on the 
language used to express the writers’ themes, or it might 
ask you to address more specific issues such as how the 
writers create a mood or compile a description. You could 
be asked to examine narrative techniques or explore what 
is unspoken. 

Do you agree with the similarities and contrasts we have 
identified in the boxes? Return to the extracts to amplify 
your own response to the questions we have added. You 
will also find suggestions for other possible ‘ways in’ 
which you can try either in relation to this pairing or your 
own texts.


