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years, with emphasxs on jts symbolic- and mythlc elements. The novel :

may have been compared to works by Edith Wharton, Henry James,
and Joseph Conrad, but it was not felt 1 necessary to draw in Goethe,
Milton, and. Shakespeare, as Lionel Tnlhng has done. The fact: that o
The Great Gatsby has been elevated to such' heights serves to em- L

 phasize the mildness of the praise (and the vehemence of the criti-

cism) with which it was received, The:vicissitudes of the book’s re- - :’;::‘5"
putation form an instructive illustration of the problems involved in~

literary 1udgment Since the book: is today read in such a different
way from the approach used by the contemporary reviewers (mdeed :
in a way impossible for them), must one conclude ‘thattime is'a
prerequlsxte for the perspectlve needed in cntlcal ;udgments? that a

can? that:'ltrls necessary to get far enough away from the penod soi‘_:

that questions of realism in external details'do not intrude?
There have been—it goes without saying—admirers of the novel

" from the begmmng Gertrude Stemlwrote to Fitzgerald. of theA “gen- -
uine pleasure’” the book brought her; she called it a “good book” and

said-he was “creating

- the contemporary world as much as Thackeray :

did his.” T S. Eliot, after referring to the novél as “charming,” “over- .
powering,”’ ‘and “remarkable,” declared it to be “the first step- that

American fiction ‘has taken since Henry James.” Edith Wharton

~vitote, “let me say at once how much I like Gatsby”; she praised the
advarice in Fltzgerald's techmque and used the word “masterly ?And

Maxwell - Perkins’ adjéctives - were - “‘extraordinary,” -“magnificent,”
“brilliant,” “unequaled”; h

believed Fitzgerald had “every kind of

right to be proud of this:book” full of “such things as:make a man g

famous” and said to hlm‘, “You have plamly mastered the craft”.
“But the reviewers were not generally so- enthiusiastic;, and several
were quite hostile. In the years following the book’s. publication, there

werea few critics who spoke high
the comments on Gatsby between 1925 ‘and 1945 ‘can almost be
counted on one’s fingers, and. certamly the significant discussions re-
quire no more than the fingers of one hand: Between 1927 ‘and- the
appearance -of Tender Is the N1gbt in 1934, there: were fewer than

hly of the book from time to time, but

ten articles'on Fltzgerald and in these only three important (though

ery\bnef) ‘comments on The Great: Gatsby, between: 1934 and Fitz-
ald’s. ,eath m‘194o there were‘fonly seven articles,. contammg fe
A _ne dlscus_sxonx afbook in 194







a révxew of several new books‘ an mfenor ”
feeble m theme, mf

are blurred and mcom
reat Gatsby’ hlmself .is unconvincing. at
-the only person who stands out at all ftom the».:

the aWkwatd age 50 that he mlght be able to write eﬁectxvely ‘Out- :, :
: suie the eld oE sophlshmted ]uvemles” but h1s attempt at tragedy '.




* e oo e
" hard, ‘sober toil.” Fitzgerald’s s “whole athtudr :
- :,changed from that of abnﬂxant.‘ iprovisateur to

‘well-made ‘it is “sound and]atidéblewo
- At lwst two other rewewersﬁ ere i

‘- Published by-UNM Digital Repasitory, 1563



ij‘\few Mrexi'coizQﬁa.'rter'l’y, Vol. 33“[196-3], Iss. 4 Art..5

414 - G. THOMAS TANSELLE AND IACKSON R. BRYER' '

writers who are producing the best serious. ﬁctlon he was glvmg“ x

voice to the sort of observation that constantly reappears in these re-
views—the place Gatsby occuipies in Fitzgerald’s career. Thus Llewel-
lyn Io‘nes, in oneof ﬂle earhest rev1ews, beheved that

. Scott: Fltzgerald has got hls second wmd and the peoPIe who were
dolefully shaking their heads over hiin some time ago are going to be
fooled. “The Great Gatsby™. is written with all the brilliancy and

- beauty that we associate with.youth and with a'sense of spmtual values
that is sincere and mature (Chxcago Evenmg Post Apnl 17)

‘Snm]arly, the followmg day, Fanny utcher commented in the Chi-

cago Tribune on the unplmtxons of the new novel (“as different from g

the other two as experience is: from innocence”) for. Fltzgerald’ s
development' ““The Great Gatsby’ proves that Scott Fltzgerald is.

going to be a writer, and not just a man of one book. It is bizarre. It

is melodramatic. It is, at' moments, dime novelish. But it is, despite its
faults, a book which is. not negligible as any one’s work, and vastly

important as Scott Fitzgerald’s work.” Edwin Clark, in the New York“

Times the next day, felt that the novel took “a deeper look at life”

than any of -Fitzgerald’s earlier: work and showed that his sense. of,».\‘ 5
form “is becoming perfected The Literary Digest for. May foundin -

this “graceful, finished tale” with “a kind of delicate unreality” a. Fltz-'

gerald who exhibits “a new awareness of values” and. who} is “no
longer the 1mpudent youngster,” who is “still gay and as extravagant
as ever” though “not quite as tolerant, and no longer indifferent”
since he displays a new emotion, for hun—-plty Carl Van Vechten, -

too, saw a new element in Fxtzgerald in this “fine yamn, exhxlarat ngly '

spun”: a quality which has only recently made its debut in the writ- -
ings of this brilliant young author, the quality vaguely referred to as
mysticism” (Nation, May 20). The New Yorker (May 23) declared . .

 that the novel “has Fitzgerald’s extravagance but a new- matunty, as’
well as aniy amount of flash and go. .. . . The young man'is not peter-
ing out.” And Louis. Bromfield (1n the August Bookman) believed -

that Fitzgerald was now “freed of the excesses of youth,” s since the L

“gaudy world” of his earher books “has been left behmd somewhere g
‘inthemiddle distance.”
The favorable.reviews not, ;only tned to ascertam the posxtxon of |

Gatsby in Fitzgerald's career but also compared it with the work of

other writers. Edwin’ Clark in hxs Times teview; detected a resemb- -

i
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lusmned” and * mature, wlth pace and dmuable ‘control.’’ L
Chapter Two “ec iild not have been better wntten,” while the eata- L

, Paterson; Benét felt that the authorhas “made the real people Tive o
and breathe in all : o They are memorable peo-
ple of today—not typ '

’ W

to the oplmons of Mencken and Isabe] 3

~But i3 Chubb, wntmg in the Fomm (nr*August 1925), who* e
probably came: . closer than any other reviewer to expressing the pres- -

ent—day attitude toward the book. Fitzgerald’s “most attractive book”
is “a fable in the. form of a realistic novel,” “at once a tragedy~and an
~ extraordinarily convincing love tale and an extravaganza. .. ” While. -
* the publishers claimed: that Gatsby “would only be possible in this -

‘age and generation,” Chubb felt “that he would be possible in any
age and generation and impossible in all of them. . . . there is some-

thing: of Jay. Gatsby in every man, woman, or child that ever existed.”
Referring to Fitzgerald's brilliance (he “has every bit of the. brilliance

that we associate with hard surfaces”), Chubb asserts, “To' recom- |
‘mend this book on the ground of technical excellence is of course
superfluous. I recommend it as-a study of . sentlmentahsts by o

one whose heart does not ever beat: emhwlly:’ |

e

The British reaction to the book in 1926

not markedly dlf-

ferent from the American. That is, theré werenthose ‘who felt, with _‘

the Times theragnSuppIement (Febmaty 18);-that it was “undoubt-
edly a'work of arf and of great promise’ and“thoqe who: thought the
story hardly “worth-the telling,” an example of ‘${u]ndoubted talent

. wasted on the poor material of the melodramatic corruptions of

. Amenms overrich “smart set’ in post-war times” (Dublin Magazine,
]uly-Septembel;_ 1926). Edward Shanks found himself on the side of *
the Times, with L. P. Hartley in the opposing camp, while the New .
Statesman (March 27) w

- with a pretty thick elvet glove.” Shanks, in the April London Mer-
~ cury, ! sa1d that Gatsby leaves “no doubt as to Mr. Fitzgerald's talents”

- was rather noncommittal about this “satirist -

handling “his groteeque material with an artist’s dis-
_moderation”: “Where he might well be flamboyant, . -
> might be ragmgly sentimental, he is full of com- -

monsenae 2 Hattley, on the other hand, saw in Gatsby only.“anabsurd

~story, W
febril and whose emohon is “over-stramed” and he. hoped “that' o

. hitpsi/digitalrepository.unmedu/nma/volasissefs. -
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other Fitzgerald books for the St. Paul Dispatch, had also pralsed
Gatsby—in. 1926 as “a beautiful 'literary accomphshment” and in
1933 as “a skillful, wise and affecting book.” = =
When Gray then wrote in 1940, “Perhaps some day.it [Gatsby] wrll- '
- berediscovered,” he may have been a harbinger of what was to happen
later in the decade, but he was speaking from the midst of a long per-
iod of neglect of the book—between Chamberlain’s remark in 1934
and the beginning. of the revival in 1945, there were. no more than.
five or six articles that could be thought of in any way as contnbutmg
to a study of Gatsby ( only one of them exclusively on that novel) and
~ two orthree: comments in. books. There had been a significant brief
mention of the work in a London Mercury article by Harry T. Moore
“in March 1933, refernng to Gatsby as “almost a great novel” and “one
of the few books of the 1920s that can still stand on its feet,” and .
Harlan Hatcher’s descnphon in the same yeat, in his book on modern
American fiction, of the pace and drive . “proportion and firmness of
structure” of Frtzgerald’ s “best piece of work.” James Gray had written
two articles, in 1937 and 1940, the first (Saturday Review of Litera-
ture, June 12) pronouncing Gatsby Fitzgerald's “finest work” and
the second (St. Paul Dzspatch December 24) descnbmg it as “one
of those small masterpieces which ‘inevitably misses tremendous
popular success bgcause its 1mphcatrons are ‘more subtle than the -
casual public cares to disentangle from a melodramatic story.” There
had been a few comments on- Gatsby in the rash of articles that ap- -
peared upon Fitzgerald’s death in 1g40: ]ohn Dos Passos in the New
-Republic- (February 17, 1941) labeling it “one- of the few classic
American novels,” Esquire (for March 1941) assertmg that it “will
undoubtedly be read and studied a century hence; Margaret Mar-
shall (Nation, February 8,1941) believing that it “will continue to be
relevant” ‘because it “caught and crystalhzed the underlying ‘values’
of a period.” And, finally, there had been Peter Quennell’s study, R
the New Statesman (February 1, 1941), of one of the book’s ¢ many"
virtues”. (“its delineation of two rich men dunng ‘the American
~ boom”), which concluded that it is “a penod plece wrth an unusual-
degree of permanent value.” o
As for critical books in the early forhes, Osmr Cargrll in Inte]lectual" -
America 1941), pointed-out two weaknesses.in what was “one of the -
swiftest moving of ‘modem novels”; \Alfred Kazm, in On Native
Grounds (1942), considered Gatsby a “profound . . burst
understanding”; and Maxwell Geismar, in The Last of the ProvmczaIs* il

;f}rtltp_‘s://riigital‘repository.qnm‘e(_iu/nr&nq/_ygl3,§lis‘_s4,_lvs, = ; e
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logrcal creations in -our: recent lrteratur and analyzed ,
- . preoccupation with failure and his ¢ exasperatlon with the 1
of . modem human exlstence . Even m a bnef’-‘E”._nglrsh

eago Sun. ( October 7) the novel “dates not. at all » Almost th onli':”
drssentmg vorce was that of Charles Poore, who 1udged that ‘Gatsby B

' September 27) -
- Between 1945 and the zemth of 1951-52, commentary on th_ k 3
appeared‘steedil jﬁ;not exactly in large quautlty In 1946 ]ohn Berry-f y

as Fltzgerald’ “best book” and Atthur Mlzener, in the Sewanee Rec.
view; publrshed his ‘first: attempt: at Frtzgerald ‘biography-criticism
(although in' looking at: ‘the Portable in the Kenyon Review that
spring; he considered Tender Is the Night to be “surely Fitzgerald’s-
most important novel”). The rest of the forties found only specialized

‘or: penpheral articles, such as Milton Hindus’ discussion of anti-Semi-

- tism; in Fitzgerald’s portrayal of Wolfsheim (which stirred up some
letters about Gatsby. from. the readers of Commentary in 1947), Alan
Ross’s: anaIysrs {in the December 1948 Horizon) of the relation be- -
tween the man and his work' (Gatsby being “the-one novel” in: which
Frtzgerald “exactly and beautifully canalized the various strands of his
own temperament”), Martin Kallich’s 1949 study in the Umverslty
of Kansas City: Review of Fitzgerald’s attitude toward wealth, D. S.
Savage’s general chronicle (World Review, August 1949) of Fitz-

‘gerald’s work (in which. Gatsby is “superlative,” “a masterprece of
sympathetic understanding”), Frederick J. Hoﬁmans comparison-(in-
the 1949 Enghsh Instrtute: Essays) of Edith Wharton and Fitz- -
" gerald (who had “an inadequate sense: of the past”), Paul L. Mac-
Kendrick’s comparison of -the Satyricon and Gatsb ‘in the Classical
Journal (both: contributmg to the “literature of protest”), Michael -+
F. Moloney’s critique of “half-faiths” and “social awareness” in Fitz- -
gerald (Catholic World, 1gs0), and the January zo, 1950, Times
Literary Supplement’s survey. of Fitzgerald (with Gatsby ‘seen as.
“extraordinarily successful in- blendmg reﬂectron and’ movement”)
. ‘When 1951 eame, however, there was no doubt: that the revrval

i e
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in Fltzgerald and D. S. Savage’s psychoanalyhcal study!.('"&‘E“"voy of -

wealth and the “incest motive” in Gatsby and Tender

The other group, the camp of the dissenters, includes ‘Fdward DahL- %
berg (with his caustic indictment, in the November § Freeman, of .
ideas”
and an example of Fitzgerald’s “peopleless realism”), Baird W. Whit-

Fitzgerald's “sloven writing” -and of: Gatsby, a. “novel without.

- lock ' (who wrote to the TLS that the “peak” of twenheth-century‘

- American literature must be “a good deal higher” than Gatsby),
several ‘writers of letters to the Saturday Review of therature, and
~ Ben Ray Redman (who, in thé same issue of that magazine, beheved o

“that praise of [Fltzgerald’s] work now outruns discretion™).
Anyone familiar with academic criticism could predict the rest of
the story. Given the facts so far—the “discovery” and elevation of a

formerly underrated twenheth-century novei—the kinds-of articles
to follow, swept along in the glant wave of enthusiasm, conformtoa -

pattern. There is no point-in doing more than very ‘briefly tracing
this pattern since’ 1952. The spring of that year saw discussions of the

“social thmkmg 1in Gatsby (Richard Greenleaf in Science & Society)
and of its “concemn for the- archetypal -and essential forms of ‘the

American character and experience” (Charles Holmes in the Pacific
Spectator); in the summer it was again studied as a “social document”
(William Van O’Connor in-American Quarterly); in the fall its sym-
bolism and themes were treated in College English (by Tom Bur-

nam); and before the end of the year its themes were scrutinized two -~
more times, by Edwin Fussell (in ELH) and Henry Wechsler (in the

Washington and ]efferson Wall). Through 1953, 1954, and 1955

many. important critics turned their attention to- the book, dlscussmg,

it in terms of its: commentary on money (Malcolm Cowley in the
Western Review, 1953), its mythology (Douglas Taylor in the Uni-

sity of Kansas City Review, 1953), its criticism of America (Marius
| i‘wley in-the Sewanee Review, 1954), its themeé of “time confused

d. disordered” (Robert Wooster Stallman in Modern Fiction

Studies, 1955), even it§ telephone symbo]xsm (B. B. Cohen-in the -

Indiana Folio, 1954), bringing in comparisons with Benjamin Frank- . -
lin (Floyd ‘Watkins in the New England Quarterly and Hugh Mac-
lean in College English, 1954), Dickens (Norman Friedman in Ac- _
cent, 1954), T. S. Eliot (John Bicknell in the Virginia Quarterly Re-
view, 1954), Conrad (Robert Stallman in Twenticth Century Litera- = -
‘ture, 1955), and Sophocles’ ‘Oedipus. (Hans MeyerhoE’s ‘Time i~
Literature). Fredenck] ‘Hoffman, who felt Gatsbywas sentlmental |

kb
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