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Chapter 1: Introduction to the American Dream
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The early 20th century was a time of transformation and turmoil for America. In many ways, it was a period of tension between the idealized promises of progress and the realities of inequality, economic instability, and social division. This time, marked by rapid industrialization and profound cultural shifts, gave rise to what was termed the "American Dream." It became a central theme not only in the lives of those who lived through it but also in the works of those who chronicled it, none more poignantly than Francis Scott Fitzgerald.

Fitzgerald's life and writing are inseparable from the history of America in the 1920s. Born in 1896, he came of age in an America that was transitioning from the Gilded Age into the progressive era, then into the disillusionment of the post-World War I era. This was a time when technological advancements, such as the automobile and cinema, promised a new age of prosperity, while the effects of World War I and the Great Depression questioned the validity of these promises. Fitzgerald was not only a product of this world; he was an incisive critic of its contradictions. In the pages of his works, such as This Side of Paradise, The Beautiful and Damned, The Great Gatsby, and Tender Is the Night, he captured the essence of this conflict: the tension between individual aspirations and the harsh realities of society.

The American Dream, often described as the ideal of success achieved through hard work and perseverance, was undergoing a significant transformation. At the turn of the century, the dream seemed attainable for anyone willing to put in the effort, but by the time Fitzgerald began his literary career, that dream was increasingly associated with wealth, materialism, and excess. The Jazz Age, or the Roaring Twenties, the period in which Fitzgerald rose to fame, epitomized this transformation. It was a time of rapid social change, when traditional values were being questioned, and the pursuit of pleasure and consumerism began to dominate the cultural landscape.

In many ways, Fitzgerald’s relationship with the American Dream was paradoxical. On one hand, he was a prime example of a person who sought success and fame. He came from modest beginnings, born to a family that struggled financially but also had aspirations of a higher social standing. His mother, Mary McQuillan Fitzgerald, came from a wealthy Irish Catholic family, while his father, Edward Fitzgerald, came from a more modest background and struggled with business ventures. The friction between these two sides of his family would influence Fitzgerald's lifelong tension between ambition and disillusionment.

Fitzgerald’s early years were spent in the upper Midwest, in St. Paul, Minnesota, where he was raised in relative comfort but also experienced the hardships of living on the margins of wealth. His privileged education, first at the Newman School in New Jersey and then at Princeton University, would later shape his outlook on class and success. At Princeton, he was exposed to the world of the elite, but his financial instability meant that he was always on the periphery of this world, never fully accepted as one of its own. His time at Princeton and his experiences with the wealthy and privileged would leave an indelible mark on his writing, particularly in his exploration of class and social mobility.

Fitzgerald’s ambition to succeed was relentless. After dropping out of Princeton, he enlisted in the army during World War I. It was during this time that he met Zelda Sayre, the woman who would become his muse, wife, and tragic counterpart. Zelda, the daughter of a wealthy Southern judge, embodied the idealized image of the flapper—independent, carefree, and in search of excitement. She represented the world Fitzgerald yearned for, and their whirlwind romance was central to his sense of identity. Their marriage, however, would soon reveal the dark side of the American Dream, as their lives became a study in excess, instability, and ultimately, disillusionment.

Fitzgerald's first novel, This Side of Paradise, published in 1920, became a literary sensation, catapulting him to fame. The novel was a reflection of the new generation's disillusionment with the values of the previous one. It was the story of Amory Blaine, a young man who embodies the aspirations and the existential crises of the post-war generation. Fitzgerald's portrayal of Amory's search for self-identity, his struggles with love and ambition, mirrored Fitzgerald's own journey. The novel's success mirrored the postwar boom, yet it also hinted at the disillusionment that would come to define much of Fitzgerald’s later work.

In the years that followed, Fitzgerald and Zelda became symbols of the Jazz Age itself, living a life of excess and indulgence that seemed to be the fulfillment of the American Dream. They moved to New York, immersed themselves in the world of jazz, high society, and parties, and became fixtures in the social scene. Fitzgerald, while simultaneously disillusioned by the world he inhabited, continued to write, and his works from this period reflected a deepening cynicism toward the social order. The novel The Beautiful and Damned (1922) would delve into the empty decadence of the Jazz Age, critiquing the superficiality of wealth and the moral decay of the time.

Yet, Fitzgerald’s most famous novel, The Great Gatsby, published in 1925, would forever cement his place as one of the great chroniclers of the American Dream. The novel, set in the fictional towns of East Egg and West Egg on Long Island, explores the life of Jay Gatsby, a mysterious millionaire who is driven by his obsession with Daisy Buchanan, a woman he believes will validate his wealth and status. Gatsby’s tragic end—his futile pursuit of an idealized past—mirrors the fate of the American Dream itself, suggesting that it is an unattainable illusion. The novel’s haunting line, “Gatsby believed in the green light, the orgastic future that year by year recedes before us,” captures the essence of Fitzgerald’s critique: the American Dream is a vision that perpetually eludes those who chase it.

This critique would become even more pronounced in Fitzgerald’s later works, particularly Tender Is the Night (1934), which, like The Great Gatsby, portrayed the moral and emotional decay of those who pursue fame, wealth, and social status at all costs. The novel, which was based in part on Fitzgerald’s tumultuous marriage to Zelda, delves deeply into themes of mental illness, addiction, and the fragility of human relationships. The characters in Tender Is the Night are driven by desires for wealth and status but ultimately find themselves disillusioned and broken by their pursuits.

Fitzgerald’s writing was heavily influenced by the major historical events of his time, such as World War I, the economic boom of the 1920s, the stock market crash of 1929, and the Great Depression. These events shaped not only his personal life but also his work. The aftermath of the war, for instance, created a generation of young people, including Fitzgerald, who were deeply disillusioned by the promises of a better future. The social upheavals of the 1920s, with the rise of consumerism and the breakdown of traditional values, created a society ripe for Fitzgerald’s critique.

Fitzgerald’s ideas were also shaped by the literary movements of his time. He was a part of the modernist movement, which sought to break away from the constraints of the past and create new forms of expression. Writers such as T.S. Eliot, Gertrude Stein, and Ernest Hemingway were contemporaries of Fitzgerald, and they too were grappling with the disillusionment that followed World War I. Their works, while varying in style and approach, shared a common focus on the fragmentation of society and the search for meaning in a world that seemed increasingly uncertain.

Yet Fitzgerald’s works were distinct in their focus on the moral and emotional costs of ambition. His characters, particularly those in The Great Gatsby and Tender Is the Night, are driven by a desire for success and status, but this ambition often leads to their undoing. Through his characters, Fitzgerald explored the consequences of a society that places too much value on wealth and social standing and the hollowness that often accompanies the pursuit of these goals.

Fitzgerald's literary legacy is deeply entwined with the history of his time. His works, though they were often critical of the society in which he lived, also captured the dreams and aspirations of a generation. His critique of the American Dream, while rooted in the social realities of the 1920s, continues to resonate today, as questions about the nature of success, class, and ambition remain central to American life. Fitzgerald’s exploration of the American Dream was not just an analysis of the culture of his time but a timeless meditation on the pursuit of meaning in a world where the promises of prosperity often fall short of their promise.

In the final analysis, Fitzgerald’s life and work serve as both a reflection of and a critique on the ideals and realities of the American Dream. His writing captured the beauty and tragedy of a nation grappling with its own contradictions. His characters, driven by the desire for success, ultimately found themselves unable to attain the happiness they sought, much like the nation itself. In this way, Fitzgerald’s exploration of the American Dream is not just a historical commentary, but a universal story of hope, ambition, and disillusionment that continues to resonate with readers today.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2: Early Years in St. Paul, Minnesota
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Francis Scott Fitzgerald’s formative years in St. Paul, Minnesota, were a critical part of shaping the man and writer he would become. Born on September 24, 1896, Fitzgerald was a child of two worlds. His father, Edward Fitzgerald, was a man of noble background but poor business sense, while his mother, Mary McQuillan Fitzgerald, came from a wealthy, socially prominent family. This duality would remain at the core of Fitzgerald’s life, influencing his complex relationship with both wealth and social class, themes that would permeate his literary works.

St. Paul, during Fitzgerald’s early years, was a city in transition. In the late 19th century, it was still a place of small-town charm, but the winds of industrialization were beginning to stir. The great railroad expansion, the advent of the telephone, and other technological innovations were transforming the United States, and Fitzgerald’s hometown was no exception. It was a town where society was still defined by old aristocratic values, yet these were increasingly being challenged by the rise of a new, more commercial and urban class. Fitzgerald would become keenly aware of the tensions between old money and new money, between the established elite and the rising middle class, a theme he would later explore with great depth in his novels.

Fitzgerald’s early education also played a pivotal role in shaping his intellectual and literary development. At St. Paul Academy, he showed an early promise in writing, but his academic record was far from stellar. His tendency to focus more on extracurricular activities—particularly writing and drama—than on his studies, mirrored his later struggles with discipline and self-doubt. While he excelled in creative writing, he was not always the model student, a reflection of his deeper inner turmoil. His tendency to seek attention and approval through his art—whether in high school plays or in his youthful poetry—was part of a broader search for identity and purpose that would persist throughout his life.

The contrast between Fitzgerald's family situation and the world around him was also formative. His family’s financial difficulties were a source of stress, particularly during his early childhood. Fitzgerald’s father, once a successful businessman, had experienced a series of failed ventures, and by the time Francis was born, the family’s economic stability was tenuous at best. As a result, Fitzgerald’s mother, Mary, maintained a firm belief in the importance of social standing and constantly reminded her son that his place in society was one of privilege, even if their material resources did not reflect this.

The Fitzgerald family’s financial instability was an early source of frustration and tension in Scott’s life. He felt the pressures of living between two social worlds: the struggling working-class world of his father and the aristocratic, almost monastic world of his mother’s family. Fitzgerald often felt an underlying sense of inadequacy due to the financial strain, and this led him to crave success and wealth throughout his life. These early tensions between the idealized values of old money and the realities of a more unstable financial situation set the stage for many of the themes he would explore in his writing, especially the fragility of wealth and the empty pursuit of status.

During his youth, Fitzgerald was exposed to a broad spectrum of intellectual influences. His mother’s influence was crucial in fostering his early interest in literature. She encouraged his reading, and in the quiet, reflective moments of his youth, Fitzgerald began to cultivate a love for the great works of literature. Early in his education, he gravitated toward the classics, developing a particular affinity for the works of Sir Walter Scott, the Brontë sisters, and Thomas Carlyle. Yet it was the American literature of the time, particularly the works of Edgar Allan Poe and Mark Twain, that began to leave a lasting mark on his imagination. Twain’s depiction of social class, particularly in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, would influence Fitzgerald’s own explorations of wealth and social mobility.

Fitzgerald’s early exposure to the writing of these authors also began to cultivate an awareness of the role of social class and identity in literature. Mark Twain’s portrayal of the divide between the wealthy, powerful elite and the downtrodden poor, for example, resonated deeply with Fitzgerald. Similarly, the dark romanticism of Poe’s work would color Fitzgerald’s later explorations of the psychological complexities of wealth and ambition.

Fitzgerald’s high school years were also marked by the beginning of his desire to break free from the constraints of small-town life. Though St. Paul was a city on the rise, it was still a place that felt limiting and provincial to a young Fitzgerald. His sense of ambition was coupled with a keen desire to escape what he saw as the stifling expectations of his hometown. Even at this early age, he began to develop a complex relationship with place—his yearning to break free from the confines of St. Paul would become a driving force in his life and work. As he left for Princeton University in 1913, he carried with him the weight of his dreams, which were increasingly shaped by the desire to move upward in social status and to be part of the intellectual and artistic elite.

Princeton, however, was a different world altogether. While Fitzgerald’s talent was undeniable, his inability to integrate into the exclusive world of Princeton’s Ivy League elite would come to define much of his college experience. In many ways, Fitzgerald felt like an outsider at Princeton. While he mingled with the sons of the wealthy and powerful, he was always keenly aware that his financial background—no matter how privileged it might have appeared—was tenuous and unstable. This sense of exclusion would continue to haunt him throughout his life and, much like his experiences in St. Paul, would color much of his literary output.
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