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  Context


  Ayn Rand was born to an affluent upper-middle-class family on February 2, 1905, in St. Petersburg, Russia. Rand formulated many of her strongly held beliefs early in life. Although her family was nominally Jewish, Rand thought of religion as a form of mysticism and became a committed atheist at the age of fourteen. She was passionately interested in politics, particularly after the beginning of the Russian Revolution in 1917. When the Bolshevik Party came to power at the end of 1917, it nationalized Rand’s father’s business and dimin-ished the family’s fortunes considerably. Rand opposed the Bolsheviks’ ideals, which included communism, socialism, and collectivization.


  Rand graduated from the University of Petrograd with highest honors in philosophy and history. In 1925, Rand obtained a temporary visa to visit relatives in Chicago. She left Russia with no intention of returning. She moved to Hollywood to pursue a career as a screenwriter and took a job as an extra on the set of King of Kings, a film directed by the legendary Cecil B. DeMille. In California, Rand met Frank O’Connor, whom she married in 1929.


  Over the next several years, Rand moved from job to job in Hollywood. In 1932, she sold her first screenplay, Red Pawn, to Universal Studios. That same year, Rand’s first stage play, Night of January 16th, was produced in Hollywood and then on Broadway. She completed her first novel, We the Living, in 1933, but all of the publishers she approached rejected the manuscript until 1936, when Macmillan published the novel in the United States. The novel was based on Rand’s life in Russia and drew strong criticism from leftist members of the American intelligentsia. Rand began work on The Fountainhead in 1938. Again she had trouble finding a publisher, but eventually Bobbs-Merrill accepted the novel in 1941. Over the next two years, The Fountainhead’s reputation grew by word of mouth and the novel became a bestseller when it came out in 1943.


  In 1957, Rand published Atlas Shrugged. By this time her work had inspired a devoted following. Rand made numerous public appearances to lecture and explain the ideas behind her work. Rand disliked being associated with either the conservative or libertarian political movements in the United States. She felt her ideas were distinct and started her own movement, called Objectivism, which promoted her conception of rational self-interest and denounced altruism. The Fountainhead embodies Rand’s Objectivist philosophy, suggesting that egoism is an absolute moral good and therefore any person, institution, or system that blocks an individual’s freedom and talent is evil. The Fountainhead is an Objectivist parable. Each character in the novel represents a different level on the spectrum of good and evil. Like the authors of other satirical and allegorical works, Rand does not create complex, three-dimensional characters, but designs personalities to prove a point.


  During the 1950s and 1960s, Rand promoted her ideas with the help of two young protégés, Nathaniel and Barbara Branden. Rand’s affair with Nathaniel Branden put an end to her alliance with the young couple. Rand died in her apartment in New York City on March 6, 1982. At the time of Rand’s death, more than twenty million copies of her books had been sold. Rand’s work continues to draw heated reactions from critics. She has been called a fascist, and some call her admirers devotees and worshippers, and even go so far as to call Objectivism a cult. Nonetheless, the Ayn Rand Institute and the Objectivist Center continue their work in America, and Rand’s novels still attract a global following.


  Plot Overview


  Howard Roark, a brilliant young architect, is expelled from his architecture school for refusing to follow the school’s outdated traditions. He goes to New York to work for Henry Cameron, a disgraced architect whom Roark admires. Roark’s schoolmate, Peter Keating, moves to New York and goes to work for the prestigious architectural firm Francon & Heyer, run by the famous Guy Francon. Roark and Cameron create beautiful work, but their projects rarely receive recognition, whereas Keating’s ability to flatter and please brings him almost instant success. In just a few years, he becomes a partner at the firm after he causes Francon’s previous partner to have a stroke. Henry Cameron retires, financially ruined, and Roark opens his own small office. His unwillingness to compromise his designs in order to satisfy clients eventually forces him to close down the office and take a job at a granite quarry in Connecticut.


  In Connecticut, Roark feels an immediate, passionate attraction to Dominique Francon, Guy Francon’s temperamental and beautiful daughter. Society disgusts Dominique, and she has retreated to her family’s estate to escape the mediocre architecture she sees all around her. One night, Roark enters the house and rapes her. Dominique discovers that this is what she had needed, but when she looks for Roark, he has left the quarry to design a building for a prominent New York businessman. Dominique returns to New York and discovers Roark’s identity. She realizes that he designed a building she admires. Dominique and Roark begin to meet in secret, but in public she tries to sabotage his career and destroy him. Ellsworth Toohey, an architectural critic and socialist, slowly prepares to rise to power. He seeks to prevent men from excelling by teaching that talent and ability are of no great consequence, and that the greatest virtue is humility. Toohey sees Roark as a great threat and tries to destroy him. Toohey convinces a weak-minded businessman named Hopton Stoddard to hire Roark as the designer for a temple dedicated to the human spirit, then persuades the businessman to sue Roark once the building is completed. At Roark’s trial, every prominent architect in New York testifies that Roark’s style is unorthodox and illegitimate, but Dominique declares that the world does not deserve the gift Roark has given it. Stoddard wins the case and Roark loses his business again. To punish herself for desiring Roark, Dominique marries Peter Keating.


  Enter Gail Wynand, a brilliant publisher, who has lost his early idealism and made his fortune by printing newspapers that say exactly what the public wants to hear. Wynand meets Dominique and falls in love with her, so he buys her from Keating by offering him money and a prestigious contract in exchange for his wife. Dominique agrees to marry Wynand because she thinks he is an even worse person than Keating, but to her surprise, Wynand is a man of principle. Wynand and Roark meet and become fast friends, but Wynand does not know the truth about Roark’s relationship with Dominique. Meanwhile Keating, who has fallen from grace, asks Roark for help with the Cortlandt Homes, a public housing project. The idea of economical housing intrigues Roark. He agrees to design the project and let Keating take the credit on the condition that no one makes a single alteration to his plan.


  When Roark returns from a summer-long yacht trip with Wynand, he finds that, despite the agreement, the Cortlandt Homes project has been changed. Roark asks Dominique to distract the night watchman one night and then dynamites the building. When the police arrive, he submits without resistance. The entire country condemns Roark, but Wynand finally finds the courage to follow his convictions and orders his newspapers to defend him. The Banner’s circulation drops and the workers go on strike, but Wynand keeps printing with Dominique’s help. Eventually, Wynand gives in and denounces Roark. At the trial, Roark seems doomed, but he rouses the courtroom with a statement about the value of selfishness and the need to remain true to oneself. Roark describes the triumphant role of creators and the price they pay at the hands of corrupt societies. The jury finds him not guilty. Roark marries Dominique. Wynand asks Roark to design one last building, a skyscraper that will testify to the supremacy of man.


  Character List


  
    Howard Roark - The novel’s hero, a brilliant architect of absolute integrity. Roark has friends and colleagues, but relies on himself alone. He is tall, gaunt, and angular, with gray eyes and distinctive orange hair. Born to a poor family, Roark supports himself throughout high school and college by working odd jobs on construction sites. He brings the same fiery intensity to whatever job he does, whether it is manual labor or architecture. He loves the beautiful Dominique Francon with violent passion. He is the novel’s idealization of man, bringing innovative and joyful buildings to the rest of the world.

  


  
    Ellsworth Toohey - The villain of the novel, and Roark’s antithesis—a man with a lust for power but no talent. Since his boyhood, Toohey has despised the achievements of others, and he dedicates himself to squelching other people’s talents and ambitions. He is a small and fragile-looking man, but his persuasive voice and knack for manipulation make him a formidable opponent. He encourages selflessness and altruism to coax others into submission. His philosophy is a blend of religion, Fascism and Socialism, and he at times resembles the Russian dictator Joseph Stalin.

  


  
    Dominique Francon - Daughter of the prestigious architect Guy Francon, her fragile appearance, pale gold hair, and gray eyes belie her capability and bluntness. Dispassionate, cynical, and cold, Dominique nurses a masochistic streak. Although she loves Roark and his beliefs, she initially tries to destroy him before the rest of the world can. Eventually, to punish herself for her behavior, she marries Peter Keating and then Gail Wynand.

  


  
    Gail Wynand - A ruthless media tycoon who sells his integrity for power. Wynand comes from New York’s slums and is an entirely self-taught, self-made man. He had sought power so he could rule the incompetent and corrupt, but in acquiring wealth he becomes like them. His faith in humanity is restored when he meets Roark, who is incorruptible, and he becomes Roark’s great ally and friend before finally betraying him.

  


  
    Peter Keating - A classmate of Roark’s who lives only for fame and the approval of others. Keating is good-looking and commercially successful, but he steals his only original ideas from Roark. In order to rise to the top, Keating flatters, lies, steals, kills, and even trades his wife, Dominique, for the opportunity to work on a promising project. His fall is even more rapid than his rise. He realizes the error of his ways too late and lives the rest of his life in frightened misery.

  


  
    Henry Cameron - Roark’s mentor, an intractable and aggressive architect who is in the twilight of his career at the onset of the novel. Like Roark, Cameron suffers greatly at the hands of the world because he loves his buildings, but he does not have Roark’s strength and lives a frustrated and anguished life. Ruined physically and financially, Cameron dies still fighting the world.

  


  
    Catherine Halsey - Toohey’s niece and Keating’s on-again, off-again fiancée. Halsey is not beautiful, but her innocence and sincerity provide Keating with a refuge from himself. Although Keating loves Katie, he abandons her, and her uncle Toohey slowly destroys her spirit.

  


  
    Guy Francon - Dominique’s father and Keating’s employer and business partner. Francon rises to fame nearly as swiftly as Keating, but he has no real talent of his own. Nonetheless, Francon is a fundamentally honest and decent man, and eventually he finds salvation through his love for his spirited daughter.

  


  
    Stephen Mallory - A gifted but disillusioned sculptor who feels alone and misunderstood until Roark rescues him from his drunken doldrums. Mallory’s statues portray a heroic vision of man, but the world rejects his work. Mallory tries to kill Toohey, whom the artist blames for the failings of the world. Eventually he regains his self-confidence through his work on Roark’s buildings.

  


  
    Alvah Scarret - Wynand’s editor-in-chief. Scarret clings to Wynand out of habit and inertia. He believes every article and column printed in the Banner. Because Scarret’s beliefs reflect those of the masses, Wynand uses him to measure public opinion.

  


  
    Mrs. Keating - Keating’s forceful and manipulative mother. Mrs. Keating’s preoccupation with money and success prompt Keating to make all the wrong choices. Mrs. Keating devoutly believes that financial success is the surest indicator of a person’s quality.

  


  
    Mike - A tough, phenomenally ugly electrician who admires talent in any form. He instantly recognizes Roark’s ability and becomes a staple on the construction sites of the buildings Roark designs.

  


  
    The Dean - The Dean of the architecture school, a staunch traditionalist who frowns on any deviation from the architectural canon. The Dean believes everything worthy has already been designed and views Roark as dangerous.
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