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Analysis of Lifestyles of the Characters and Authors of

The Nick Adams Stories and The Great Gatsby

The 1920's gave rise to many differing lifestyles.  The lifestyles of the characters and authors of Ernest Hemingway’s Nick Adams Stories and F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby can be analyzed with respect to the social activities of the people, religion, the areas which they lived, and the occupations of the people.


The social activities and experiences of the people in the era differed depending on the cultural area.  In The Nick Adams Stories, the protagonist spent time in his childhood camping with his father.  The father tried to create a strong bond between himself and his son, although exposing him to mature experiences such as childbirth and suicide might have created cracks in the foundation of their relationship.  As Nick matures, he continues to lose his childhood innocence as he is exposed to harsh realities such as bars, murder plots, and prostitution.  A section of the chapter "Now I Lay Me" is devoted to Nick reminiscing about the times that he had spent trout fishing, and the techniques he used for catching fish.  Later in the novel, we find that many of the soldiers in Nick's group spend time drinking wine and playing poker.  The men occasionally gossip of marriage, and one suggests that all men should get married in their life.  While the men of Hemingway's novel are dreaming of marriage, the characters of Fitzgerald's novel, The Great Gatsby, are fighting over a lost marriage.  Jay Gatsby inquires Daisy as to why she did not wait for him.  Daisy claims that she did love Tom when she married him.  Apparently the character Jay Gatsby was not close to his father, since he severed all ties from his father, which is evident since he changed his last name.  As for the authors themselves, it is clearly evident that family played an important role in Hemingway and his comrade's personal lives, as can be seen by the many letters they had written to their families while upon the ship Chicago during World War I (Clark 154-168).  As for Fitzgerald himself, he always believed that he was financially deprived, which made him coy of social situations.  He believed that women such as the wealthy Ginerva King would forever be unattainable, since he believed that “poor boys shouldn’t think of marrying rich girls” (Idema 193).  This theme is often carried into his novels.


Religion is another important factor in defining the lifestyle at the time.  Like Nick Adams, Hemingway was never regularly attended church.  But at the time, the church was losing its standing as the heart of his small community (Idema 144).  In his views, Hemingway felt that church was too controlling and that he needed to be independent. Although, evidence shows that Hemingway actively practiced Roman Catholicism later in his life, most likely due to his Catholic wife (Idema 138).  Characters in Hemingway’s novels, such as A Farewell to Arms, state that religion does not play a major role in their lives (Idema 155).  Hemingway is probably again using the characters in that novel to express his views of religion at that time.  The lack of religion in Hemingway’s novels reflects his displeasure in organized religious groups.  There is little to no reference to religion in The Great Gatsby, however it is known that Fitzgerald was raised in a Roman Catholic family.  He believed that the love of money in America was beginning to replace the love of God (Idema 195).  Fitzgerald might have designed The Great Gatsby in part to display his disapproval of the secular nature of his society, since Gatsby acquires fame and fortune but never acquires true love.


The habitat of the people in the age also reflected the culture of the people.  In Hemingway's novel, Nick tells us that he used to live in Chicago.  Nick is vehemently removed from his city dwelling and tossed into the murderous battlefield of war.  As stated in the novel, on the battlefield, there are many farmhouses and the landscape is rural.  In a stark contrast, Fitzgerald's novel depicts people who attend luxurious parties at Gatsby's mansion.  The parties that Gatsby holds are very extravagant, noted by the fact that he provides catered food and music from a large orchestra.  Gatsby provides complementary transportation to his guests in his Rolls-Royce.  Gin and liquor were provided to his guests.  People come and go to the parties as they please.  However, Gatsby’s never enjoyed the parties himself, but instead his real motivation for throwing the parties was to attract Daisy, who never attended his parties at his West Egg mansion.


Occupations of the people of the 1920's also define the lifestyle of the period.  Nick Adams spends most of his life as a soldier fighting in World War I.  Hemingway parallels Nick in this area, since he was also in World War I, where he was wounded.  One of Fitzgerlad's leading characters, Jay Gatsby, does not have an occupation, but instead lives off his fortune, which was mysteriously acquired.  There is gossip that Gatsby is a bootlegger and has acquired his fortune by killing a man.  Some believe that Jay Gatsby is a symbol for the American Dream, in that any person who works hard enough can attain prosperity and happiness (Lockridge 90).  Fitzgerald eventually obtained fame, although after a few disappointments.  When Fitzgerald returned from the war, he had an unsuccessful career in the advertising agency (Idema 194).  Then in 1925, his novel The Great Gatsby was published and did not sell very well (Idema 200).  Although, today The Great Gatsby is known as one of the best works of the time.


These two pieces of Roaring Twenties literature illustrate a strong contrast in lifestyle in the cultures.  Similar to the previous Guilded Age, Hemingway seems to identify with the “have nots,” while Fitzgerald’s works focus on the “haves.”  The 1920’s would not have been as intriguing without the diverse lifestyles.


The purpose of this paper was to educate the reader on the lifestyles of the 1920 as seen by Fitzgerald and Hemingway through their works.  This paper analyzes Hemingway's The Nick Adams Stories and Fitzgerald's The Great Gatsby.  I did a majority of my research using resources from the Ingram Library at the State University of West Georgia.
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