Gatsby and the Role of Light

Various literary scholars have explored the role of light in The Great Gatsby. Robert Emmet Long has mentioned "the novel's movement [. . .] from light into darkness" (128), and Gatsby himself has been compared to both Apollo (Long 160-61) and Icarus (Wilson 488), mythic figures associated with light and the sun. One can examine this motif more closely by considering the interrelationships among sun-related imagery, the changing of the seasons, and Gatsby's dream of regaining Daisy Buchanan's love. Fitzgerald correlates Daisy with the sun, and although Gatsby vainly attempts to attract her through a dazzling display of artificial light, his eventual failure to hold her love is as inevitable as the waning of sunlight as summer heads toward fall. 

Almost as soon as we meet Daisy, Fitzgerald associates her affections for Gatsby with sunlight. In the first chapter, Daisy hears Gatsby's name mentioned--apparently the first time she has heard it in years-by Jordan Baker, in a brief snippet which establishes that Gatsby lives nearby. Before Daisy can ask about him, she is called to dinner on an open porch where candles have been lit--but where she glows so brightly that the candles are superfluous. Daisy puts out the candles with her fingers, saying, "Why candles? In two weeks it'll be the longest day of the year." She then goes on talking about the summer solstice, the day of maximum sunlight, at the same time looking at the others "radiantly" (16)--that is, looking as if she herself emits light. And although Gatsby is not mentioned during the rest of the dinner party, the mention of his name has so moved Daisy that she goes into Jordan's bedroom later that night, wakes her, and asks her about him (82). Evidently, Daisy's radiance on the porch results from her recalling past feelings for Gatsby and realizing that he once again lives close by. 

At the end of the first chapter, Fitzgerald strengthens the association of light with Daisy as Gatsby's potential lover. At this point we get our first glimpse of Gatsby himself: the famous image in which he stands alone in the darkness, reaching longingly toward a green light that he associates with Daisy (25). Although much has been written about this image (for example, see Bewley 46-48, or Lawry), the point is that Gatsby stands in the darkness of West Egg and reaches toward a light in East Egg: It is the east, and Daisy is the sun. And with the days of maximum sunlight approaching, Gatsby's romantic fortunes will soon be on the rise. 

Perhaps trying to demonstrate that he is worthy of a love so strongly associated with sunlight, Gatsby himself becomes a sometimes glorious, sometimes gaudy, supplement to the sun in his efforts to attract Daisy. His parties, thrown in the hope that Daisy might drop by uninvited and rekindle their relationship, illuminate "enough colored lights to make a Christmas tree of Gatsby's enormous garden," where party guests "came and went like moths" (43). In fact, Gatsby is at times portrayed not so much as supplement to the sun and stars but as rival to them. Describing the parties in which Gatsby "dispensed starlight to casual moths" (83), narrator Nick Carraway states, "the lights grow brighter as the earth lurches away from the sun" (44). Interpreted one way, this wording suggests that Gatsby's party lights are like stars, more visible after the last sunlight fades. Interpreted another way, it suggests that they seem more powerful than the sun, making Gatsby's garden grow brighter, not darker, after sundown. Either way, Gatsby's light seems splendid, but it also seems to overreach the limits imposed by nature, an appropriate effect for a man whose dream is to overcome time itself and "repeat the past" (116). 

More specifically, Gatsby dreams of regaining Daisy's love, which he had lost almost five years previously. He had met her in the light-shortened days of October--an appropriate time because, lacking money and about to be shipped overseas during World War I, he could hold her love only briefly. After his departure in November, she had waited for him for awhile but finally "began to move again with the season" (158), eventually marrying Tom Buchanan. Returning from the war, Gatsby could only take a sentimental trip to Daisy's hometown and then leave on a train that "was going away from the sun [. . .] as it sank lower" (160). But in the novel's present, having accumulated the wealth to compete for Daisy's affections, Gatsby enters the summer of 1922 determined to regain what he had lost in November 1917 and more: He wants Daisy to tell Tom Buchanan that she never loved him; he wants her to "obliterate four years with that sentence" and then marry Gatsby "just as if it were five years ago" (116). 

Of course, Gatsby's dream is hopeless. We can tell by the fact that before Gatsby can even make contact with Daisy, the daylight hours have already begun to shorten. By early in chapter 3 Nick has written down the names of the partygoers on a timetable dated July 5 (65), but the parties have not allowed Gatsby to be reintroduced to Daisy. Thus, Nick Carraway's phrase, "the lights grow brighter as the earth lurches away from the sun," may portray Gatsby as attempting to overcome not only the darkness of oncoming night but also the shortening of daylight hours once summer solstice is past. This portrayal emphasizes the futility of Gatsby's quest: No matter how brightly his lights shine, he cannot halt the passage of time as embodied in the changing seasons. No wonder that in the dialogue just before Gatsby and Daisy's first meeting in years--a meeting that evidently takes place in late July or early August--both Nick and Gatsby say, "It's too late" (86,90). 

True, that first summer meeting goes well, causing Gatsby to behave like "an ecstatic patron of recurrent light" (94). But summer's lease hath all too short a date. When Tom Buchanan finally confronts Gatsby, three months have elapsed since the dinner party where Daisy first heard Gatsby's name--meaning it is now early September, rapidly approaching the autumnal equinox. The light gives way much sooner than before, so that the moon is already visible by midafternoon (126). Thus it is no surprise to see Tom vanquishing Gatsby when the two men struggle for Daisy's allegiance. Gatsby waits outside Daisy's house that night hoping she'll come out to him, but she only "came to the window and [...] turned out the light" (154). 

The light-shortened days of autumn not only foreshadow Gatsby's romantic downfall, but also partly cause his death. After the climactic meeting with Tom Buchanan, Gatsby and Daisy head back to Long Island, with Daisy driving, at about seven o'clock. Now, with the light fading earlier, Gatsby and Daisy are driving "through the cooling twilight" (143). Therefore, when Tom Buchanan's lover, Myrtle Wilson, sees the car (which she mistakenly believes to be Tom's car) approaching "out of the gathering darkness" (144), it is apparently too dark for her to see that Tom is not in the car. And when Myrtle darts into the road in a desperate, misguided attempt to contact Tom, it is too dark for Daisy to see her in time to avoid hitting her. Thus Myrtle's death results in part from the waning of summer light, and Myrtle's death leads directly to Gatsby's death the next day. 

Gatsby's death, too, is described in terms of the passage from summer to autumn. A heat wave has passed, and "there was an autumn flavor in the air" (161). The gardener wants to drain Gatsby's swimming pool, an end-of-summer ritual, to avoid the pipes' becoming clogged by autumn leaves. But Gatsby asks the gardener to delay this task so that he can use the pool just once, not having used it all summer (161). As it turns out, Gatsby is fatally shot, by Myrtle's husband, while using the pool. His body is found on an air mattress floating in slow circles, directed by its contact with a cluster of fallen leaves (170). Gatsby's dream and Gatsby's life have been extinguished with the dying of the summer light. 
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