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Abstract 
 
This thesis explores the relationship between literary time and sophistication in writing. As 

well as this, it is an analysis as to what makes for a sophisticated writer, and the main focus is 

chiefly to explore why F. Scott Fitzgerald is considered as much of a sophisticated writer as 

he is, while John Steinbeck is not, and is mostly criticized for his writing. This thesis 

therefore sets out to explore why this has come to be the general thought, but it will also try to 

prove that Steinbeck is just as sophisticated, especially when it comes to the use of narrative 

and literary time. I will attempt to prove this by the use of Gerard Genette’s narrative analyses 

on narrative time, as well as inputs from both narrative theorists Seymour Chatman and 

Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan mostly regarding Genette’s focus on Order, Duration and 

Frequency. The focus on time will therefore rely on both narrative time but also on character 

perceptions of time, and simply how time is functioning in the novels. In order to put the two 

authors up against each other, I will also explore their literary movement, mainly Modernism 

and Social Realism, in the attempt to explain explicitly how and what they are doing.  

 The three primary texts that will be represented here are F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The 

Great Gatsby (1925), and two novels by John Steinbeck, Of Mice and Men (1937) and East of 

Eden (1952). In addition to this, I will rely on both narrative theory studies done by Gerard 

Genette with regards to literary time, as well as other theorists and character perceptions of 

time, with the purpose of comparing and contrasting the three novels. I will look at how these 

temporal elements function in the three represented novel, with the ultimate purpose of trying 

to prove and show that Steinbeck is as sophisticated a writer as Fitzgerald is credited to be, 

especially when it comes to literary time. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Time is one of the most basic categories 

of human experience. (…) time is not only 

a recurrent theme in a great deal of fiction, 

it is also a constituent factor of both story and text. 

Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan 

Literary time has existed for as long as literature itself, and it is crucially important to the way 

a story is told. One simply cannot have a story without temporal elements, and we need these 

elements to be able to relate to and understand the story. The Oxford English Dictionary 

defines “time” as the act “To perform (an action) or engage in (an activity) at a chosen 

moment; to pick the correct time or an opportune moment to do (something) (…).” This 

definition serves quite nicely when it comes to literary time as well. A story is all about the 

right moment, and indeed very few stories tell of an entire life, but rather the most significant 

moments of the characters’ lives. Time in literature is often disregarded or ignored due to the 

attention other themes receive, especially as J. H. Miller says, “In these days of focus on 

class, race, and gender; the subject would seem to many literary scholars far too abstract, 

artificial, philosophical, and formalistic to be worth pursuing.” (Miller) Another factor 

important to mention when it comes to the neglecting of literary time, is that it is always 

there, in every story, as it has been since the beginning of literature. It is however mostly 

hidden in the spatial elements that come with it, and these elements also receive more 

attention than the temporal ones. In other words, because it is always there, readers tend to 

take it for granted. No two stories can include the same literary time, as Miller further argues, 

because every story has a different usage of the phenomenon, even if it is by the same author 

and it appears similar, it simply cannot be the same. Ricardo J. Quinones states that, “(…) 

time is so amorphous that it is almost impossible to consider it as a pure, isolated idea. (…) it 

almost naturally must be considered together with other features of human life. By itself it is 

hard to visualize: like the wind we only see it when the trees bend.” (Quinones 31) These 

notions make time even more fascinating, especially the study of literary time, because it is 

always different and always new, and almost always hidden. 

This thesis therefore sets out to see and explore how exactly time functions in 

literature, with focus on early twentieth century American literature, by the use of narrative 

theorists and character perceptions of time, as well as different perspectives form critics of 
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literature. In addition to this, I will also attempt to demonstrate how it all functions in three 

different novels by two distinctive authors of the period, namely F. Scott Fitzgerald and John 

Steinbeck. The study of this thesis will rely quite heavily on the research done by Gerard 

Genette as the main narrative theorist, as well as use the perspectives of Shlomith Rimmon-

Kenan and Seymour Chatman. Besides that, I will also focus on different researches done by 

different authors in order to attempt to show the uniqueness and sophistication of the two 

authors and their usage of time, both narrative and through the different characters in the 

novels. The novels represented in this thesis will be Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby, and 

Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men and East of Eden – all three with quite different story times as 

well as their use of narrative time.  

An important notion to include is that the historical period that the authors lived in 

plays a strong part in the authors’ usage of literary time. As well as this, the literary 

movements the authors belonged to are important to keep in mind, and therefore the focus 

will be mainly on Modernism, Naturalism and Realism, with most focus on the former. While 

Fitzgerald is considered one of the most distinctive authors in Modernism, Steinbeck is more 

difficult to place in an exact period, due to the fact that he used traits from different 

movements and conjured it all up together into one whole. One can therefore argue that each 

of Steinbeck’s novels can be considered to belong to a movement each, instead of Steinbeck 

belonging to one specific literary movement. Many argue that Steinbeck belonged to the 

Naturalist movement, which can be considered quite dark and gloomy, with quite dramatic 

and fatal consequences. In spite of that being accurate about many of his novels, the most 

correct placement would be that he belonged to the Social-Realism, which can be defined as; 

“a theory or practice (…) of using appropriate representation and symbol to express a social 

or political attitude.” (Meriam-Webster) But this will be discussed more clearly later in the 

thesis. But the two authors can be considered as contemporaries, and it is therefore interesting 

to consider how they were both influenced by the time they wrote in. While Fitzgerald loved 

the 1920s and wanted to capture the feeling of that time as exact as possible, Steinbeck 

seemed to rather struggle with writing contemporary. He therefore chose to set his novels in 

an earlier time, and he loved to add a political message in his writing as well. In either way, it 

is fairly correct to say that they both lived and wrote during a period with a lot of 

experimentation when it came to literature, especially in the case of Modernism, and due to 

this, a lot of movement emerged. Critics also tend to agree that Fitzgerald can be considered 

more sophisticated in his writing than Steinbeck was, especially when it comes to the 

narrative aspects and the form of the novels, which was an important part of Modernist 
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fiction. Steinbeck is therefore represented with two novels here, one quite short and one rather 

long, with fifteen years apart as to when they were written, in order to try and prove that when 

it comes to literary time, he is as sophisticated and even as clever as Fitzgerald was. 

In the researches done for this thesis, I failed to find much written about literary time 

in any of Steinbeck’s novels, while some when it comes to Fitzgerald’s. Little has been 

written about either of the authors during the last 15-20 years, but the 1970s seemed quite 

concerned with especially Steinbeck, but also very much about Fitzgerald as well. One 

common thing that came up is that there exists much more material of Fitzgerald than of 

Steinbeck, and it therefore seems that Fitzgerald’s work has stood the test of time better. At 

the same time, it is more written about Of Mice and Men than there is of East of Eden, which 

is surprising. An interesting notion is that while there has been more research done about 

Fitzgerald, Steinbeck has written more novels that can be considered as American classics 

than Fitzgerald has. This has been a topic critics have concerned themselves about, because 

they cannot seem to understand why Steinbeck became as popular as he did, or, in fact, still 

is. It is written for instance that, “All of Steinbeck’s critics agree that much of his work cannot 

endure, is indeed stillborn.” (Davis 15) However, people still read his novels, over half a 

century later, so there must be something to him that critics have overlooked. 

A reason why Steinbeck might be considered less sophisticated that Fitzgerald is that 

he enjoyed writing about quite simple things, and he loved using simple techniques in order to 

make his point. Fitzgerald, on the other hand, loved complexity, and he loved intricate work, 

especially when it came to temporal elements. This is the general view of the two authors, and 

by including two novels by Steinbeck here, with fifteen years apart, it will also be shown how 

he grew as a writer from being a 35 year old man to a 50 year old one. During these years he 

also experienced a lot, for instance a World War, something that Fitzgerald did as well. Due 

to this, he gained a lot of life experience, and one of his trademarks when it comes to temporal 

elements in his writing is the reflections about time that will be shown in Chapter 2 and 3. I 

believe that Steinbeck’s writing can be considered as sophisticated as Fitzgerald because he 

included elements that we can recognize, and created situations that we can easily find 

ourselves in. Fitzgerald, especially with The Great Gatsby, wrote about something we all 

perhaps experience, in the sense of heartache and disillusions, but the novel is not that 

realistic considering how far it goes. As Nick himself says about Gatsby, “(…) he must have 

felt that he had lost the old warm world, paid a high price for living too long with a single 

dream”. (Fitzgerald 168) It is quite an intricate piece of work, the whole novel of Gatsby, and 

different symbols tend to mean different things. Steinbeck is therefore simpler in his writing, 
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but he includes themes and techniques, especially when it comes to literary time, that can 

even surpass Fitzgerald’s themes and techniques. 

As briefly mentioned, Steinbeck is quite difficult to place in a certain movement, but 

one aspect that is quite clear is that he did like to experiment more than the common author, 

especially contemporary ones. It has been said, for instance, that: 

Steinbeck (…) brought a fresh note into contemporary fiction because he promised a 

realism less terror-ridden than the depression novel, yet one consciously responsible to 

a society; a realism mindful of the terror and disorganization of contemporary life, but 

not submissive to the spiritual stupor of the time; a realism equal in some measure, if 

only in it aspiration, to the humanity, the gaiety, the wholeness, of realism in a stable 

period. (Kazin 393-4) 

He brought elements and traits from different movements and different sciences, especially 

natural science and different forms of realism, into his writing, and therefore managed to 

create some sort of his own movement. In this movement, he was the only one who 

understood the rules and knew how to perform. This can and has caused confusion for his 

readers, and critics did not understand entirely what exactly it was he was trying to convey. 

An example of this is the interchapters in The Grapes of Wrath, where the heterodiegetic, or 

third-person, narrator is shifting between a macro and a micro perspective – focalizing both 

the Joad family, but also the migrating society coming to California of the time. This usage of 

macro and micro views are also represented in East of Eden, where the narrator not only 

jumps between the Trasks and the Hamiltons, but also jumps back and forward in time, as 

well as shifting to a macro view in order to see the development of society. It could therefore 

arguably be considered as having a political comment on it, for instance on page 10, where 

the narrator explains the history of the Salinas Valley. Another example is found on page 217, 

where he writes that, “The church and the whorehouse arrived in the Far West 

simultaneously. (…) But surely they were both intended to accomplish the same thing: the 

singing, the devotion, the poetry of the churches took a man out of his bleakness for a time, 

and so did the brothels.” (Steinbeck 217) This was a way for Steinbeck to personally word his 

opinions through this narrator, and he is both ironic and blunt in doing so. As well as this, he 

uses this device to speak clearly what he thought about the state of California, especially 

during those earlier days. 

Fitzgerald was very true to both Modernism and especially to the 1920s – and The 

Great Gatsby can arguable be considered the most quintessential novel of the Roaring 

Twenties. An interesting fact is that both authors are quite interested in the American Dream, 
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and all novels included in this thesis concern themselves about this in some fashion. However, 

due to Steinbeck’s involvement with Naturalism, it is quite clear that the American Dream he 

conveys in the two novels here is more far-fetched than in The Great Gatsby. In fact, Jason 

Spangler noticed in his essay “We’re on a Road to Nowhere: Steinbeck, Kerouac, and the 

Legacy of the Great Depression” that a very typical Steinbeck novel actually includes the 

impossible or implausible dream. This is in fact true, especially with the two novels 

represented by Steinbeck in this thesis, as will be shown in the proceeding chapters. 

Both Fitzgerald and Steinbeck originated from the West, or, in the case of Fitzgerald, 

at least more West than the East coast where most of his writing were set – namely St. Paul 

Minnesota and Salinas Valley, California. Steinbeck originated on the far West coast, and 

there is a clear difference in their writing when it comes to the rural and the urban. It is 

therefore safe say that they both have been brought up outside of the cultural centres that one 

could find especially in New York. However, Fitzgerald adopted New York as his new home 

place, and the place of hope in his novels, even though, especially in Gatsby, they all return to 

the West after the East has destroyed all hope. Fitzgerald was very set in his own time, and 

attempted to depict it as accurately and “modernly” as possible, while Steinbeck seemed to 

have written about a simpler time, even though his novels were supposed to be contemporary 

to his own time. The sense one gets from him is often that it is some twenty years previously, 

especially compared to the big city novels of the time. There are for instances no modern 

things, except for a few cars and a tractor here and there, while with Fitzgerald, we can find 

fancy cars, lots of parties and sportswomen, and he even managed to capture the real rush of 

the city. One last common trait between them that will be mentioned here is that they were 

both fond of disillusions, in particular the power of illusions and disillusions, and especially 

the dream of being able to live the dream life, which is significantly better than actual life, but 

which ultimately cannot happen. They both include this in all of the novels represented in this 

thesis, and how an illusion can turn into an obsession and ruin lives because of the magnitude 

of it.  

1.1 Literary time 
Time is often neglected in discussions about literature, and often comes second to other 

themes, especially to issues of the present day. An example of this would be in the 1970s 

when gender was looked at anew in the early classics. First of all when it comes to discussing 

literary time, it is important to distinguish between what Seymour Chatman calls “(…) 

discourse-time – the time it takes to peruse the discourse – and story-time, the duration of the 
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purported events of the narrative.” (Chatman 62) In other words, the discourse-time is the 

time it takes for the reader to actually read the story, and story-time is the duration of the 

story, how far back it reaches and how long it lasts for the characters themselves. This is also 

referred to by Genette as “temporal duality,” or the time of the thing being told about and 

when it is actually told. The usage of this is quite different in all of the novels represented in 

this thesis, and it is interesting to see just how different they are. Chatman further elaborates 

with what he calls narrative NOWs, which he defines thusly,  

Narratives establish a sense of a present moment, narrative NOW, so to speak. If the 

narrative is overt, there are perforce two NOWs, that of the discourse, the moment 

occupied by the narrator in the present tense (…), and that of the story, the moment 

that the action began to transpire. If the narrator is totally absent or covert, the only 

story-NOW emerges clearly. (Chatman 63)  

If we know who the narrator is and it is written in the past tense, we know automatically that 

there exist at least two different NOWs. The more we learn about the different characters and 

their lives, the more NOWs can occur. 

 One of the most important things to discuss when it comes to narrative theory and 

literary time is the narrator himself. It is after all through him, or her, that we learn the story, 

and it is also through him that we learn the temporal elements, whether they are covert or 

overt. When we have a homodiegetic, or first-person, narrator the narration is most often 

written looking back at past events, and it therefore becomes even more subjective than it was 

with a first-person narrator to begin with. This is due to the fact that the narrator has had time 

to think and consider the events before actually presenting them to the reader. As well as this, 

it is much easier for a homodiegetic narrator to manipulate the events and the chronological 

timeline, either because of a comment or because something might have been forgotten. As 

well as this, Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan states that, “(…) adult and mentally normal narrators 

also quite often tell things they do not fully know.” (Rimmon-Kenan) This means that even 

though the narrator is a homodiegetic or a heterodiegetic narrator, it is still possible that the 

story being told might not be completely reliable and the narrator can manipulate it to his or 

her gaining. When it comes to a heterodiegetic, or third-person, narrator, on the other hand, 

the events often take place as the narrating is proceeding. We therefore experience the events 

at the same time as the narrator does. This is a rather fascinating point, and it is because of the 

narrator that a story turns out the way it does, which will be shown in the three chapters that 

this thesis consists of. The focus in this section has therefore mostly been on the homodiegetic 

narrator due to the fact that both The Great Gatsby and East of Eden have this type of 
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narrator, albeit used quite differently, while it is only Of Mice and Men that has a 

heterodiegetic narrator. 

When it comes to the chronological timeline of the story, it takes very little to actually 

disturb it – even just a sentence here and there is enough. Gerard Genette can be considered 

one of the foremost researchers when it comes to literary time, and other theorists rely mostly 

on his research and expand it. He will be represented here by his theoretical book from 1980 

called Narrative Discourse, with specific focus on the chapter entitled “Order,” where he 

shows his research with time, especially his perhaps most significant contribution to the 

research called “anachronies.” He defines them thusly as, “(…) the various types of 

discordance between the two orderings of story and narrative.” (Genette 36) and “(…) all 

forms of discordance between the two temporal orders of story and narrative (…)” (Genette 

40) A simpler definition is that an anachrony is a disturbance in the chronological timeline of 

a story, and it occurs when the narrative departs from this timeline. This can happen either 

when the narrative goes into the past or the future, for however long or brief, and that is what 

he refers to when he says the two temporal orders. Anachronies are divided into analepses and 

prolepses, or, flash-backs and foreshadowings, and they are one of the oldest tools used in 

narrative, and can even be traced back as far as literature itself. Analepses are set in the past, 

as retrospective glances, which occur either in conversation or in the narrative itself, and the 

duration of analepses can vary from a short sentence to a long passage, or even an entire 

chapter. Prolepses, on the other hand, are set in the future, and are usually quite short and 

simple. Anachronies go under what Genette calls order, which is one of the three categories of 

literary time – the others are called duration and frequency, but order is the main category 

which will be represented here, and Genette’s main focus as well. 

Genette further defines analepses as, “(…) any evocation after the fact of an event that 

took place earlier in the point in the story where we are at any given moment,” (Genette 40) 

They are used to move the reader to a scene in the past, either to clear something up, or to 

cause even more suspense. Further on, there are different types of analepses, mainly external, 

internal, mixed, complete and partial. External analepses are retrospections to a time before 

the story started, without coming back to the first narrative. Internal is therefore a throwback 

in time after the story has started. The latter is more risky because it can interfere with the 

first narrative, going back to a scene or story we are already familiar with. Mixed analepses 

are a recounting before the story started, but which ends after the beginning. A complete 

analepsis, what Genette refers to as “returns,” fills in an earlier gap in the story, where the 

flashback joins the first narrative again. This is often used alongside ellipses, and it is an 
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important tool for the reader to understand the whole of the narrative. And finally, partial 

analepses are retrospections that end with an ellipsis, and therefore leaving a gap because it 

does not join the first narrative again. It is used in order to clear something up, giving further 

information of some kind. All of these different versions of analepses exist with prolepses as 

well, but analepses are much more common, and often consists of longer sequences than the 

prolepses do. Prolepses occur most commonly with a homodiegetic narrator looking back at a 

time of their lives, and it is easy to let some information slip about the progress of the story. 

They are sort of trapped in a trance of memory, but it is also important to keep in mind that 

they are not the same person as they were when this happened, and is of a subjective nature. 

Before moving on, there are a few more things that need to be covered when it comes 

to anachronies in order to make sense. Genette is also concerned about the reach and extent of 

anachronies, especially with analepses. The reach of an anachrony is the temporal distance 

from the present moment of the first narrative – in other words, how far it goes from the 

narrative present. Extent, on the other hand, is the duration of the anachrony, how long it 

lasts. An example of this is found in The Great Gatsby, when Jordan Baker tells her famous 

analepsis to Nick. The reach of the anachrony is five years back, and the extent is the same, 

due to the fact that Jordan returns the analepsis to the night when Nick first met her at the 

Buchanans’. Another example is in Of Mice and Men, when George tells Slim why he and 

Lennie had to leave the last job they had. We do not know the exact reach of it, but it is 

presumably only a couple of weeks ago, and the extent of it is only a couple of hours, if that – 

it is from when Lennie first touches the girl’s dress, to them being chased away. Finally, 

Genette tells us to pay attention to the most common problems when it comes to narratives 

and studies of narrative theories, to what he calls tense, aspect and mood. Tense is defined as, 

“(…) in which the relationship between the time of the story and the time of the discourse is 

expressed.” (Genette 29) Aspect is “(…) the way in which the story is perceived by the 

narrator.” (Genette 29) and mood is “(…) the type of discourse used by the narrator.” 

(Genette 29) These all go together, and they are all important to the other focus of this thesis – 

that of the characters’ perceptions and memories of what happens in the novels. 

Even though Genette’s main focus with narrative time is mostly connected with order, 

he is also quite concerned about the two other aspects of narrative time – duration and 

frequency. While this thesis will mainly focus on order, it will also include elements of 

duration and frequency, especially in the case of Steinbeck’s novels, due to the fact that 

Steinbeck can arguably be seen as more concerned with this than Fitzgerald was. And 

considering this thesis is an exploration that sets out to prove that Steinbeck can be considered 
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as sophisticated as Fitzgerald, the focus on his use of literary time will therefore be under 

deeper scrutiny. Seymour Chatman defines this as, “Duration concerns the relation of time it 

takes to read out the narrative to the story-events themselves lasted.” (Chatman 67-8) 

Chatman further argues that there exist five uses of duration, namely summary, ellipsis, scene, 

stretch and pause. In other words, duration concerns itself about how long a sequence in the 

narrative takes place, and when the narrative has an unnatural rhythm to it. An example of this 

is when the narrator skips scenes, as will be seen quite frequently with Steinbeck and 

especially in East of Eden. But it is also found in Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby, where Nick 

is manipulating the timeline and the time it takes to read Gatsby’s story, which lasts for a 

couple of pages, but in reality it extends years.  

Finally, we have frequency, which will receive the least attention of the three in this 

thesis, due to the fact that the characters’ own perception of time requires as much attention as 

it does, and because I deem frequency less important than the other two aspects of narrative 

time. But either way it will be included in the thesis, and Shlomith Rimmon-Kennan defines it 

thusly, “Statements about frequency would answer the question ‘how often?’ in terms like: x 

times a minute, a month, a page. (…) frequency (…) looks at the relation between the number 

of times an event appears in the story and the number of times it is narrated in the text.” 

(Rimmon-Kenan 46) It is concerned with how often something happens and repetition, and it 

is mainly four different distinctions of narrative frequency. Those are singularly, multiple 

singulary, repetitive and iterative. When something happens more than once, or even when it 

only happens the one time, that has all to do with the frequency of the narrative, and it 

therefore helps represent the importance of certain action. A murder, for instance that of 

Gatsby, can obviously only happen once, but the meetings of an affair can happen once, 

twice, or every week. The latter can therefore be all four of the represented categories, while 

the former only one. This is also a very Modernist point of view, which will be discussed at 

greater length further down. That is the interesting thing about frequency, because it shows 

the significance of certain incidents, while sometimes we do not know what will happen or if 

it will happen again, and we are therefore left curious. 

Due to the fact that it will be a lot of focus on the past, I will therefore also explore the 

idea of nostalgia in all of the represented novels. Nostalgia is defined as a “Sentimental 

longing for or regretful memory of a period of the past, esp. one in an individual’s own 

lifetime (…).” (Oxford English Dictionary) It is therefore a crucially relevant, as well as 

important, aspect of literary time, and especially Fitzgerald was almost obsessed with the idea 

of nostalgia, mostly about his own time, or, to be more exact, the Jazz Age. As Edwin Fussell 
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says, “(…) Fitzgerald’s attention was chiefly upon the merchandise of romantic wonder by his 

own time and place.” (Fussell 45) It is clearly found in The Great Gatsby, where one could 

argue that the entire novel is based on the idea of nostalgia, but it is also found in East of 

Eden. It is in this regard that the two novels are most similar, due to the fact that they both let 

the idea of nostalgia run loose, and the characters get lost within it. In fact, many novels 

written after the Second World War was concerned with nostalgia, and through this novel, 

Steinbeck recreates his family’s history in Sallinas Valley by using himself as the narrator, 

and he uses nostalgia to bring forth both memories and secrets. The memory of a love, and 

therefore a disillusion of love, is used as a tool to steer the characters, either by motivation or 

desperation. As well as this, nostalgia and death go hand in hand, and all three novels include 

the theme of death, both significant ones, but also rather unnecessary ones. This was 

especially the case for Fitzgerald, but it is also found in Steinbeck, which is why it is included 

here, and it was also one of the chief traits found in Modernism. 

Nostalgia cannot really be considered as a narrative technique; however, it can be put 

in the category literary time, to the highest degree. It is all about the passing of moment and 

the passing of time, and how different people perceive different things, and how those things 

are remembered. This is especially evident in East of Eden, where Adam and Charles Trask 

have two very different perspectives regarding their childhood. Even though nostalgia in itself 

is not considered a narrative technique, it can include narrative elements, due to the fact that 

nostalgia follows analepsis, and it will therefore include extent and reach. The extent and 

reach of that certain nostalgic moment can change the perception it has for the character, 

either for the better or for the worse. One might think that one incident was the best in 

someone’s lives, and then romanticize it to a dangerous degree, as Gatsby did with his time 

with Daisy. Another possibility is that one might think that a moment was the worst in one’s 

life, but then as time passes and you reflect on the episode, it was not as bad as it seemed at 

the time. Kate Morton includes a very pleasant quote regarding nostalgia in her novel titled 

The Clockmaker’s Daughter from 2018 that I found very agreeable to this thesis. She states 

that, “Sentimentality was mawkish and cloying, where nostalgia was acute and aching. It 

described yearning of the most profound kind: an awareness that time’s passage could not be 

stopped and there was no going back to reclaim a moment or a person or to do things 

differently.” (Morton 56) Nostalgia is therefore not just looking back at a memory; it is much 

stronger than that, and it can have dangerous outcomes. We will see this in chapter 1 and 

chapter 3 of this thesis explicitly, with both Gatsby, who directs his whole life toward one 
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memory of one girl, and with Adam, who simply refuses to live without what he believed was 

the love of his life.  

1.2 Modernism vs. Non-Modernism 
After having considered the different aspects and the different researches that will be included 

here, it is also important to dig deeper into the root of it all – the literary movements. Seeing 

that both authors have used Modernist traits in their works, Modernism will therefore be a 

part of this study as well. Some even argues that Modernism survived all the way to the 

1960s, and Steinbeck’s last novel was published in 1961, which would therefore mean that he 

could have belonged to it, when it comes to the timeline. And, as mentioned, he did use some 

techniques, especially the ones considering the dream-like state of disillusions and the 

unnecessary deaths that the Modernists were quite fond of. There is nothing that will cause 

more effect and more sorrow than an unnecessary death, and it plays on your feelings, which 

was a technique both of them used in order to create suspense and tragedy. And that is exactly 

why the Modernists concerned themselves so much about death, because, as Ronald Schleifer 

stated in his Modernism and Time – The Logic and Abundance in Literature, Science, and 

Culture 1880-1930, “In an analogous way, the ‘one-about-turn’ of death itself is irreducibly 

complex. It is an event that exists within a series of events and also as a singular occurrence.” 

(Schleifer 94) Time and death goes together as one, and the play with the feelings that death 

would bring was something that fascinated the Modernists, almost to the extent that some of 

the deaths in the novels could be considered quite unnecessary. Ricardo J. Quinones also 

explores this idea, and he stated that,  

In the Modernist authors, the presentation and the uses of death are part of the 

antipathy to continuity and the sensed unity with Nature. It throws the survivor out of 

an orderly, reliable existence and forces him to rearrange his life (…) not his financial 

life, his fortune, or his legacy (…) but his emotional life, his hold on existence. 

(Quinones 161) 

It is therefore not the external values that are being focused, but rather the inner feelings, and 

Modernists set out to explore the inner self and the different feelings the characters would feel 

in certain episodes. It is clear in all the novels represented in this thesis, this notion of how 

death affects a human being on the emotional level, and it is, surprisingly, in Of Mice and 

Men that this is shown most explicitly. George is the one who kills Lennie, and he therefore 

kills his routine as well. Lennie is the reason why George has been stuck doing the same 
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things over and over again, and by killing him, he also frees himself of the responsibility and 

he is opening the possibility to change his life. 

Modernism is usually seen as a literary movement characterized by a sophisticated 

play with form, especially when it comes to manipulations of narrative, and through narrative, 

time as well, which is exactly what both Fitzgerald and Steinbeck did. New thoughts and 

ideas came forth, in every field, and it was especially the experience of the subject that 

received a whole new status. As Ronald Schleifer explained in his Modernism and Time,  

For twentieth-century Modernism, the unconscious becomes a crucial category 

precisely because the subject of experience is temporalized: the temporal situation of 

the subject of experience – situated within the contours of his or her own life and 

within the ‘events’ of history more generally conceived – is a constituent element in 

the nature of that experience. (Schleifer 7)  

Elements like stream of consciousness and dream interpretation also played a vital part in the 

temporal aspect, and the appreciation and resentment toward time also saw a new rise. The 

“crisis consciousness” was also founded in this period, which “(…) involved the 

transformation of the sense and experience of time.” (Schleifer 144-5) Schleifer further goes 

on to say that “Experience and understanding in the early twentieth-century involved an 

awareness of time, (…) that hovers on the side of experience, pressuring the present moment, 

doubling and complexifying experience, in a way that is not quite conscious, yet which 

flashes forth.” (Schleifer 8) And thus began the play with the form and, in a sophisticated 

manner, the authors began experimenting with time, sometimes covert and sometimes overt. 

Previously, time was always there, always covert, and nothing was ever really done about it. 

This changed quite rapidly after the turn of the century, both when it came to the scientific 

aspect, but especially with art. Thusly the Modernist became temporalized, and the fixation of 

temporal elements as well as the effect it caused made way for a new kind of literature, one 

where time was more in focus, and where the characters’ perception of time was more 

defined. This was especially the case when it came to the notion of the past coming back to 

haunt the characters. Fitzgerald is considered one of the most sophisticated writers in 

Modernism, and especially with his usage of time. However, Steinbeck used much of the 

same techniques, and if not, he used other Modernist techniques with his experimenting with 

time as well, as will be shown in the subsequent chapters. 

It is also important to keep in mind that storytelling is perceived and interpreted 

differently in different ages. This is with regards to both the different time periods we live in, 

but also the different phases of our lives, and it is also relevant when it comes to literature. 
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For instance, readers of the 21st century cannot understand the completeness of Gatsby, due to 

the fact that we have not experienced the Roaring Twenties ourselves, even though Fitzgerald 

is credited to be one of the most depictive writers of that time. However, it is through 

literature and storytelling that we are allowed to get the closest glimpse of the past as 

possible. Benjamin states for instance that:  

(…) storytelling creates the possibility of recovering and transmitting ‘experience’; he 

suggests that the genius of storytelling is its ability to preserve and enact value across 

time by creating powerful collaborations across time. Storytelling (…) is collaboration 

between teller and listener whose times of experience are different. (Schleifer 61) “ 

The author/reader relationship is therefore quite important when it comes to the temporal 

elements of a story, and stories are made immortal because the values and the times the 

storytelling are transmitting. It is therefore important to keep in mind that literary time 

follows the actual time it was written. Further on, Benjamin also states that: “The concept of 

time (…) is an experience of time that possesses traces of other times, the ‘secret agreement’ 

that links us to the past in a social deferral of action that (…) allows us to link the past and 

present together, that allows the present to redeem the past.” (Schleifer 62) The past is 

allowed to interact with the present, it is not just there, forgotten in the back of our minds, but 

rather influences the lives of the different characters. Time needs to be confronted, especially 

the past, in what Benjamin refers to as the Then and the Now. It is therefore not possible for 

us to completely understand the times that Fitzgerald and Steinbeck wrote about, and it is also 

fair to say that in the case of East of Eden, Steinbeck could not fully understand the period 

that the first part of the novel depicts, from approximately 1862 to 1905, because he was not 

born until 1902. That is quite interesting, and it is entertaining to consider the fact that the 

authors lived and experienced these times that we cannot experience fully. However, there are 

some themes that will never die out, like hopeless love and death, and they hurt no matter if it 

were a hundred years ago or yesterday – we can still all imagine the pain and the perception 

of the character as it takes place. And that is one of the many reasons why these novels are as 

great as they are – because they include these immortal themes that we can all recognize and 

understand, even though we cannot fully understand the time they lived in.  

Lastly, the uniqueness of death will be a central aspect in this thesis as well, and all of 

the represented novels include some form of death. Examples of that are Jay Gatsby, Lennie, 

and Adam Trasks – all of them protagonists of the story. It is especially in East of Eden that 

we find a lot of deaths, and most of them can be considered rather unnecessary, for instance 

that of Aron Trask and Cathy Ames. The usage of death in order to evoke some inner feelings 
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one might not realize one has is a very quintessential trait of the Modernists, and Ricardo J. 

Quinones stated that: “Death in Modernist literature is frequently a central event, (…) in 

Modernism we find changed attitudes toward death.” (Quinones 150) Death is also one of the 

most central themes in both Naturalism and Realism, especially the former. The life of the 

characters affected change immediately, and their hold on reality changes as well, something 

that is quite evident in all of the represented novels here. When it comes to Naturalism, death 

of the protagonist is a rather common technique for ending a story, and while it might not be 

the actual protagonist that is the one to die in Realism, it is quite often someone quite close to 

the protagonist. Seeing that time and death are quite closely linked, one could argue that time 

is a constant thing, always there, but the experience of time is different to everyone. The 

outcome of it, however, is always the same – we are all running out of time eventually, and 

we are all going to experience death both first-hand and second-hand during a lifetime. Due to 

this, the human experience of lived time is what all literature is about. As William Faulkner 

said, “The past is never dead. It’s not even past.” (Poulet) And, as Georges Poulet argues in 

his essay, “Bergson: The Theme of the Panoramic Vision of the Dying and Juxtaposition”; “A 

practical consciousness, always oriented toward the future, works to concentrate its efforts on 

what ceaselessly transforms the present into the future.” (Poulet) Human beings therefore use 

the past to help clarify what already is, and to prepare for what will be. Poulet further goes on 

to say that when we are dying or aware of nearby death that vision is disrupted, because there 

is no future, and the mind’s focus will therefore change to the past. The past is therefore very 

central to us, and it is during the Modernist period that it was experimented to a fuller length, 

as was the case with both Fitzgerald and Steinbeck. 

In order to explore the different usages of time as well as the different narrative 

techniques used in regard to time in the represented novels in this thesis, it is important to ask 

certain questions. The foremost would therefore be whether Steinbeck could be considered as 

sophisticated as Fitzgerald was, even though Fitzgerald’s reputation surpasses that of 

Steinbeck. However, as far as I have understood, there have been very little studies done with 

regard to explicitly the usage of time by these two authors, especially with Steinbeck, and this 

study will therefore have to rely on other studies done by other works, especially when it 

comes to Genette. But it will also have to rely on the perceptions of the different characters, 

and how they are dealing with time. That will include the past, present, and future, in order to 

understand the different characters. And even though if Steinbeck is not as sophisticated, does 

it mean that he is not sophisticated with his writing at all? There must certainly be something 

about him and his writing that keeps the readers intrigued, even to this day. In chapter 1, “The 
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Great Gatsby,” this thesis will consider the temporal aspects of the novel, as well as 

Fitzgerald himself and the time he lived in, and finally that of Modernism. Chapter 2 will 

consider Of Mice and Men, with comparing and contrasting with the first novel, as well as 

bring forth some Modernist traits that Steinbeck appears to be showing through this short 

novel. Finally, the last chapter will be about East of Eden, again with comparing and 

contrasting, as well as trying to seek out the different plays with form and time, and ultimately 

try to distinguish if he can be considered as sophisticated as Fitzgerald, especially with 

regards to time and temporal elements. 
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2. THE GREAT GATSBY AND THE FUNCTION 

OF TIME 
(…) one reflects each time, that so short a work 

should contain so much, and its impact remain so 

fresh. Thirty-six years after its appearance I 

would say with confidence, then, that Gatsby has 

not only outlived its period and its author, but 

that it is one of the books that will endure.  

A. E. Dyson  

The Great Gatsby can arguably be considered one of the most quintessential novels of the 

1920s, and it is also Francis Scott Fitzgerald’s most famous work. He himself is considered to 

be very much a product of his own time, and he is especially associated with the 1920s, also 

known as the Roaring Twenties. Some critics even state that he was on the edge of being 

obsessed with the time he was living in, and, as Arthur Mizener wrote, “(…) more than any 

other gifted writer of his generation, he was committed to and lived in his time.” (Mizener 1) 

As well as that, Malcolm Cowley stated that, “More than any other writer of these times, 

Fitzgerald had the sense of living in history. He tried hard to catch the color of every passing 

year: its distinctive slang, its dance steps, its songs (…), its favorite quarterbacks, and the sort 

of clothes and emotion its people wore.” (Cowley 64) In other words, he tried to get his 

stories to appear as authentic as possible. One thing that is absolutely certain is that Gatsby 

has stood the tests of time, and is still being read all over the world, as it has been since it was 

published 94 years ago. It has arguably reached the status of being immortal, just as A. E. 

Dyson predicted in his essay “The Great Gatsby: Thirty-Six Years After” already in 1961. As 

well as this, “Both The Great Gatsby and Tender is the Night are full of personal revelations 

and prophecy. It is why they have such haunting effect when read today. The issues are still 

alive in anyone who is still alive.” (Morris 30) The themes are timeless, and there is 

something for everyone to relate to, which helps keep the novel immortal. The purpose of this 

chapter is mainly to show through analyses of both narrative and characteristics exactly how 

brilliant he was in this regard, especially compared to other writers of his time – Steinbeck 

especially in the case of this thesis. While there will not be any comparisons between the two 

authors and their novels in this chapter, I will rather attempt to show and demonstrate exactly 

what it is critics has praised Fitzgerald for, as well as using this novel as a prime example of 

narrative and character time, especially compared to the two other novels represented in this 
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thesis. However, due to the many analyses done of the novel, I will rely on many critics’ 

opinions of the novel, as well as attempting to show how I find it fascinating and important to 

literary time, but also how sophisticated his writing is in general, but especially his use of 

literary time. 

 Fitzgerald was a part of the infamous Jazz Age, and The Great Gatsby is perhaps the 

novel that is most associated with the Jazz Age. The Oxford English Dictionary defines “Jazz 

Age” as, “(…) a period regarded as characterized by the popularity of jazz; the period 

between the end of the First World War (1918) and the Great Depression of the 1920s, which 

was marked by economic prosperity and dynamic cultural and social change.” (Oxford 

English Dictionary) In other words, it is a period that arose with the jazz and is mostly 

associated with the 1920s. It is all about the feeling the novel is giving you, the impressions 

you sit with afterward – something Fitzgerald managed to do quite nicely. If there is one thing 

that the critics of Fitzgerald tend to agree with, was that he was extraordinary when it came to 

the depiction of his time. For instance John Aldridge, who stated; “What matters and will 

continue to matter is that we have before us the work of a man who gave us better than 

anyone else the true substance of an age, the dazzle and fever and the ruin.” (Aldridge 42) He 

gave us everything through his writing – not just the good and the fun times that are 

associated with this Age, but also the heart-breaking ones, and it is all so intricately worked 

with, that it is impossible to mistake the time he was trying to convey. 

Seeing that Fitzgerald put everything he had into the making of this novel, the novel he 

believed to be his greatest, it is not surprising that the analyses done for it are endless – 

especially analyses that consider the idea of the American Dream. The Cambridge Dictionary 

defines the American dream thusly, “the belief that everyone in the US has the chance to be 

successful and happy if they work hard.” (The Cambridge Dictionary) Arnold Weinstein 

writes in his essay “Fiction as Greatness: The Case of Gatsby” from 1985 that great 

expectations and lost, or false, illusions were and still are a common theme for American 

novelists. The novel is therefore a portrait of both the 1920s as well as the American dream. 

As mentioned briefly above, critics tend to agree that Fitzgerald was a genius when it came to 

his stylistic details and techniques. However, they seem to disagree about his morals. He 

wrote in what Philip Hobsbaum calls “a dream-world style,” where the characters are caught 

in illusions. The American dream that is just an illusion in the case of this novel turns into a 

nightmare. The characters are haunted by their past, and while some tries to flee and others try 

to catch it, they all end up giving up on that dream. For instance Nick Carraway, who told his 

father he wanted a full year in the city to explore his options, and he ends up returning after a 
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few months. This is a clear example that our memories and our expectations are almost 

always better than the actual present, and Fitzgerald shows it quite splendidly by showing this 

in the way that he does. We can choose whether we want to romanticize the past, or look 

toward the future, but in the meantime, we are stuck in the present, drifting along, not really 

appreciating it. Or, as Marius Bewley puts it, “The American dream, stretched between a 

golden past and a golden future, is always betrayed by a desolate present (…) Imprisoned in 

his present, Gatsby belongs even more to the past than to the future.” (Bewley 136) He has 

given himself up in the quest for a perfect future to the degree that he actually forgets to live 

in the present and, due to his obsession, he lives in the past, deluded into believing that 

nothing had happened in the five years they had been apart. Or, as John Henry Raleigh puts it: 

No one knew better than Gatsby that nothing could finally match the splendors of his own 

imagination, and the novel would suggest finally that not only had the American dream 

been corrupted but that it was, in part anyway, necessarily corrupted, for it asked too 

much. Nothing of this earth, even the most beautiful of earthly objects, could be anything 

but a pervasion of it. (Raleigh 101) 

He dreamed too far and too long, so that in the end nothing could even live up to the great 

fantasy he had conjured up in his mind. The dream could never really happen, and Gatsby 

ends up dead right after realizing the truth of that impossible dream.  

 The passing of time was also a theme Fitzgerald was especially interested in, and 

especially the mystic elements of time. It is therefore a good example to show how brilliant he 

was in his usage of time, which is the main purpose of this chapter. He is considered one of 

the most sophisticated writers in American literature of all time, and much has to do with his 

narrative usage of time, but also how intricately he worked with the other aspects of literary 

time, for instance when it came to the different characters’ perceptions of it. We cannot stop 

the flood of time rushing over us, or, as T. Austin Graham said in his essay “The Literary 

Soundtrack: Or, F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Heard and Unheard Melodies,” “(…) the sense of the 

passing present.” (Graham) Every moment is fleeting and cannot last forever, no matter how 

much you want it to last and attempt to make it last, as Jay Gatsby himself most certainly tried 

to do. Fitzgerald was quite concerned about the passing present, and every song he includes in 

the novel are connected to time as well, and they are arguably about the passing present. For 

instance on page 102, he includes the lyrics to “Ain’t We Got Fun” by Bing Crosby, and the 

parts he include are the following, “’In the morning, In the evening, Ain’t we got fun – (…) In 

the meantime -, In between time –‘” (Fitzgerald 102) It could almost seem like Fitzgerald is 

trying to point out that every second counts, not just the fun times of the nights, but also what 
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happens in between all this, something that Gatsby himself is struggling to really 

comprehend. As well as this, Graham further mentions in his essay how the authors of the 

1920s took for granted that everyone should know the songs they included in their novel, and 

Fitzgerald was not an exception of this. In The Great Gatsby he mentions among others, 

“Three O’Clock in the Morning,” and “The Sheik of Araby.” While these were quite popular 

when Fitzgerald released the novel, few know of them today. By still choosing to include the 

lyrics and the song titles, Fitzgerald manages to take his readers back in time as well. 

However, that is only for the ones that take the time to actually listen to the songs, to capture 

the real feeling of the novel, while most people choose to ignore this, and the songs therefore 

do not stand the tests of time as well as the novel itself does. 

Time and space often goes together, and the setting of the novel is also quite interesting to 

consider before any further research. Fitzgerald states at the ending of the novel that, “I see 

now that this has been a story of the West, after all – Tom and Gatsby, Daisy and Jordan and 

I, were all Westerners, and perhaps we possessed some deficiency in common which made us 

subtly unadaptable to Eastern life.” (Fitzgerald 183) And the novel is indeed about individuals 

struggling to adapt to the Eastern life, or the new cosmopolitan capital of the USA – New 

York. All the Westerners end up either dead, or they run back to the safety of the West, but 

not until after the Eastern life has destroyed all hope. The corruption that lies in the air of the 

big city seems to corrupt the soul of the characters as well, and all the main characters have 

either secrets or they change who they were or thought they were. Fitzgerald was allegedly 

very fond of the theme of failure, according to William Troy, because he himself had 

experienced failure. Troy states that:  

(…) Fitzgerald brought most of it on himself by daring to make failure the consistent 

theme of his work from first to last (…) It is not so much a study in failure as in the 

atmosphere of failure – that is to say, of a world in which no moral decisions can be made 

because there are no values in terms which may be measured. (Troy 21) 

Fitzgerald did indeed experienced failure himself, for instance with his turbulent marriage to 

Zelda Fitzgerald, and the economical problems he seemed to be facing due to his excessive 

lifestyle after finally achieving some success as a writer, or at least so it was according to 

William Troy. As well as this, “To add to his sense of failure there was also his awareness of 

distinct intellectual limitations, which he shared with the majority of American novelists of 

his time. (…) in later years he read little, shrank from abstract ideas, and was hardly 

conscious of the historical events that were shaping up around him.” (Troy 24) It could 

therefore seem that even he, the man who represented a whole decade, actually stopped living 
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in his time at one point, because he gave up. He might have been stuck in the 1920s, which he 

loved so much, and when that time stop, his love of life did as well. But Fitzgerald was also 

aware of the fact that failure is something everyone will experience in their lifetime, at some 

point. Every character in the novel experiences it as well – Nick fails to stay for a year as well 

as making his relationship with Jordan work, Gatsby fails to turn back time and win Daisy 

back, and Tom fails to keep faithful to Daisy. Alongside this, Fitzgerald also preferred the 

theme of destructive love, and he used these two themes throughout his whole career. Both 

the theme of failure and that of destructive love can all be connected to the use of literary 

time, as will be shown shortly. Firstly, however, it is quite fascinating to look at how his 

characters’ different perceptions of time shape the novel, and especially that of the narrator 

himself. 

2.1 The function of the characters, and the temporal elements 
One of the most frequently asked questions regarding the novel is why Fitzgerald chose to use 

Nick Carraway as the narrator, instead of just writing with a heterodiegetic narrator following 

Gatsby. However, the novel does not tell only one story, but rather two – that of Gatsby, but 

also that of Nick. Through Nick, we can experience first-hand the impression Gatsby had on 

people who had never met him before, and due to this, we can see how much control has to do 

with the novel, and especially with Gatsby. This is important because Gatsby seemed to be a 

definite product of his time, and he took control of every situation he found himself in, in 

order to make it go accordingly to what he planned for the future. As well as this, it also 

shows how Gatsby is always thinking and acting in relation to time, and especially with the 

focus he has of it and his sole reason for planning – to win Daisy back. An example of this is 

when he is talking to Nick after the party which Tom and Daisy attended, and the affair did 

not go according to Gatsby’s plans; “When he came down the steps at last the tanned skin was 

drawn unusually tight on his face, and his eyes were bright and tired. (…) ‘She didn’t like it,’ 

he insisted. ‘ She didn’t have a good time.’ He was silent, and I guessed at his unutterable 

depression. ‘I feel far away from her,’ he said. ‘It’s hard to make her understand.’” (Fitzgerald 

116) He feels like he is not only losing her, but also the control of the situation he believed 

that he had. By making Nick the narrator, Fitzgerald achieved the effect of telling two stories 

at once, from the point of view of the more passive of the two. Nick is merely participating in 

most of what happens that summer, but he does not really say much, and he is therefore not in 

control at all as to what is happening. But by being the narrator, he is finally in the position of 

being in control, and he is able to relate the story as he pleases. As well as this, he withholds 
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information about Gatsby, trying to inform us of what happened in the succession that he 

himself learned, except for one episode. We are told whom Gatsby really used to be in chapter 

6, while Nick himself did not learn the truth until chapter 8.  

A final reason for using Nick as the narrator would be that he is the only middle-class 

character in the novel, and he is therefore understanding to all sides of the characters we 

encounter. He is  

(…) vaguely at home in the worlds of both Daisy and Myrtle, but belonging to neither, 

and so able to see and judge both very clearly (…) Yet he, too, has his restlessness, as 

uprooted as everyone else in truth, though more determined than the rest to preserve some 

‘decencies,’ to cling to some principle of order and sanity in the wreckage. (Dyson 115) 

While everyone else decides to leave the city, to leave behind all the chaos that they made, 

Nick is the only one who acts like a decent human being, who stays until it is all finished. 

Even though he changes his mind many times about Gatsby, he is still the only one who 

tracks down people in order to make them do the right thing. He is the perfect narrator 

because he can see everything from a distance, but also be familiar with every surrounding we 

encounter in the novel. In addition to this, he also functions as a confidante to not just Gatsby, 

but also to Tom, Daisy and Jordan. He wants to do the right thing most of the time, and he 

even helps Gatsby reunite with Daisy even though she is married to one of his friends. 

 Nick is a rather confusing character, and it is not always quite clear what he is trying 

to do, especially when it comes to his presentation of time and events. One episode in 

particular is of great confusion – when he is at the gathering at Tom and Myrtle’s apartment, 

and he encounters Mr McKee, who lives downstairs. Him and Nick ends up in McKee’s 

bedroom after an ellipsis, and it is never explained what happened, only that; “… I was 

standing beside his bed and he was sitting up between the sheets, clad in his underwear, with 

a great portfolio in his hands.” (Fitzgerald 44) The gap is never explained, and Nick does not 

mention the episode again, or even McKee. The reader is therefore left to interpret what 

happened in that gap themselves. By doing this, he not only lets the reader interpret the 

interaction, but he also withholds information about himself, because he does not want to be 

the one that is focalized. This is rather fascinating considering the fact that a homodiegetic 

narrator, or a first person narrator, is usually the focalizer. But he is also quite difficult to 

understand, and, 

His conscious moral instinct is to disapprove: but his imagination is fascinated since 

perhaps here, in this extraordinary man, the romantic promise is at last fulfilled. He 

wavers, therefore, between almost complete contempt for Gatsby, and almost 
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complete faith in him; and this ambivalent attitude persists until Gatsby’s collapse, 

after which it gives way to a deeper, and costlier, attitude of pity, towards which the 

whole novel moves. (Dyson 116)  

Throughout the whole novel, Nick is uncertain about how he feels about Gatsby. Sometimes 

he seems to adore him, while there are several examples where he almost despises him as 

well. An example of this is after the car accident, when Nick is waiting outside the 

Buchanans’ house for his taxi to take him home. “I disliked him so much by this time that I 

didn’t find it necessary to tell him he was wrong.” (Fitzgerald 150) In the end, he ends up 

being the only friend at the funeral of a man who believed he had it all, or at least that he 

could achieve it all. The two of them do seem to share a strange bond, almost as if it were the 

two of them against the rest. John Henry Raleigh considers the idea that the two of them 

might be two halves of one whole, that they complement each other in perfect harmony. He 

writes that, “Allegorically considered, Nick is reason, experience, waking, reality, and history, 

while Gatsby is imagination, innocence, sleeping, dream, and eternity. (…) Nick is too much 

immersed in time and reality; Gatsby is hopelessly out of it.” (Raleigh 103) This is a rather 

accurate representation of the two, where Gatsby seems more concerned about reaching as far 

as he can and dreaming as wildly as possible, while Nick does not really seem to dream at all. 

He has experienced enough in his life to realize that what is happening here and now is more 

important than planning every single move. In other words Nick does not dare to dream too 

much, while Gatsby is already lost in the dream world. This is one of the parts where 

Fitzgerald is quite genius, both when it comes to the literary perceptions of time, which could 

not be any different than with the two of them, as well as the sophistication he shows by 

writing as he did. We do not get to hear the thoughts and feelings of Gatsby, but it is clearly 

shown through Nick how he felt toward time and dreams and the future. It is one of the things 

that make Fitzgerald unique as a writer, and something he is praised for managing to do so 

explicitly. 

While it has become the standard to consider Gatsby as the one with the wild dream and 

fantasy, he is not the only one. Nick was dreaming that summer as well, and when that dream 

turns into a nightmare, he wakes up and returns to the West. That is his safeplace, where 

everything is familiar and comfortable. Gatsby’s life reminds Nick of his own social position, 

and more importantly, how he can change it. He tried to do that by moving to New York, but 

ended up staying less than the full year his father agreed to. Richard Godden presumed in his 

essay “’The Great Gatsby’: Glamor on the Turn” that in order to tell a story, Nick needed a 

hero for his story that was as strong as he was weak, and Gatsby would fill that role perfectly.  
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Another important character to consider is the subject for Gatsby’s obsession – Daisy 

Buchanan. While she can appear as naïve and even a little simple, she can also appear as 

cunning. Marius Bewley notes that, “Even Fitzgerald’s admirers regard Daisy as rather a 

good, if somewhat silly, little thing; but Fitzgerald knew that at its most depraved levels the 

American dream merges with the American debutante’s dream – a thing of deathly 

hollowness.” (Bewley 132) She is indeed quite shallow and all she cares about is the finesses 

and the rich. Marius Bewley points out in particular a scene where Daisy and Tom attends one 

of Gatsby’s parties, and she is fascinated with the actress that Gatsby shows her. “’I like her,’ 

said Daisy. ‘I think she’s lovely.’ But the rest offended her – and inarguably, because it 

wasn’t a gesture but an emotion. (…) She saw something awful in the very simplicity she 

failed to understand.” (Fitzgerald 114) She likes the actress because she is not real; she is 

someone portraying someone else, and that is ultimately Daisy’s dream. She does not really 

want to be living the life she is currently living, or the present she is facing, but rather 

different lives, like an actress. The rest of the party is real, and she dislikes it because it is not 

like she would have had it. She lives a boring life, which she complains about regularly, and 

she is doing the same day in and day out, which would indeed bore anyone. However, Gatsby 

desperately wants to be a part of that life. But why would he want that? A life filled with 

repetitions and patterns would not seem very desirable or compelling, so why is he so 

fascinated by her and her lifestyle? Dyson considers this by saying: 

Daisy is more complex than Tom, and far less real. Her manner has in it, as Carraway 

notes, all the promise of the world (…) ‘a promise that she had done gay, exciting 

things just a while since and that there were gay, exciting things hovering in the next 

hour.’ But this is all yesterday and tomorrow. Today, there is only emptiness. (Dyson 

114)  

She expects things to come her way without having to really do much, and they eventually do 

seem to come. She never really does anything with herself except waiting and complaining. 

This makes her less appealing to the reader, while to Gatsby she is perfection. 

 The reasons for Gatsby’s fascination with Daisy are definitely worth considering – it is 

after all his main goal throughout the novel, and everything he does is due to this. He had 

nothing when he first met her, while she seemed to have everything, and to have everything 

had been his goal since he was a young boy and tried to find the formula for success. He even 

admits that he wanted her more because she was desirable to other men. But is she really what 

he wants, or is it something else? He is trying to retrieve something that he once lost, and he 

believes the key to this is with Daisy. What he is seeking though, probably never even existed 
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in the first place; he just had to believe it because otherwise it would mean that he is in fact 

losing his mind. If he had managed to win Daisy back, it would most likely not have been 

enough – he would still be feeling lost. Even Nick comments on this, in one of his profound 

comments from the future which he has had time to ponder over; “He talked a lot about the 

past, and I gathered that he wanted to recover something, some idea of himself perhaps, that 

had gone into loving Daisy. His life had been confused and disordered since then, but if he 

could once return to a certain starting place and go over it all slowly, he could find out what 

that thing was…” (Fitzgerald 117) It is an obsession that has gone out of control, simply 

because he has let it take hold of everything. Everything he does is with regards of her in his 

mind, how she would enjoy it, when in fact it seems like he does not know her that well. He 

planned all those parties in the vain hope that she would come one night and love them. When 

she finally does come, she dislikes it, and he cannot understand why.  

 It is also worth mentioning why Daisy decided to start an affair with Gatsby, even 

though she is married and has a child, which seems like an ideal life for a woman in her 

position. Ernest Lockridge proposes in his essay “’Trompe l’Oeil’ and Gatsby’s Buried Plot” 

from 1987 the idea that Daisy has set out some sort of mission to start a fling with someone – 

either out of boredom, or because she is tired of her husband’s affairs, and wants revenge. At 

first it seems like she has chosen Nick as the one, due to the fact of her being quite flirtatious 

in the beginning towards him. For instance, she keeps calling him a ‘rose,’ and when she 

comes to visit him for tea later on, she says, “’Is this absolutely where you live, my dearest 

one?’” and “’Are you in love with me,’ she said low in my ear, ‘or why did I have to come 

alone?’” (Fitzgerald 92) However, when she is reunited with Gatsby, she seems to forget all 

about Nick, and stops calling him those words of endearment. Gatsby would fit the role as her 

lover far better than Nick would, due to the fact that Tom does not know Gatsby, and would 

therefore see him as a bigger treat. Tom has far too much trust in Nick, otherwise he would 

not have been so eager to show him his mistress. She is therefore considering the future 

because she is unhappy with her present, and tries to plan out what would work better for her 

in order to achieve her goal. Lockridge states for instance that,  

(…) Daisy invites Carraway in Chapter 1, with Daisy’s plan to engineer herself a 

flirtation – part of a gamble whose ultimate purpose is to rouse Tom’s jealousy, bring 

their marriage to a crisis, and force her husband to choose between his wife and his 

dangerously aggressive mistress. Daisy’s plan is sufficiently flexible to accommodate 

windfalls, and Gatsby serves her purpose far better and more willingly than the 

aggravatingly dense Carraway.” (Lockridge) 
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In Gatsby’s case, he has no idea about her plans, and he truly believes that he has managed to 

do the impossible – to turn back time. With Daisy by his side, his life would be, or at least 

seem to be, complete and perfect. She therefore functions as a trophy for him, and he thinks 

that he owes her for turning him from James Gatz into the Great Gatsby. Or, as Marius 

Bewley puts it, “(…) Daisy becomes a legend in Gatsby’s memory, a part of his private past 

through which (…) he assimilates into the pattern of that historic past through which he 

would move into the historic future.” (Bewley 135-6) She is a gateway to a better life, and 

that is how he has seen her since the beginning. It is her lifestyle and her seemingly perfect 

appearance he is in love with, not he actual person that she in fact is. She is therefore used as 

a pawn in some ways, because he believes he needs her to be able to finally move on from the 

past and start living in the present, as well as start planning a future. In that way, she functions 

as his past, his present and his future, even though her intentions are never anywhere near his. 

While they were alone, she could easily go along with his whims and his wishes, but when it 

is actually time to take action, she freezes and is unwilling to do what he wants her to do. 

Fitzgerald writes that, “She hesitated. Her eyes fell on Jordan and me with a sort of appeal, as 

though she realized at last what she was doing – and as though she had never, all along, 

intended doing anything at all. But it was done now. It was too late.” (Fitzgerald 138) While it 

can seem like it was all just a game for her, she is finally realizing the consequences of her 

actions, which she did not really seem to have thought much about. Or, perhaps she did, but 

the one she wanted a reaction from was Tom, not Gatsby, and her plan ultimately failed. 

The novel is therefore a story about a destructive love that derived from a young summer 

affair – which immediately gives the feeling that it was a doomed love from first, considering 

it only lasting briefly and being between two young persons who are not even certain about 

who they are at that point. As already mentioned briefly in the introductory part of this 

chapter, Fitzgerald was quite fond of this theme, alongside that of impossible love. The affair 

never really stood a chance, and she never had the intention of leaving Tom, even though she 

briefly states that she will. This, as we know, did not happen, and they ran away together 

instead. As well as this, the relationship between Tom and Myrtle was never going to become 

a reality either, and it was also a destructive love, even though Myrtle really believed in the 

future plans they had made. Lionel Trilling mentioned in his essay “F. Scott Fitzgerald” that: 

(…) from (…) The Great Gatsby and Tender is the Night, we learn about a love – perhaps 

it is peculiarly American – that is destructive by reason of its very tenderness. It begins in 

romance, sentiment, even ‘glamour’ (…) and it takes upon itself reality, and permanence, 

and duty discharged with an almost masochistic scrupulousness of honor. (Trilling 13)  
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These destructive, unreachable and unrealistic loves can never actually happen and they 

cannot reach a happy ending, even though the characters desperately believe they will, and 

they act accordingly to find a way to achieve it. In reality, it would never have happened, 

either because of the characters themselves, or because of the impossibility of it happening in 

the first place. This is one point where critics tend to agree that is Fitzgerald’s finest quality as 

a writer – the way he writes about these things, which most people can relate to. 

The final character that will be represented here is the Great Gatsby himself, and 

exactly how he perceives time. While a lot has been said about him already, there are still 

some things worth mentioning. The whole novel builds around him, but we do not get to meet 

him until fairly far into the novel. However, we are given some information to build the 

suspense and our expectations toward him. Before Nick actually meets him, he has already 

seen him looking out toward Daisy’s house, and he knows that he is extremely rich and 

throws parties every weekend, where the guests, “(…) conducted themselves according to the 

rules of behaviour associated with an amusement park.” (Fitzgerald 47). As well as this, he 

has also heard a lot of unrealistic rumours about him, for instance, “’Somebody told me they 

thought he killed a man once.’” and, “’it’s more that he was a German spy during the war.” 

(Fitzgerald 50) There is in fact only one rumour that is true, about him being a bootlegger. 

However, that is followed up by the same person with, “’One time he killed a man who had 

found out that he was nephew to Von Hindenburg and second cousin to the devil.’” 

(Fitzgerald 67) Because she added the second part, which is even more ridiculous and 

improbable than the first rumours, it is easy to ignore the first part. When Nick finally gets to 

meet him, which is not until page 53, it is at the climax of the suspense, as Carla Mulford 

called it in her essay “Fitzgerald, Perkins, and The Great Gatsby”. Mulford adds that, “The 

stories about Gatsby finally become so astounding that the reader almost exclaims aloud in 

agreement with Carraway’s ‘demand’ of Jordan, ‘Who is he? (…)’ The legends about Gatsby 

bewilder, frustrate and confuse the reader. But they also heighten his interest in Gatsby.” 

(Mulford) Because it has been building up for so long, Nick already has an opinion, or at least 

a picture, of Gatsby before even having met him. And because Nick has this picture, it means 

the reader does as well. Even though we do get to physically meet him through Nick, it is not 

until the very end of the novel that we actually get to know who he was. Nick are being told 

lies and believes in the illusions before his eyes, which is both confusing and intriguing for 

the reader, and for Nick himself. 

One thing to notice about Gatsby is that he has an unbelievable confidence that he can 

achieve exactly what he wants to, and he is actually able to follow through and do it. His will 
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to change his past and his history in order to make his future exactly what he wants it to be is 

nothing but admirable. He follows his own rules and creates a world according to those rules, 

which he started doing already as a teenager with his schedule on page 180 of how he would 

achieve success. Because of this he has spent over half his life following these rules and these 

structures, and because he has managed to achieve success it makes him believe he can do 

anything – and at a certain point, we do too. For a moment we do believe he is actually 

managing to do the impossible, that he has managed to erase five years and won Daisy back. 

Unfortunately, neither he nor Daisy is the same person as they used to be. At times he appears 

quite childish, and he behaves like he can have and do whatever it is he wants to do. In other 

words; 

Gatsby (…) is still the naively ambitious boy who wrote that schedule of childhood 

the formula of success (…) The purchase of love and happiness is part of that formula; 

and if Gatsby had not been destroyed by a corruption greater than his own, it is 

probable that he would have arranged that too. But it was his misfortune to have 

believed too strenuously and loved too blindly. (Aldridge 36)  

When Daisy tells him she cannot say she never loved Tom, he is confused, and even a bit 

frustrated. He diminishes her and her opinion, and says that, “’I want to speak to Daisy alone,’ 

he insisted. ‘She’s all excited now –‘” (Fitzgerald 139) He therefore acts like a moody 

teenager who does not get his way. 

 There certainly is something about Daisy that drives Gatsby insane  - if he was not 

already insane. After having learned his whole past, or at least the past that Nick lets us know 

about, we can see that there are definitely signs of him struggling mentally. His need for 

control is especially one, as has already been established. But adding to that, Nick even goes 

as far as to say that, “He knew that when he kissed this girl, and forever wed his unutterable 

visions to her perishable breath, his mind would never romp again like the mind of God. (…) 

At his lips’ touch she blossomed for him like a flower and the incarnation was complete.” 

(Fitzgerald 118) It therefore would seem that Gatsby is struggling mentally, and that he 

believes the cure to this is with Daisy. As long as he can get her, everything will be fine. The 

missing piece that was mentioned earlier is therefore not actually with her, but within himself, 

because he feels like he needs someone outside of himself to make himself complete. One 

could therefore say that; “His love for Daisy, too, is real, up to a point: there is a moment 

when it seems that he has achieved the impossible, and actually realized his fantastic 

programme for returning to the past. The tragedy (…) lies in the fact that Gatsby can only go 

so far and no further.” (Dyson 119) He did manage to stage the reunion he had been dreaming 
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about for five years, and he did manage to make her fall back in love with him – or at least it 

would appear that he did. The moment of all of this is, however, short-lived, and it ends 

tragically. His obsession, however, is not short-lived, and stays with him until the end. A 

perfect example of this is when they are at the Plaza and the confrontation has begun, and 

“(…) with every word she was drawing further and further into herself, so he gave that up, 

and only the dead dream fought on as the afternoon slipped away, trying to touch what was no 

longer tangible, struggling unhappily, undespairingly, toward that lost voice across the room. 

(Fitzgerald 141) He knew he had lost her by this point, but because his obsession had grown 

too big, he could not just give up on her, and the dream fought on. And, as Aldridge points 

out, “(…) Gatsby’s return to a memory of love which, as it has fed on itself, has reached 

obsessive proportions and become more real than any obstacle time or circumstance can put 

in its way.” (Aldridge 36) Gatsby is not remembering clearly, but chooses to rather focus on 

the good times than the fact that Daisy’s vanity has gotten in their way before. He does not 

love her, but rather the idea of her and the memory of her, as well as the fact that he 

romanticizes her lifestyle. Nick points this out as well, when he states that, “(…) Gatsby was 

overwhelmingly aware of the youth and mystery that wealth imprisons and preserves, of the 

freshness of many clothes, and of Daisy, gleaming like silver, sage and proud above the hot 

struggles of the poor.” (Fitzgerald 156) He sees her in this light, and he wishes to become a 

part of that lifestyle, and he decides then and there that he will become like her. 

 Gatsby’s expectations of her and their relationship goes beyond everything and 

everyone, and he makes the decision to do anything to get her back, but when it comes to 

actually taking action, he seems rather clueless. While he was hoping everything would just 

fall into pieces by themselves, he realizes he needs to take some action, and that time was the 

key to the solution. That is the reason why Nick is the only one invited to a party, a couple of 

weeks after moving in, because Gatsby needed to get to know him in order to get him to 

invite Daisy over. He has been waiting for the perfect moment for five years, and the 

tremendous expectations of it were too much. Dyson puts it quite nicely, when he states that, 

“The actual meeting of Gatsby and Daisy is the central episode of the novel. Everything leads 

up to it, and what follows is a working out of implications which are in the meeting itself.” 

(Dyson 120) When he does manage to arrange the meeting, it is not perfect at all. It is raining 

and she is late, just a couple of minutes mind, and he believes that this will ruin everything. 

His need for control shines brightly through here; “’Nobody’s coming to tea. It’s too late!’ He 

looked at his watch as if there was some pressing demand on his time elsewhere. ‘I can’t wait 

all day.’” (Fitzgerald 91) However, everything goes well because of these imperfections, and, 
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as mentioned before, we do believe for a split second that he has done the impossible and 

managed to erase the five years.  

There is a lot of talk about Gatsby living in the past, but in reality he wanted to go 

along and live in the present to ultimately plan the future, and to forget about the past, 

because he had everything he could possibly want with Daisy. At least that is what he wants 

to believe himself. This is quite an important point to make, because the purpose of the whole 

novel is Gatsby’s relation to time, and he does in fact want to be able to enjoy every minute of 

it, but he simply cannot due to the obsessive view he has of it. It therefore makes the novel 

even more tragic, because he cannot have what he wants, in regards to more than just Daisy. 

She could never live up to those expectations, and she realized that herself when he pushed 

her too far, and she therefore backed off. Nick also comments on this at one point; “There 

must have been moments even that afternoon when Daisy tumbled short of his dreams – not 

through her own fault, but because of the vital colossal vitality of his illusion. It had gone 

beyond her, beyond everything.” (Fitzgerald 103) She cannot live up to those expectations, or 

to his wishes, because no one could do that. They had simply grown out of proportions, and 

into the impossible. This comment from Nick comes from the future, and it would therefore 

mean that this is said with regards of what Nick knows happens shortly after.  

2.2 Narrative theory 
An appropriate start to the narrative theory aspect of this chapter would be with beginnings. 

As mentioned in the Introduction of this thesis, Gerard Genette states that stories most often 

have different beginnings, and it is important to distinguish which one is the actual beginning. 

In the case of The Great Gatsby, it is common to believe it has four different beginnings; 

when Nick is describing parts of his childhood, or when Nick goes to war. The third option is 

when Nick moves East to New York, and the last one is when he goes to dinner at the 

Buchanan’s. The latter is more likely to be the actual beginning, while the previous ones are 

rather prologues, but nothing worth of noticing takes place before the dinner. Nick himself 

says that, “(…) the history of the summer really begins on the evening I drove over there to 

have dinner with the Tom Buchanans.” (Fitzgerald 11) By actually stating this, he is admitting 

that the previous ones are not as important to the actual summer that he will be relating. 

However, the different beginnings we are presented with are important to understand the 

whole of the novel, and it also gives us different time perceptions. We are told that Nick 

entered the First World War, and later on that Gatsby did as well, which makes us understand 

the connection the two of them might be sharing, as well as perhaps why they behave as they 
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do, with regards to that time. In addition to this, Nick mentions that his time in the army was 

one of the best he had experienced, or at least that, “I enjoyed the counter-raid so thoroughly 

that I came back restless.” (Fitzgerald 9) This can appear quite strange due to the fact that it 

was wartime after all, but one could argue here that it had to do with control, and Nick being 

actually told what to do at all times was something he preferred and enjoyed, while being told 

indirectly what to do and being used by different parts, as we see in the novel, is something he 

despises. When we are told about Nick’s childhood, it is important because we understand 

where he came from, which is somewhere quite different than New York City, and it makes it 

easier to understand why he could not adapt completely to life there. 

While the function of the narrator has already been discussed in the section of this thesis 

regarding character perception, it is also important to discuss this further here in the narrative 

theory section, where the function of the narrator originally belongs. Nick tells the story of 

this summer in a sort of piecemeal fashion, where we are given bits of information here and 

there, as Nick did himself that summer, and by doing this Gatsby becomes more of a mystery. 

He is after all a very well known man, and our expectations of him are raised when we hear 

all the rumours about him. Nick makes sure to put a stop to that quite early, by telling us the 

real story of Gatsby. It is his job as the narrator to put it all together in order to discover the 

mystery that was Jay Gatsby. In the essay “Citizen Kane, The Great Gatsby, and Some 

Conventions of American Narrative,” Robert L. Carringer treats the novel as a mystery, where 

the readers become an active part of discovering who Gatsby actually was by getting to know 

a little more each time, and Nick even withholds some information. Seeing that the story is 

written two years in the future, Nick knows the whole outcome of it all, and he knows what 

happened after the summer ended as well. It therefore becomes his job to try and tell it as 

chronologically as possible. He shapes the narrative, and he is in control of what is being said 

and what is being left out. The magic of the moments are therefore lost and undervalued, 

because he is looking back at a memory, and he knows what will happen shortly after. 

The novel is quite spectacular with regards to the story-time and the reading-time due to 

the fact that we are told exactly when things happened. This is quite uncommon when it 

comes to literature, and some novels do not even let us know when the actual events are 

taking place, as will be seen in Of Mice and Men in the second chapter of this thesis. But in 

The Great Gatsby, Nick tells us that this all happened in the summer of 1922, and that he 

himself is writing this two years ahead in time. As well as this, we are also told in the 

different analepses, at least most of them, when they take place, for instance the one Jordan 

Baker tells us, where she confirms that the romance between Gatsby and Daisy took place 



 31 

five years prior to the narrative present. Nick therefore gives the impression of being quite 

reliable and detailed, something that is quite unusual with a homodiegetic narrator, who often 

comes across as quite subjective and unreliable. If we then consider Seymour Chatman’s 

different literary NOWs that are related to story-times and reading-times, there are quite a few 

to distinguish. As Nick himself admitted, we have automatically two different NOWs – that of 

when the summer happened, and when Nick is writing from, and we could also add the one 

Jordan Baker told him about, when Gatsby and Daisy first met. All in all, we can count six 

different timelines, which would be; when Gatsby grew up, Daisy and Gatsby meeting, Nick 

meeting Tom at college, Nick being in the army, the narrative present, and when Nick is 

narrating the story. The most fascinating thing, as well as the most important thing, regarding 

these different narrative NOWs is the fact that they are presented to us in different sections of 

the novel. The reader is therefore left to find out what actually happened at what time, and put 

it all in the right chronological order. When Gatsby grew up, before he even was Gatsby, is 

the last piece of information we learn about him, even though it is the first actual narrative 

NOW of the novel. In simpler terms, it is not just the summer of 1922 that happens in the 

novel, but actual almost the entire life of Jay Gatsby, or at least the most defining moments of 

his life. It gives the novel much more substance, and it is not just Gatsby we get to learn more 

about through this technique, but also partly the other characters, especially Nick. 

One of the most interesting parts of the novel with regards to narrative theory and time 

would be the usage of anachronies, which was Genette’s main focus when it came to his 

research of time. Fitzgerald can be considered rather genius in this regard, and the novel is 

quite packed with both analepses and prolepses, sometimes covert, but most often overt. That 

essentially means the different usages of flashbacks and flashforwards, or rather, whenever 

Nick decides to divert from the chronological timeline, either to the past or the present. As 

well as this, we can also find external, internal and mixed analepses in the novel, which will 

be shown here shortly. A brief summary of an anachrony is that it occurs whenever the 

timeline leaves the chronology of the story. This thesis will discuss both analepses and 

prolepses, but due to the fact that the analepses take up more of the novel, I will therefore 

begin with them. The most famous one occurs in chapter four, when Nick is having tea with 

Jordan Baker, and she tells him who Gatsby used to be, and how his infatuation with Daisy 

began that summer five years ago. It starts with, “One October day in nineteen-seventeen – 

(…)” (Fitzgerald 80) Instead of it being a conversation, Nick makes her the homodiegetic 

narrator, with just a small introduction, in a parenthesis. It is a mixed analepsis, because it 

starts before the chronological beginning of the novel and ends with just after the dinner at the 
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Buchanans’, where Daisy goes into Jordan’s room and demanded, “’What Gatsby?’ and when 

I described him – I was half asleep – she said in the strangest voice it must be the man she 

used to know. It wasn’t until then that I connected this Gatsby with the officer in her white 

car.” (Fitzgerald 84) The analepsis is quite long – it lasts for four pages, and Jordan says she 

remembers it clearly because, “The officer looked at Daisy while she was speaking, in a way 

that every young girl wants to be looked at sometime, and because it seemed romantic to me I 

have remembered the incident ever since.” (Fitzgerald 81) It is fascinating though that she 

only remembers the incident because of the look in his eyes, but she is only reminded of who 

he is because of Daisy. She did not recognize him at first, even though it was five years ago, if 

she remembered the look in his eyes as well as she claims to, surely she would also remember 

him? Her recollection of it is therefore questionable, and she might have added some romance 

into the memory because she likes drama, or perhaps she does not like Tom because of the 

way he is treating Daisy. In either way, she might not be as reliable an informant as one might 

first believe. 

An example of an external analepsis in the novel is when Gatsby tells Nick about his past 

life, and how he transformed from James Gatz to Jay Gatsby. It is external because it does not 

return to a previous part of the chronological timeline, but is used to fill in a missing hole and, 

as Nick says, “(…) I’ve put it down here with the idea of exploding those first wild rumours 

about his antecedents, which weren’t even faintly true.” (Fitzgerald 108) This is another 

example of when Nick is manipulating the timeline, and by doing this, he lets the readers 

know who Gatsby was even before he himself did. He puts a stop to the mysteries about him, 

as well as letting us know his agenda, and why Daisy is so sacred to him, even after all those 

years. This analepsis lasts for three pages, and covers the area from when Gatsby was 

seventeen to when Dan Cody, his mentor and father-figure, died, just before he joined the war 

and leading up to before he met Daisy. What Fitzgerald does here, which is rather clever, is 

that he divides the analepsis into two pieces. One here, to let the reader get to know Gatsby 

for who he used to be, and the other part, how his obsession with Daisy grew, which is told 

when Nick himself is being told the story, in chapter eight, about 50 pages later on.  

The only example of an internal analepsis in the novel occurs after the car crash and after 

Nick’s last conversation with Gatsby, when we get to know what happened after Nick and the 

others left the car crash scene. Nick makes Michaelis, the Wilsons’ neighbour, the 

heterodiegetic narrator of what happened. This is yet another example of Nick manipulating 

not only the timeline, but the narration as well. He says that, “Now I want to go back a little 

and tell what happened at the garage after we left there the night before.” (Fitzgerald 162) 
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What is rather fascinating about this is that Nick so openly admits to manipulating it, but at 

the same time wants to keep some things hidden so that we learn them at the same time that 

he himself did. A reason for this might be that he is finally the one in control. During the 

whole summer, Nick comes across as someone who just follows whatever is happening, and 

he does not seem to question a lot. He does think a lot, and changes his opinion, but he does 

not actually say the words out loud. By finally being able to tell the story the way he wants it, 

he controls what is happening, and he can tell the story the way he wants it to be told. If we 

then return to the internal analepsis, which is also the longest analepsis of the novel, seeing 

that it lasts for five pages, we also get to know what happened with Wilson and how he found 

out who was responsible for the car crash. How Nick knows all this, and how he knows what 

Michaelis is thinking and feeling at the time is also a mystery, because Nick does not admit to 

having spoken to him. The analepsis is therefore the most unreliable, because the two other 

examples represented here are told directly to Nick, while this one seems more uncertain. It 

therefore raises the question as to whether or not Nick is really in control, even though he 

appears to be trying very hard to convince us that he is. He loses some of the power and the 

certainness he is trying to build up throughout the novel by including this part of the narrative, 

and that might be what Fitzgerald was trying to achieve all along. Even though Nick is now in 

the prime position of being the one to narrate the story, he still shows uncertainties, and 

ultimately shows that perhaps he has not changed that much since the summer ended after all. 

The most famous prolepsis of the novel is actually in the very beginning of the novel, 

before we get to know anything about any character, apart from Nick. It takes place already 

on the second page; “(…) Gatsby turned out all right at the end; it is what prayed on Gatsby, 

what foul dust floated in the wake of his dreams that temporarily closed out my interest in the 

abortive sorrows and short-winded elations of men.” (Fitzgerald 8) Nick therefore begins the 

story by telling how it will end, albeit rather ambiguously. It would appear that he is in fact 

fooling the reader, by letting him believe that Gatsby will have a happy ending, when in fact it 

was quite a tragic one. He had just realized he had lost what he believed was the love of his 

life, and then shot long before his time. What Nick might have meant by that statement is 

rather that Gatsby was an all right fellow in the end, seeing that Nick had a lot of doubts about 

him, and kept changing his opinion of him. When Henry Gatz asks Nick if he was close to his 

son, Nick replies, “’We were close friends.’” (Fitzgerald 175) While Gatsby obviously 

thought of Nick as one of his closest, the same cannot really be said about Nick, due to the 

fact of his changing opinions and him saying just a few pages earlier that he actually disliked 

him.  
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Another prolepsis is found on page 142, with, “So we drove on toward death through 

the cooling twilight.” (Fitzgerald 142) Death finds place literally only a couple of pages away, 

and it is not just one death, but three – Myrtle, Gatsby and Wilson. Richard Godden points out 

that it is not just the actual lives of people that die after this statement, but also the 

relationships Nick had formed during this summer. He ends the romance with Jordan, and he 

loses contact with both Tom and Daisy, and he lost his only true friend that summer – Gatsby. 

His life there dies, and he decides to return to old habits, and go back West to his family. The 

final prolepsis that will be included here is found in chapter 6, just after the famous line, 

“’Can’t repeat the past?’ he cried incredulously. ‘Why of course you can!’” After saying this, 

“He looked around him wildly, as if the past were lurking here in the shadow of his house, 

just out of reach of his hand.” (Fitzgerald 117) He came quite close to achieving this 

impossible dream of repeating the past, so close that he was almost able to just reach out and 

grab it. But just as he was about to, it lurks away, still taunting him, still out of reach. It is 

therefore torturing him, as well as haunting him, by being just out of reach. This also shows 

the mental state that Gatsby is in, because he really does believe that he can repeat the past, 

especially because something has gone right and he has managed to start a romance with her. 

He is therefore trying to grab the past with his hand, and drag it to him, but the fact is that the 

past is already gone, and you cannot change it. It functions as a prolepsis because at this point 

we still believe he can manage to get Daisy back, but sadly, it does not take long until that 

dream is dead. 

If we then move on to the idea of nostalgia, we can see that Fitzgerald was quite 

famous and appraised for this amongst critics as well. And many agree that no contemporary, 

and no one before or after him for that matter, could match this fantastic use of the technique. 

Wright Morris is one of these critics, and in his essay “The Function of Nostalgia: F. Scott 

Fitzgerald” he mentions that, 

The ‘subject’ of Wolfe, Hemingway, and Faulkner, however various the backgrounds, 

however contrasting the styles, pushed to its extremity, is nostalgia. But it was left to 

Fitzgerald, the playboy, to carry this subject to its logical conclusion. (…) Fitzgerald 

made of it a form of consciousness. Nostalgia, quite simply, is all there is. (Morris 25) 

And if there is one novel that stands out for its use of nostalgia, it is quite clearly The Great 

Gatsby. The whole novel revolves around the past, both hidden and open, and not just with 

one character, but several. They are all linked together by this nostalgia. If we consider Nick 

for instance – in the novel, he spends the summer doing practically nothing other than work 

and party – his life was set on hold. When he is retelling the story, he is retrieving into the 
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past, and looks back at a certain time in his life. Morris further writes that, “Nostalgia sings in 

the blood, and with age it grows thicker, and when all other things fall it joins men in a 

singular brotherhood. Wherever they live in the present, or hope to live in the future, it is in 

the past that you will truly find them. In the past one is safely out of time but not out of 

mind.” (Morris 26) One retrieves back into the past in order to cherish, to actually live, 

without having to think about the passing of time. This is something everyone does, and 

Morris therefore suggests that it exists a hidden brotherhood we are not even aware of 

existing, but that we are all part of. One could argue that this is rather relevant when it comes 

to Nick’s desire for control again. By looking into the past, he can remember it the way he 

wants to, and he can omit the parts he did not deem worthy of being recalled, and he can tell it 

the exact way that he wants to. This is clearly shown with his manipulations of the 

chronological storyline, but it could also be seen as signs of weakness in the control he is 

trying to ascertain. By omitting certain things and romanticize the good parts, he is not 

actually telling everything that happened, and as well as this, it shows only his side, and how 

he wanted to portray everything, which therefore further questions the reliability of not only 

the narrative, but also of Nick’s control. Morris also adds that it is especially at night we “(…) 

withdraw from the world and retire in the past.” (Morris 27) Seeing that at night-time nothing 

is happening to us, or very little is, it is easy to find ourselves in the past, reliving moments 

through memories – both good ones and bad ones. The past is always more desirable, in most 

cases, because everything seems controlled and we know what is happening, while in the 

future, it is all a bit chaotic because we simply do not have any control of what is yet to 

happen. One could therefore further argue that Nick, and through him Fitzgerald as well, is 

quite nostalgic not just about the past in general, but a past where everything appears to be 

organized and controlled, even though that seems quite impossible. Every time include some 

kind of problems or chaos, whether that be an inner chaos or an outer one, and that is why we 

remember them – we just choose to forget about the actual chaos, and looks back at it like a 

controlled and reasonable event. 

 Another interesting idea in the theoretical field of time linked with the idea of 

nostalgia is the function of illusions, and, more accurately, disillusions in the novel. When 

looking back at a past time, as mentioned in the previous paragraph, it is quite normal to form 

some sort of disillusion of what happened, due to the fact that it is either romanticized or adds 

some sort of feeling into it, making it more of a fantasy rather than the actual reality of what 

happened. And quite a few of the characters in The Great Gatsby hold on to some kind of 

fantasy of this sort, and therefore make up some sort of disillusions of reality in order to make 
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life seem more ideal. Gatsby is the most obvious example of this, considering the fact that, 

“He wanted nothing less of Daisy than that she should go to Tom and say: ‘I never loved 

you.’” (Fitzgerald 117) And thusly erasing, or obliterating, the five years they have been 

apart. In Gatsby’s mind, Daisy never loved Tom, and she only married him because of the 

expectations toward her from those around her and society. He refuses to believe that she 

actually could have history with someone other than himself. By trying to recreate a past 

memory that cannot be relived, he is lost in the illusion, because he cannot see that she has 

changed during those years, and that she is not the same. When he meets her daughter, the 

actual legitimation of her marriage with Tom, “(…) he kept looking at the child with surprise. 

I don’t think he had ever really believed in its existence before.” (Fitzgerald 123)  

While Gatsby is living in the past, Myrtle Wilson is another character lost in the world 

of disillusions – she is living in the future, where she absolutely believes that she and Tom 

will eventually run away together and start their lives somewhere else, even though this is 

never the intention of Tom. She looks down on her own class, and especially her husband, 

and keeps ‘practicing’ how to act like the wife of a wealthy man. For instance, “(…) she let 

four taxicabs drive away before she selected a new one, lavender-coloured with grey 

upholstery, (…)” and  

’My dear,’ she cried. ‘I’m going to give you this dress as soon as I’m through with it. 

I’ve got to get another one to-morrow. I’m going to make a list of all the things I’ve 

got to get. A massage and a wave, and a collar for the dog, and one of those cute little 

ash-trays where you touch a spring, and a wreath like a black silk bow for mother’s 

grave that’ll last all summer. (…)’(Fitzgerald 42-3) 

Nick also comments that, “With the influence of the dress her personality had also undergone 

a change.” (Fitzgerald 36) The last character that lives in the world of disillusions is Tom 

Buchanan. He believes he can have everything, both the wife and the mistress that do not 

know about each other and he could live the sweet life. He is therefore creating a disillusion 

that seems unlikely for anyone outside to agree with or understand. Unfortunately, Tom is not 

as discreet as he believes himself, and when he starts to realize this, it is almost too late. 

 It is not just the characters that are surrounded by illusions, both mentally and 

physically, but the readers are also introduced to this as well. Marius Bewley writes in his 

essay, “Scott Fitzgerald’s Criticism of America” form 1954, that, 

The Great Gatsby is an exploration of the American dream as it exists in a corrupt 

period, and it is an attempt to determine that concealed boundary that divides the 

reality from illusions. The illusions seem more real than the reality itself. Embodied in 
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the subordinate characters in the novel, they threaten to invade the whole of the 

picture. On the other hand, the reality is embodied in Gatsby; and as opposed to the 

hard, tangible illusions, the reality is a thing of the spirit, the promise rather than the 

possession of a vision, a faith in the half-glimpsed, but hardly understood possibilities 

of life. (Bewley 126) 

Gatsby’s unbelievable world turns out to be discouraging, and we stop envying his life, if we 

ever did, due to the fact it is all an illusion. In the end, there are only a few people at his 

funeral, and no one seems to care much about his fate. When Nick encounters Tom a few 

months after the summer, he does not ask what happened, because he simply could not care 

less. The illusions we got at the first parties also get disrupted, because in the end, it did not 

matter at all. Bewley adds that,  

When the dream melted, it knocked the pop of reality from under the universe, and 

face to face with the physical substance at last, Gatsby realized that the illusion was 

there – there where Tom and Daisy, and generations of small-minded, ruthless 

Americans had found it – in the dreamless, visionless complacency of mere matter, 

substance without form. (Bewley 140)  

Tragically, Gatsby realizes the truth just before his death, which makes it a symbolic as well 

as tragic death. It was all just an illusion, one that he would never be able to actually turn into 

reality. 

 This thesis has set out to explore different aspects of literary time, with particular 

focus on characters’ perception of it, as well as the narrative theoretical sides of it. Nick’s 

comments from the future has been mentioned a couple of time previously, although not 

really in detail. Nick tried very hard to keep the chronology of the story intact, and to give us 

information in the same order that he himself was given it. However, he is not perfect in 

doing this, and sometimes he seems to slip up. This is quite common with a homodiegetic 

narrator, especially one told retrospectively, because the narrator is subjective, and unreliable, 

and he already knows the whole outcome of the story. Seeing that this novel was supposedly 

written two years after that summer, Nick has had time to think about it a lot, and grown from 

the experiences. It would therefore be almost strange if he did not slip up sometimes, 

especially at certain episodes. One example of this is when he comments the obsession 

Gatsby has of Daisy, where he says that she could not live up to his tremendous expectations 

of her, simply because no one could. This is obviously something he has been thinking about 

a lot, and he therefore looks back at it with a sort of profound wisdom after his two years of 

reflection. Another reason might be that Nick is finally the one in control, which has already 
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been discussed, but important to keep in mind at all times. He is pushed around most of the 

novel, used as a pawn by Gatsby, and also forced into confidence with Tom when he meets 

Myrtle. It almost seems like Tom would like to be caught with his mistress. Nick comments 

on this as well; “The fact that he had one was insisted upon wherever he was known. His 

acquaintances resented the fact that he turned up in popular cafés with her, (…)” (Fitzgerald 

30) Nick also comments that he had no wish to actually meet the woman, but gets sort of 

tricked when Tom suddenly announces that he will. While Nick does not say much in the 

novel, he writes down a lot of his opinions, especially regarding Gatsby, which flies from one 

end of the scale to the other quite often. Sometimes he even fills in missing gaps from the 

memories he is being told, for instance, “I suppose he smiled at Cody – he had probably 

discovered that people liked him when he smiled.” (Fitzgerald 106) By using words like 

“suppose” and “probably,” he loses some credibility, and shows that he does not know the 

entire story after all, he just pretends to. He also fills in the blanks when it comes to Gatsby’s 

final minutes. He says that, “I have an idea that Gatsby himself didn’t believe it would come, 

and perhaps he no longer cared. If that was true he must have felt that he had lost the old 

warm world, paid a high price for living too long with a single dream.” (Fitzgerald 168) 

Another reason, though less probable, is that he wanted to fill in these gaps because he felt the 

story would lack something if he did not. However, that would still mean he was trying to 

change some of what happened, to manipulate it in some sort of way, to tell the exact story 

that he wanted to tell. 

2.3 Modernism and Non-Modernism 
As we now have seen, Fitzgerald was quite fond of using the past of his characters to come 

back and haunt them, and to show how it affected them. This was quite uncommon of that 

time, but it rose with the Modernist movement. Ronald Schleifer explains this in his 

Modernism and Time – The Logic and Abundance in Literature, Science, and Culture 1880-

1930, by stating that, “In twentieth-century Modernism, (…) the sense of time often assumes 

the fully historical nature of particular moments – (…) ‘the quick moment of time.’ (…) the 

‘Moment’ where past and present ‘collide.’” (Schleifer 6) The past was often excluded, but 

with the Modernist movement, it began have a bigger impact on the characters’ lives and 

present, which is a technique Fitzgerald loved to use, especially in The Great Gatsby. While 

he is considered one of the most prominent Modernist writers in America of that time, he did 

not stick completely to the movement. Many of his stories, The Great Gatsby in particular, are 

concerned about the theme of damaged love and do not include a happy ending. As well as 
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this, he did not use stream of consciousness either, which is a very quintessential trait to 

Modernist fiction. However, it is a Modernist novel due to “(…) its focus on belief rather than 

truth.” (Weinstein) Weinstein further goes on to say that the nostalgic hope that the beautiful 

cannot be ruined, even if that beautiful thing is a memory or an illusion, is never really lost, 

but it does not become a reality. We can see in Gatsby that he does use some Naturalist traits 

too; Gatsby ends up dead and practically alone after having tried to change his destiny and 

climb away from his social position.  

 Many consider Fitzgerald to be one of the most sophisticated writers of all time, both 

when it comes to form, but also his theoretical sides. Especially compared to contemporary 

writers, many agree that it was difficult to compete with him, and particularly with Gatsby: “It 

is to be seen where eventually all a writer’s qualities have their truest existence, in his style. 

Even in Fitzgerald’s early, cruder books, or even in his commercial stories, and even when the 

style is careless, there is a tone and pitch to the sentences which suggests his warmth without 

softness. (…)” (Trilling 12) He stands out as an exceptionally skilled writer, who might have 

peaked at too young an age, but he still managed to convey more sophistication and respect 

that most other writers of his time. Trilling goes on in his essay “F. Scott Fitzgerald” from 

1945 to say about Gatsby,  

Its form is ingenious (…) The form, that is, not the result of careful ‘plotting’ – the form 

of a good novel never is – but it is rather the results of the necessities of the story’s 

informing idea, which require the sharpness of radical foreshortening. Thus, it will be 

observed, the characters are not ‘developed’ (…) Gatsby himself, once stated, grows in 

the understanding of the narrator. (Trilling 17-8) 

His novels grew out of an initial idea, and therefore he was not a man of careful planning. 

This makes him appear even more genius, as well as sophisticated, because we cannot fully 

understand the characters, precisely because of their underdevelopment, and we recognize the 

human flaws. It is therefore quite easy to find different interpretations of the characters, and 

there are extremely many different interpretations of both the characters, but also the novel in 

itself. Seeing that it is a homodiegetic narrator, he is able to control how we think about the 

different characters as well. The undeveloped novel becomes brilliant because this use of the 

narrator, so we therefore need only to understand him fully. As well as this, he also enjoyed 

playing with form and, as Alfred Kazin argues:  

For Fitzgerald always saw life as glamour, even though he could pierce that glamour 

to write one of the most moving American tragedies in The Great Gatsby. Something 

of a child always, with a child’s sudden and unexpected wisdom, he could play with 
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the subtle agonies of the leisure class as with a brilliant toy; and the glamour always 

remained there, even when it was touched with death. (Kazin 320) 

Even with a theme as serious as death, he still managed to add a sense of glamour and style to 

it all, something that follows the reader throughout the whole novel, its ups and its downs. 

Something that the Modernist movement was very concerned about was the theme of 

death, and the finality of it. Ricardo Quinones, for instance, wrote that, “In the Modernist 

authors, the presentation and uses of death are part of the antipathy to continuity and the 

sensed unity with Nature. It throws the survivor out of an orderly, reliable existence and 

forces him to rearrange his life (…)” (Quinones 161) You cannot ever come back from the 

dead, it is a very final event, and it is something that we will all experience both second-hand 

and first-hand. The ones who are left often feel lost and in need of a change, for instance 

Nick. But was the death of Gatsby and Myrtle really necessary? Even before George Wilson 

eventually tracks down Gatsby and pulls the trigger, it is quite apparent that Daisy had made 

her choice to stay with Tom. Gatsby’s death can therefore be seen as rather unnecessary, 

because as Nick observed, “They weren’t happy, (…) and yet they weren’t unhappy either. 

There was an unmistakable air of natural intimacy about the picture, and anybody would have 

said that they were conspiring together.” (Fitzgerald 152) It would therefore appear that the 

two of them were already planning on running away together again, and forget about what 

had happened that night.  

 As mentioned in the introductory part of this chapter, Fitzgerald fully lived in his time, 

or The Roaring Twenties, and when that fell apart, so did he. Critics agree that his writing got 

worse, and so did his health, which lead to a premature death at the age of 44 in 1940. John 

Aldridge wrote in 1951 the essay “Fitzgerald: The Horror and the Vision of Paradise” where 

he described it quite nicely: 

In completing the cycle of his life and art, Fitzgerald reproduced the design of an entire 

literary movement. But Fitzgerald was more than just merely typical of that movement: he 

was its most sensitive and tormented talent and the prophet of its doom. With a sense of 

the destructive impulses of his time that can only be compared with Hemingway’s, he yet 

lacked Hemingway’s stabilizing gift – the ability to get rid of the bad times by writing of 

them. Fitzgerald never got rid of anything; the ghosts of his adolescence, the failures of 

his youth, the doubts of his maturity plagued him to the end. (Aldridge 41) 

He was the posture figure, the king of his world and his time, but when it started to fall apart, 

he went down with it, and never managed to get back up. While some authors would find it 
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rather therapeutic to write about it and find some sort of inspiration from it, he simply could 

not. And in the end, he ended up dying with the movement. 

2.4 Conclusion 
In conclusion, the novel can be said to be one of the most intricately worked novels when it 

comes to the complexity and variations of literary time. This is evident considering how much 

is written about it, both recently and back to when it was first published. Fitzgerald has 

included all types of analepses, as well as prolepses, and it is clear that time was one of his 

main focuses with the novel. It therefore makes for a perfect example for a literary study with 

regards to temporal elements, both when it comes to the characters’ perceptions of it, but also 

with the narrative theory in mind. As well as this, it is also the perfect epitome of the 1920s – 

more so than any other novel written at the time. While Gatsby can confuse us, with regards 

to exact intentions and him as a person, that is also a part of the whole that Fitzgerald was 

trying to convey, and it is ultimately through the eyes of Nick that we see him – and Nick 

certainly had some confused feelings about him. In the end though, it seems like Nick figured 

out some of his feelings, and that Gatsby was “’(…) worth the whole damn bunch put 

together.’” (Fitzgerald 160) And as readers, we are left with the feeling that he was better than 

the rest of them, he stood up for what he believed in, even though it seemed crazy to the 

others, he still believed he could be in control of both time and space. 

 By making Jay Gatsby this eccentric and at times an almost insane character, 

Fitzgerald questioned where the lines of reality could go, and he does it by the use of spatial, 

but especially temporal elements, which has been shown in this chapter. He is so firm in his 

belief, even after both Nick and Tom tries to tell him otherwise, he refuses to listen, and 

believe that he can do whatever he sets his mind to. This is an admirable quality, but perhaps 

not to the degree that Gatsby is showing, considering his tragic ending. By writing about this, 

and so clearly, Fitzgerald also challenged the popular belief of his time, especially the secrecy 

about mental illnesses, and showed a different kind of hero, one that might be a bit mentally 

unstable, but which ends up being the most honest and likeable character of them all. There is, 

after all, a reason why this novel has stood the tests of time as well as it has, more than any of 

his other novels and stories. It includes themes and issues that we can all relate to, as well as 

being humorous and educative. Considering these facts, it is therefore quite difficult to follow 

up after such an achievement, something even Fitzgerald himself could not do.  

It is quite clear how much work has been put in the novel, especially with regards to 

literary time, not just with narrative elements, but also, perhaps more evident, by the 
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characters’ different perceptions of experienced time. It is one of the many admirable 

attributes Fitzgerald had as a writer, and other works are often compared to his sophistication 

as well as being quite genius when it came to this. And that is exactly what I will attempt to 

do in the succeeding chapters, by using The Great Gatsby as the standard, and try to compare 

and contrast the two Steinbeck novels to it, in order to show that Steinbeck might have been, 

or grew into being, as much of a sophisticated writer as Fitzgerald was. Especially with 

regards to literary time – including both narrative aspects, but relying on character perceptions 

as well.  
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3. OF MICE AND MEN AND THE AMBIGUITY 

OF TIME 
After the success of Of Mice and Men 

(1937), Steinbeck wrote, ‘I was not made for 

success. I find myself now with a growing 

reputation. In many ways it is a terrible thing.’  

Lauren Onkey 

Even though John Steinbeck has written more novels than F. Scott Fitzgerald that can be 

considered American classics – for instance Of Mice and Men, The Grapes of Wrath, East of 

Eden and Tortilla Flat – he is still considered less of a writer than Fitzgerald, especially when 

it comes to the level of sophistication in his writing. Robert Murray Davis wrote for instance 

in 1972 that, “The most striking feature of John Steinbeck’s current reputation is that his 

audience would rather read than praise him.” (Davis 1) And apparently, this view of him has 

not changed even to this day. Lauren Onkey tries to explain this by stating that,  

Steinbeck’s reputation has suffered in academic literary studies in part because he was 

popular, both in his lifetime and later on, among teenage readers. (…) Only 66 

dissertations on his work has been written in the United States since 1954, as 

compared to 675 dissertations on his contemporary William Faulkner. (Onkey 248)  

Steinbeck has, in many critics’ opinion become a symbol for book clubs, and when he won 

the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1962, there were many that disagreed with the decision of the 

committee, because they did not consider his literature worthy enough of such a high 

esteemed prize. Davis further says that, “Once Steinbeck seemed promising, (…) but ‘Over 

the years he has become the idol of book clubs and movie audiences, and of a vast 

uninstructed reading public. Literary experts of high standing have either ignored Steinbeck 

or, in critical books and journals of limited circulation, have exposed his defects’ (…)” (Davis 

1-2) It would therefore appear that critics, at least the majority of them, do not consider him 

sophisticated enough, and he is often compared to other contemporaries with much better 

reputation, like Fitzgerald or Hemingway. R. W. B. Lewis discuss this in his essay “John 

Steinbeck: The Fitful Daemon”, where he argues that, 

Steinbeck’s literary reputation is not very high at the moment and I see few reasons 

why it should grow greater in the future. It has declined a good deal since its peak 

during the war years (…) he had been confusedly but advantageously associated with 



 44 

writers like Hemingway and Faulkner, with whom Steinbeck has little in common (…) 

(Lewis 163)  

It therefore seems to be more a focus on style and form, rather than the actual content of his 

writing. However, there appears to be something about him that keeps him interesting, some 

kind of force that draws his readers in. And that is exactly what this thesis will try to find out, 

with first a focus on Of Mice and Men, and then, in the following chapter, East of Eden, in an 

attempt to use the chronological order to see, as well as directly showing, how Steinbeck grew 

as a writer. I will also attempt to show that he is indeed as sophisticated a writer as Fitzgerald, 

especially when it comes to his usage of literary time and narrative theory.  

 First of all, it is important to keep in mind that Fitzgerald and Steinbeck have very 

different conceptions of literary time in their writing, and therefore used quite different 

techniques. This is especially in the case of The Great Gatsby and Of Mice and Men. While 

this will all be explained more fully in details as the chapter proceeds, and especially in the 

section regarding the narrative theory used in the novel, it is still important to present it early. 

As well as this, Steinbeck and Fitzgerald also cared about using their writing in order to make 

an awareness of contemporary life, whether good or tragic, and especially the American 

promise, life and possibility, as R. W. B. Lewis noted with John Steinbeck’s writing:  

I distinguish here two kinds of motif in the fiction of John Steinbeck. The first may be 

called the American motif: a celebrational sense of life, a sense of promise and 

possibility and of as yet unspoiled novelty in man and his habitation. (…) the second 

is the contemporary motif that it can be seen as growing organically out of it, and yet 

which also appears as a dominant motif in the fiction of other contemporary languages 

and countries. (Lewis 165-6)  

But the same can also be said of Fitzgerald. And finally, it is important to remember that they 

are doing two completely different things with their novels and their writing, and their 

ultimate goal with it was also quite different. This is a point that critics seem to forget when 

talking about one or the other, because they just compare everything to what they believe to 

be perfection. But by doing something different, Steinbeck ultimately shows that he is a good 

writer, and that is what will be considered and explored at greater length in this chapter. 

 In 1962 John Steinbeck won the Nobel Prize in Literature, because of his writing 

during the thirty odd years he had been publishing literature. Fitzgerald, on the other hand, 

never won the prize. What is important to keep in mind before arguing this further is that 

Steinbeck won the prize when he was 60 years old, while Fitzgerald died when he was only 

44 years old, and it is therefore quite impossible to know whether or not he would have won it 
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at some point. But it is worth mentioning, especially considering all the critic Steinbeck has 

dealt with during his career. Winning the prize did cause some problems for him, because 

critics argued that he should not have won it due to the fact that his most prestigious work was 

written 30 years earlier, referring to The Grapes of Wrath. As well as this, Steinbeck was not 

thrilled about the award, according to Adrienne Akins Warfield, who stated that, “John 

Steinbeck learned in late 1962 that he had won the Nobel Prize for Literature. Fearing that the 

award would prove to be an ‘epitaph’ for his writing career, he hesitated to embrace the 

accolades of the literary establishment.” (Warfield 98) As well as this, Lauren Onkey stated 

that, “(…) he expressed fear that his writing would suffer if he became famous: (…) ‘I am 

very glad the book got the prize, but I want it to be the book, not me.’” (Onkey 256)  He did 

not want fame, and did not want unnecessary attention on him as a person, but rather on the 

work he was doing. 

Of Mice and Men was written during a period where Steinbeck himself worked on 

different ranches while working for a newspaper, in order to gather information on the social 

problems of the period, more precise, in 1937. This is according to Cyrus Ernesto Zirakzadeh, 

who further goes on to say that,  

In the course of gathering information for the news stories, Steinbeck became more 

familiar with the class structure of California (…) he had worked part-time for 

Spreckles. In the company’s fields, canneries and bunkhouses, he had carefully 

observed how its manual workers (…) lived, talked, and thought. (…) While gathering 

information (…) he saw first hand the difficulty of finding even short-term jobs. 

(Zirakzadeh 26-7) 

He could therefore understand how it was for these ranch workers, like George and Lennie, 

who went from ranch to ranch, trying to make ends meet, but still dreaming of a better future. 

A future that is quite far-fetched, and most likely impossible, especially for the two of them, 

but also in general. This also inspired him to write both Of Mice and Men and The Grapes of 

Wrath, which include the themes of social problems in the 1930s. The whole episode where 

Lennie accidentally kills Curley’s wife is also, according to Susan Shillinglaw in her 

Introduction to the novel, inspired by something he witnessed on one of these farms. It is 

therefore based on a true story, but the outcome was quite different. The Lennie of the real 

world, ended up in an insane asylum, not shot dead for protection. Steinbeck himself 

commented that, “’Lennie was a real person,’ he told a New York Times reporter in 1937.” 

(Shillinglaw 13) He therefore chose to give Lennie a different fate in his story. What is the 

most difficult and almost on the verge of frustrating about Steinbeck during the 1930s is that 
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he liked to experiment a lot, and it is therefore a bit difficult to put him in a literary 

movement, very unlike Fitzgerald, who was clearly a Modernist man. Steinbeck, on the other 

hand, belonged to no movement it would seem, but used a bit of every contemporary 

movement and made it into something different. 

 Steinbeck preferred to write about the lower classes of society and their every day 

struggles, and he especially favoured writing about the people in the Salinas Valley in 

California, the place where he himself grew up. He also tried to write about the contemporary 

times in most of his novels, Of Mice and Men included. However, this is one of the things he 

is criticized for – for trying too hard to be as contemporary as possible. Robert Murray Davis, 

for instance, wrote that; 

Anyone compelled to seek causes of Steinbeck’s decline as a writer – and the flaws 

were latent even in his work of the 1930s – can point to the war. Earlier, his work 

happened to accord with fashion; with the outbreak of war, he began to write in a 

particular fashion and by his own account to omit uncomfortable truths in order to 

foster popular American illusions. (Davis 2-3)  

He tried, allegedly, to really live in his time and depict that life in his writing, similar to the 

Modernists, but he failed in doing so, according to most critics. This was supposedly because 

he did not seem realistic enough, and he simply could not manage to write it in a sophisticated 

manner. His writing seemed more set in the past, in a past period. Due to this allegedly 

failure, he stopped trying to be as contemporary in his writing as possible, and focused rather 

on writing what he himself wanted to write about, in a period he was more comfortable with. 

This evolution as a writer will become more evident in the following chapter, with East of 

Eden. 

Of Mice and Men is considered by some to be Steinbeck’s first real break-through as a 

writer, and Warren French stated in his essay “End of a Dream” from 1961 that the novel 

“(…) is the book in which Steinbeck found at last the form he had been struggling for – the 

method of objective storytelling which is really a fictionalized play.” (Frenck 63) He 

struggled with both form and style for a while, in trying to find himself as a writer, but with 

this novel it changed. According to Louis Owens, “Steinbeck’s working title for Of Mice and 

Men was ‘Something that Happened.’ Reading the novel through this title in a non-blaming or 

non-causal way, Lennie’s murder of Curley’s wife and his death at George’s hands are part of 

something that just happens. No one is to blame.” (Owens) The original title sort of 

underestimates the significance of what actually happened, and would have been used as a 

strategic narrative technique in order to fool the reader in some way. In the end, he chose not 
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to use that title, but his message is still the same – what happens simply happen, and things 

work themselves out as they must. This is a very Naturalist way of thinking, and it will be 

discussed in fuller lengths further in the chapter, but it applies well with this particular novel. 

What he did do though, is try to experiment a little bit more with this novel, especially with 

the form of it. Or, as Donna Kornhaber puts it, “(…) Steinbeck envisioned Of Mice and Men 

to be what he called a ‘playable novel’ – readable as a novel but immediately transferable to 

the stage for live performance.” (Kornhaber 86) One thing Steinbeck wanted us to keep in 

mind with this novel, as well as his other ones, is that it is all about having to accept what is 

and what happens, just as it is and as it happens. 

 Putting the criticism against him aside, it is fairly easy to say that Steinbeck was, and 

still is, a popular writer. His writing is not perfect, but very few pieces of literature, if any, can 

be considered perfect. Robert Murray Davis argues, for instance, that; “It is easy to condemn 

the popular writer. However, a work can be popular either because it panders to the 

audience’s prejudices and egoism, or because (…) it appeals to and satisfies common basic 

needs and drives.” (Davis 4) He further goes on to say that when Steinbeck wants to be clear 

about something, he is blindingly obvious about it – a feature which is quite uncommon for 

writers, especially contemporary ones, who wanted to be quite ambiguous and leave the 

reader to interpret certain things. That is not the case with Steinbeck. If we consider Of Mice 

and Men, there is no doubt what happens in the novel whatsoever, not like The Great Gatsby, 

where some things are never really solved, and everything is narrated exactly as it is. The only 

thing we do not get to know is the name of Curley’s wife. In any case, what Davis is trying to 

convey is that a novel does not have to be perfect in style, as long as it gives people what they 

want, which Steinbeck most definitely did. He gave the readers a new experience while 

reading, something few could compete with 

 Lastly, it is also interesting to take a look at what different critics thought of 

Steinbeck, especially during the 1930s, when he was first emerging as a writer, and his 

popularity grew. I have already shown some of this, but I will include some more here, to try 

and show as much as possible, and to make clear what it was they disagreed with. Some 

critics, in fact most of them, failed to understand his popularity throughout his entire career. 

However, some took his side, and argued as to the greatness of him as a writer. Stanley 

Alexander, for instance, wrote that, “(…) almost every criticism of Steinbeck has 

concentrated on his ideas and not his art, on his ‘skill’ as a writer and his sympathetic 

humaneness but not his remarkable adaptations of traditional literary forms.” (Alexander 135) 

In other words, the critics had a tendency to focus on the wrong things when it came to 
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Steinbeck, and they kept looking for flaws in his writing, rather than remark how he was 

revolutionary and experimental. Freeman Champney wrote that,  

John Steinbeck is one of the few American writers who can be discussed in both past 

and present. (…) So much criticism and analysis of his work have been published that 

writing any more seem a little silly (…) But most of the critics are Easterners and have 

discussed Steinbeck’s book with little or no knowledge of the country in which he 

grew up and which he writes about. (Champney 18) 

He argues that he may have been misunderstood by some critics, due to the fact that 

California, and especially the Salinas Valley, is his main source of inspiration and the setting 

for most of the novels, especially the massive successful ones like Of Mice and Men, The 

Grapes of Wrath and East of Eden. The last example I will include here is that of Simon 

Stow, who wrote the Introduction to A Political Companion to John Steinbeck, where he 

argues that “Many suggested that while Steinbeck had achieved something of note in his most 

famous novel, this success was more a product of the times that of his artistry; many 

dismissed his subsequent works as either didacticism or folly. Yet Steinbeck remains 

remarkably popular among the reading public, both nationally and internationally.” (Stow 9) 

Why is he then so popular if his best novels were just deemed as products of the time? Why 

do people still read him to this day, and study him at high schools, not just in the US, but all 

over the world? These are questions that this thesis set out to answer, as well as to show 

exactly why this is. Stow further argues, by the use of Donna Kornhaber’s observations, that 

“Kornhaber notes that although Steinbeck was a capable playwright and much respected by 

his peers, critics were typically backhanded in their praise. (…) Steinbeck was concerned 

more about the response of his audience than that of his critics.” (Stow 11) This might be a 

reason as to why he was not concerned about choosing a certain literary movement and stick 

to that, or why his narratives can sometimes be considered unorganized and difficult to 

understand. He simply did not care that much about form and style, but rather focused on 

content and themes, in order to make the readers as fascinated as possible, by giving them 

something they could relate to and cherish. With this in the back of the mind, it is easier to 

move on to the actual temporal functions and techniques that have been used in the novel. 

3.1 Character analyses and their temporal functions 
Throughout his career, but especially during the 1930s, Steinbeck received criticism for his 

character descriptions and developments. He has been referred to as sort of unfinished, 

because his characters are simply not believable as people, which is one of the reasons he 
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stopped caring about writing as contemporary as possible. One who argues this is Alfred 

Kazin, who stated in On Native Grounds that,  

(…) there is something imperfectly formed about Steinbeck’s work; it has no creative 

character. For all his moral serenity, (…) Steinbeck’s people are always on the verge 

of becoming human, but never do. There is a persistent failure to realize human life 

fully in his books, where the characters in many American naturalistic novels have 

simply ceased to be human. (Kazin 394) 

Kazin, and several others, are struggling to understand the logic behind the characters, what 

drives them. In Of Mice and Men, it is widely discussed why George had to kill Lennie, and 

whether he did it for Lennie’s sake, or for his own. The death can be seen as both symbolic, 

but also as rather unnecessary. This aspect may be seen as his biggest failure as a writer, at 

least with regards to his early years. However, as is the case with Steinbeck, not everyone 

agrees. Marijane Osborn sees that they are great characters, and that, “These stories are 

parables of injustice because in them Steinbeck creates ‘real people,’ individuals with great 

strength of character with whom we identify and whose difficult lives we want to see 

improved, as a stand-in for larger populations and their problems.” (Osborn 228) We want to 

participate in their lives, rooting for them, hoping they will find a way to make everything 

work out. In other words, it is easy to identify with these characters, and to understand them. 

The focus of this thesis is not the actual characters themselves, but rather what they represent 

when it comes to the temporal elements of the novel. With The Great Gatsby, we could see 

that the past played a big role to all the characters, almost on the point of obsession with 

Gatsby himself. In Of Mice and Men, the future is the focus, and the characters are living in 

the hopes of a future dream, some more than others. 

 George can be considered a rather unique Steinbeck character, because he managed to 

not just think about what was at stake, but also his personal gain as well as everyone else’s. 

He does not let his feelings cloud his vision of what is right and wrong. This is a point Warren 

French argues in his essay “End of a Dream,” and he further adds that George is Steinbeck’s 

first real character. He is unique in the sense that he goes through the novel complaining 

about Lennie, and saying how much easier his life would have been without him. For 

instance, “’God, you’re a lot of trouble, (…) I could get by so easy and so nice if I didn’t have 

you on my tail. I could live so easy and maybe have a girl.’” (Steinbeck 9) When he realizes 

that he has to actually live and get by without him, he struggles to actually pull the trigger, 

wanting to cherish the last moment with Lennie, just as much as he wants Lennie to cherish 

the last moment before he dies; “And George raised the gun and steadied it, and he brought 
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the muzzle of it close to the back of Lennie’s head. The hand shook violently, but his face set 

and his hand steadied. He pulled the trigger.” (Steinbeck 105) The two of them shared 

something sacred, the dream of the future farm they would live on, and they had shared that 

dream for many years. By pulling the trigger, he kills the dream as well. However, it would 

seem that that dream was not the only dream George had of the future. He might never have 

actually believed the farm dream would become real, but used it rather as a mantra to calm 

down Lennie. It would make perfect sense that he had other plans as well, one including 

finding a nice girl and settling down. But the dream is what connected them and bound them 

together, and it is important to keep that dream from dying, no matter what happens. 

 Many has interpreted the ending as that of George killing Lennie out of sympathy, like 

what Candy had to do after being bullied by Carlson into putting down his old dog, in order to 

make sure that Lennie would not be afraid in his final moments, but happy and safe. Warren 

French, however, consider the idea that George is not killing Lennie out of sympathy, or not 

just because of that. George finally understands that he needs Lennie out of the way in order 

to function properly and fully in a society. He writes that, “What George is actually trying to 

kill is not Lennie, who is only a shell and a doomed one at that, but something in himself (…) 

Lennie’s need for George is obvious, but that George’s need for Lennie, though less obvious, 

is as great.” (French 65) If he has any hope to actually realize the dream, or any dream at all, 

he needs to stop running away from reality, and stop living in the fantasy of the future. It is 

only in the present that he can actually make a change, and it is only the present that has the 

power to change the future. George is perhaps realizing that with Lennie towing him down, he 

will never achieve anything at all, because they have to roam from ranch to ranch. He needs 

to free himself of his past in order to be able to move forward.  

A final reason for deciding to shoot Lennie is that while he is still alive, George is 

bound to him in one way or another. If he had been sent to a mental home, George would still 

have him and his well-being and the guilt in the back of his mind. Another point that French 

argues is that with Lennie, George did not really have to grow up, and he could be as lazy as 

he wanted to, without really having to think of the consequences, because Lennie would do all 

the work for him. French writes that,  

George wants to be superior. With Lennie gone, his claim to distinction will be gone. 

Thus when George shoots Lennie, he is not destroying only the shared dream, he is 

also destroying the thing that makes him different and reducing him to the status of an 

ordinary guy. (…) Because of their relationship, George has actually been able to 
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remain as much a ‘kid’ as Lennie; shooting him matures George in more than one 

way. (French 66) 

By shooting him, he wakes up and kills the childhood dream-like state they have been living 

in, and he is forced to start living in the actual reality, not in the fantasy world the two of them 

had been conjuring up for years. The dream is still achievable, but like Crooks tells Lennie, 

“’They come, an’ they quit an’ go on; an’ every damn one of ‘em’s got a little piece of land in 

his head. An’ never a God damn one of ‘em ever gets it. Just like heaven. Every’body wants a 

little piece of lan’ (…) Nobody never gets to heaven, and nobody gets no land. It’s just in 

their head. They’re all the time talkin’ about it, but it’s jus’ in their head.’” (Steinbeck 73) By 

saying this, Crooks reduces them from being extraordinary guys with a perfect plan and 

dream, to just ordinary guys – guys that Crooks has seen come and go for years. 

 Finally, George’s perception of reality and the future is the most realistic one that we 

get to know about in the novel. All the other characters are easily lost to dreams, while 

George is only actually believing the dream can become reality when the subject of money is 

sorted, and they eye the opportunity to realize it. Still, he does not go head over heels, 

planning small details about the farm, like Lennie and Candy do. Lennie, on the other hand, 

lives completely in the future, totally unaware of most things that are happening around him, 

unless it involves cute animals or George, because he is too busy day-dreaming about the 

rabbits. Just as the other characters see Slim as the real boss on the ranch, Lennie only sees 

George, who is his hero, his boss, and his best friend. Ultimately, as Slim puts it, “’He’s jes’ 

like a kid, ain’t he.’” (Steinbeck 44) Candy also seems to see him as a child, but a child he can 

confide in, and get lost in the dream with. On a couple of occasions, he goes looking for 

Lennie to tell him something new he has thought of. For instance when he goes into the barn 

and finds Curley’s wife dead. “’Oh Lennie! You in here? I been figuring some more. Tell you 

what we can do, Lennie.’” (Steinbeck 92) This is quite common for Steinbeck, and Freeman 

Champney explains it by stating that, “(…) Steinbeck (…) seems to have no hankering for the 

literary life or the isolationism of a typical individual. The people he writes about are 

primarily nonintellectuals and his acquaintances with such people and his intuitive feeling for 

what makes them tick are probably his greatest strength as a writer.” (Champney 34) He 

makes the characters believable, and makes them come to life. Louis Owens argues in his 

essay “Deadly Kids, Stinking Dogs, and Heroes: The Best Laid Plans in Steinbeck’s Of Mice 

and Men,” that Lennie cannot function in society as a normal human being, even though he 

only desires the same thing as everyone else – human connection and love. He is not evil at 

all, and not even mean, because if he was, he would have killed everyone who crosses him, 
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not just the small animals he kills by accident. On the contrary, he wants to be good, and he 

does not want to anger anyone, especially not George. He did not even want to crush Curley’s 

hand, but because he was being harassed and attacked, as well as George telling him to do 

something, he does it. But not until he begins to feel really frightened. 

The dream becomes inspiring, and actually quite contagious for the people who get to 

hear about it, namely Candy and Crooks, who both wants to be part of this dream at a point. 

Candy, who is more similar to Lennie, is taken away to a much higher degree than Crooks, 

who checks himself after a minute and says, “’Well, jus’ forget it, (…) I didn’ mean it. Jus’ 

foolin’. I wouldn’t want to go no place like that.’” (Steinbeck 82) The reactions to the dream 

ending are also a bit varied. George, on the one hand, feels like it is the final straw, and that 

he needs to end it. Candy, on the other hand, is devastated, and, “He looked helplessly back at 

Curley’s wife, and gradually his sorrow and his anger grew into words. ‘You God damn 

tramp,’ he said viciously. (…) He snivelled and his voice shook. ‘I could of hoed in the 

garden and washed dishes for them guys.’” (Steinbeck 94) When “George stopped a moment 

beside Candy and they both looked down at the dead girl (…)” (Steinbeck 97) they are 

actually taking a moment in looking at the dead dream personified right in front of them. 

3.2 Narrative theory 
The most appropriate start when it comes to the narrative analyses done of the novel is the 

beginning of it. While there are quite a few different beginnings to discuss in The Great 

Gatsby, the same cannot be said in Of Mice and Men. This was a point Gerard Genette was 

quite interested in, because it is obviously how the story starts and how our analyses will 

begin. Due to the different ones in Gatsby and the complexity of finding the right beginning 

in East of Eden, I would like to include this point here as well. By doing this, I believe it 

shows how simplicity works in some cases, which was one of the things Steinbeck himself 

strived for and believed made good literature. The beginning of Of Mice and Men is found 

already on the second page, after a short introduction by using nature to show the time of the 

day and also in order to set the mood for the actual beginning. It begins thusly; “For a 

moment the place was lifeless, and then two men emerged from the path and came into the 

opening by the green pool.” (Steinbeck 4) This simplicity shows the two men, and it is 

essentially these two men that the whole novel is about, and by introducing them in this way, 

Steinbeck starts the red thread that will follow us throughout the novel.  

When it comes to the narrator, Of Mice and Men is the odd one out of the represented 

novels in this thesis, due to the fact that it has a heterodiegetic narrator, instead of a 
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homodiegetic one. By not making the narrator an actual part of the story, Steinbeck 

complicates matters quite a lot. Mainly because the narrator does not even seem to be 

focalizing one character, but rather changes focalization between George, Lennie, Crooks, 

Candy, and even Slim’s dog at one point. The narrator writes that; “Around the last stall came 

a shepherd bitch, lean and long, with heavy, hanging dugs. Halfway to the packing box where 

the puppies were she caught the dead scent of Curley’s wife, and the hair rose along her spine. 

She whimpered and cringed to the packing box, and jumped in among the puppies.” 

(Steinbeck 91) The narrator therefore functions as a fly on the wall, and not as a confidante as 

in Gatsby. It is therefore more difficult to pin down the credibility of all that is happening, 

because although it might not seem like it is focalizing one character, it might actually be 

George that is the focalizer, and using the others as a means to fool the reader in some way. 

When the narrator is focalizing George, we see more internal conflicts, and the rest might be 

fictionalized for the purpose of the storytelling. But what is important to keep in mind here is 

that Steinbeck wrote this novel as an attempt to play with forms, and wanted to make a story 

that could function as both a novel and a play, just as it is. The function and focusing of the 

narrator therefore get mixed into all of this, and he might just be a spectator, like you and I 

would be at a play, and that is perhaps exactly what Steinbeck wanted to do. 

 Due to the fact that it is a heterodiegetic narrator, it is not automatically two narrative 

NOWs, as we saw in the first chapter, because we cannot know from when the narrator is 

writing. From the limited information we get from the narrator, there exists three different 

NOWs – when the two were growing up, the time when Lennie was accused of attempted 

rape at the ranch before Curley’s, and when the plot is actually taking place. The future dream 

cannot really be considered a narrative NOW, because it never actually takes place. As well 

as this, we do not know anything about the narrator, and we can therefore not assume that he 

is writing from the future, but rather that he is observing the events at the same time as the 

plot takes place. Seeing that it is quite a short novel, with just 106 pages from beginning to 

end, it makes it the shortest of the novels represented in this thesis. The plot is also the 

shortest, by far, due to the fact that it takes place from Thursday evening to Sunday evening – 

exactly three days. The reading time is therefore the most accurate to the story time as well, 

but because it is a hetereodiegetic narrator, or a third-person narrator, we are forced to believe 

that the story time and the discourse time is the same. This is in fact quite interesting, 

especially compared to the homodiegetic narrator we have in The Great Gatsby, where we 

know that the narrator is set two years ahead in time. The focus on the past is therefore 

present from the beginning, because Nick has to look back and he has to remember what 
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happened. With a hetereodiegetic narrator who works in the present, however, it is far more 

difficult to know what is going to happen, because the evidence of the narrator knowing the 

outcome of it all is not there at all, and the future of the story is therefore more hidden. With a 

narrator like Nick the surprise and the openness is gone due to the prolepses, and it could be 

argued that Fitzgerald is closing down the future by doing this, and by doing that he is also 

ruining the future. In Of Mice and Men, on the other hand, the prolepses are subjective, 

shifted from the narrator to the characters themselves. It could therefore be considered that 

Steinbeck is more interested in the characters and does not show their faith to the same extent, 

and he is therefore more positive about the future than what Fitzgerald seemed through 

Gatsby, where the past is so dominant. A hidden future and a secretive past can then arguable 

be more fascinating for the reader, especially if one is looking for clues, because it makes it 

more difficult to guess and to interpret the aftermath of the events. 

 Most of the anachronies found in Of Mice and Men are in the form conversations. It is 

a novel meant to pass as a play as well, and that makes it more driven by conversations than 

most novels, much more than that of The Great Gatsby and East of Eden. What seems to be a 

classical element by Steinbeck when it comes to anachronies, especially analepses, is that 

they are almost always short, straight to the point, and often in conversation with newly 

acquainted characters. An example of an external analepsis told in this form is when George 

tells Slim what happened at the last ranch they worked at, with the little girl with the dress, 

which George tells almost by accident.  

’’Course he ain’t mean. But he gets in trouble alla time because he’s so God damn 

dumb. Like what happened in Weed – (…) Dumb bastard like he is, he wants to touch 

every’thing he likes. Just wants to feel it. (…) I was jus’ a little bit off, and I heard all 

the yellin’, so I comes running, an’ by that time Lennie’s so scared all he can think to 

do is jus’ hold on.’ (Steinbeck 42) 

Another quite famous example of an external analepsis told in this fashion, is when Curley’s 

wife tells Lennie about when she met a guy at a dance, who said he would make her into an 

actress, a famous movie star, even. She goes on to talk about all her dreams and hopes for the 

future, and how it all fell apart when she married Curley.  

There are not many examples of internal analepses in the short novel, but there is one 

– when Lennie accidentally killed the puppy Slim had given him. Another typical Steinbeck 

technique, which will be discussed at later length in the succeeding chapter, is that he has a 

tendency to skip certain scenes. In this case, we do not get to witness when Lennie kills the 

puppy, but when he is sitting, holding it in his hands and crying. This analepsis is also told by 
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conversation; with Lennie telling Curley’s wife what happened. “’He was so little, (…) I was 

jus’ playin’ with him… an’ he made like he’s gonna bite me… an’ I made like I was gonna 

smack him… an’… an’ I done it. An’ then he was dead.” (Steinbeck 86) The extent of the 

analepsis is therefore quite short, considering this all happened in minutes, and the reach is 

not far away either, considering the fact that this all took place a little while ago. Steinbeck’s 

ultimate goal with the usage of analepses could therefore arguably be that he wants to show 

that it is impossible to break with or forget about the past, because it will always catch up 

with you eventually. It loses meaning and value. A final thing to mention about Steinbeck’s 

usage of analepses is that he sometimes used quite insignificant ones that are almost just 

thrown into the conversations, without bearing any real significance. An example of that in Of 

Mice and Men is when Whit and Slim are talking about William Tenner, a guy who used to 

work at the ranch, who got his letter published in a magazine. He is of no importance to the 

story, and neither is the fact that he got a letter published.  

 Although the analepses are quite easy to point out, the prolepses are more difficult, or 

more ambiguous, to distinguish. Because the question is whether or not he is actually using 

prolepses, or if they are just hints spread throughout the novel. There are a few things that can 

be called prolepses, and I will consider them as prolepses for the case of this study. The most 

obvious one, and famous one, is when Candy has to shoot his old dog. It can in fact be seen as 

a prolepsis, or a foreshadowing, of what is to become of Lennie. R. W. B. Lewis argues in his 

“John Steinbeck: The Fitful Daemon” that, 

(…) there is an unpersuasive quality of contrivance about the episode – the mercy-

shooting of an aged dog – which prepares by analogy for the climax – the mercy-

shooting of the animal-child, Lennie. Yet the entire action of the story moves to its 

own rhythm, rescued and redeemed by a sort of wistful toughness, a sense not of 

realism but of reality. (Lewis 164) 

One can in fact argue that Lennie is behaving more like an animal throughout the novel. One 

scene in particular, when he has run away after accidentally killing Curley’s wife, and is 

waiting for George to find him, stands out; “Lennie came quietly to the pool’s edge. He knelt 

down and drank, barely touching his lips to the water. When a little bird skittered over the dry 

leaves behind him, his head jerked up and he strained toward the sound with eyes and ears 

until he saw the bird, and then he dropped his head and drank again.” (Steinbeck 99) He is 

afraid to make a sound, just like a hunted animal would have been. And Lennie does function 

as George’s dog, both when it comes to companionship, but also when it comes to defending 

and protecting. Candy told George that, “’I ought to of shot that dog myself, George. I 
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shouldn’t ought to of let no stranger shoot my dog.’” (Steinbeck 61) This can be considered 

the significant words that George is keeping in mind when everyone is out looking for Lennie. 

Another example of a prolepsis is when George and Candy are talking about Curley, and 

Candy tells him about Curley’s problems with big guys. “’(…) Ever’body says what a game 

guy Curley is. And s’pose he does the same thing and gets licked. Then ever’body says the 

big guy oughtta pick somebody his own size, and maybe they gang up on the big guy. Never 

did seem right to me. Seems like Curley ain’t givin’ nobody a chance.’” (Steinbeck 28) It is 

therefore some tension building up, and one can understand that something is going to happen 

between Curley and Lennie, which it does at about 40 pages later on, when Curley attacks 

Lennie for no reason.  

 When it comes to the literary world of John Steinbeck, he is very conscious about 

making a world surrounding the characters, as well as making it easy for the readers to gain 

access to, and getting lost in. This is something Robert Murray Davis is very concerned about 

in the Introduction to Steinbeck – A Collection of Critical Essays. He argues that this is where 

Steinbeck’s skills as a writer really come forth and one of the reasons why he is as popular as 

he is. He writes that, “(…) Steinbeck’s preference for allegory, pastoral, and fable is not an 

attempt to escape from reality but to create a world which exists within the world.” (Davis 9) 

In other words, he was very conscious about the time-space elements of his writing, and he 

spoke for the readers, as well as with them. He used simplicity in order to make it as 

recognizable and easy as possible for his readers, but he was also conscious about taking up 

important themes and matters. In the case of Of Mice and Men, it includes a small cast so it is 

easy to remember everyone, and it takes place in his own hometown, which he knows 

everything about. Davis further says that, “(…) the values of Steinbeck’s world are based on 

social realities of a world that has almost disappeared. (…) where events move slowly or at 

least time is not fully scheduled; (…) where men recognize but are not obsessed by class 

distinctions or separated by specialization.” (Davis 10) As well as this, he was very conscious 

about the use of time, just like Fitzgerald was, and when something is about to happen, he 

slowed down time. He therefore manage to make it as hard to wait for the readers as it is for 

the characters to wait, and when something is happening, he speeds it up again. This is 

something he was quite sophisticated with, but also unique in doing. An example of the first 

one is the waiting for the shot that will kill Candy’s dog, and when George is about to shoot 

Lennie, which takes him five pages to do, it stresses the reader as well as George, because 

“(…) the sound of men sounded again, this time much closer than before.” (Steinbeck 101) 

While an example for the latter is when Lennie accidentally kills Curley’s wife; “And she 
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continued to struggle, and her eyes were wild with terror. He shook her then, and he was 

angry with her. ‘Don’t go yellin’,’ he said, and he shook her; and her body flopped like a fish. 

And then she was still, for Lennie had broken her neck.” (Steinbeck 90)  In other words, he 

simply stops the action at times, as Susan Shillinglaw calls it in her Introduction to the novel, 

and she adds that, “For a moment, before George and Lennie break through the brush, 

Steinbeck stops the action, intensifying this concentration of the circumscribed space. 

Silences throughout the text – most notably in the barn after Curley’s wife is killed – 

contained the reader within tight places.” (Shillinglaw 18) By doing this, he is also 

manipulating not exactly the timeline, but the pace of it, by pausing at certain places, and 

speeding at others. It does not have a natural rhythm and pace to it, to put it simply, and this 

goes under what Genette calls duration; one of the three main focuses when it comes to 

narrative time, alongside Order and Frequency. The way the narrator is focusing on stopping 

the action or speeding it up ruins the natural rhythm, and we are forced to experience the 

episodes along with the focalized character of the time. This therefore goes under stretch, 

which Seymour Chatman defines as when the “(…) discourse-time is longer than story-time. 

(…) words can be repeated or paraphrased and given events can be verbalized many times.” 

And he further states that, “Verbal expression may last longer (…) that the events 

themselves.” (Chatman 73) The scene is stretched out, and it feels like it is taking longer than 

the event is actually taking. It is a form of manipulation from the narrator, because he is the 

one in charge of the narrating, and by stretching the scene out, he makes it longer as well as 

keeping the reader more interested and intrigued as to what actually happened. 

 Steinbeck is also very fond of the idea of reflections, or musings, about time, and it 

can be considered one of his trademarks as a writer. It occurs when the narrator departs from 

the storytelling for a brief period of time, in order to declare something about time. This is 

especially the case in East of Eden, but there are examples in Of Mice and Men as well. The 

clearest example is found on page 91, right before Candy finds the dead body of Curley’s 

wife. It is written that, “As happens sometimes, a moment settled and hovered and remained 

for much more than a moment. And sound stopped and movement stopped for much, much 

more than a moment. Then gradually time awakened again and moved sluggishly on.” 

(Steinbeck 91-2) We do not get to know for how long this lasts for, but probably no longer 

than ten to twenty minutes. Long enough for Lennie to get away, but he did not have to wait 

for long. What Steinbeck, or the narrator, is trying to convey is that a moment can seem to last 

longer than it actually is, especially when it comes to something as fatal as this episode. It is 

therefore not just a mention that time slowed, but he describes it in a way that makes everyone 
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recognize and familiarize with the concept of time slowing down. This narrative technique 

goes under Genette’s point of duration, but also under his final point with narrative time – 

frequency. There is no coming back from death, and this scene includes two deaths – that of 

the puppy and that of Curley’s wife, both by the hands of Lennie, and both accidental. 

Because the deaths are so final, they are a singular occurrence, even though the two deaths 

happened fairly close to each other, they cannot be killed again.  

 It is quite fair to say that this is a novel about disillusions, from beginning to end, and 

arguably more so than The Great Gatsby is. It is all about a shared dream between George and 

Lennie, which later includes Candy as well, who grabs the illusion whole-heartedly, the 

typical American Dream. They get swept off their feet, dreaming their days away, using it as 

a defence mechanism in a way, to get along in the world they feel they do not belong to. As 

Warren French stated, “(…) dreaming is man’s only defence against a world he never made.” 

(French 65) The truth is that man is actually powerless in real life, especially in the case of the 

three of these characters, who cannot decide their own fate. Candy, for instance, is waiting on, 

or rather dreading, the moment he will get fired because he is not as young and as healthy as 

the other guys, and he is aware of the fact that he is living on borrowed time. It does not take 

long before he offers the money to be able to go with the guys – in fact, he only hears George 

tell the story once before he jumps aboard the illusion. Because in a dream, man can do and 

decide whatever he wants to, and no one can tell him no, or sack him, or hurt him in any way. 

And they do get carried away, all of them, into this fantastic dream, and when it actually 

becomes a possibility, George keeps adding details to the farm they will own, something he 

had not done before. They all become mesmerized by just the idea; “They fell into a silence. 

They looked at one another, amazed. This thing they had never believed in was coming true. 

(…) They all sat still, all bemused by the beauty of the thing, each mind was popped into the 

future when this lovely things should come about.” (Steinbeck 60-1) Perhaps the most 

fascinating aspect of this is that the three of them have different illusions. George wants to be 

able to relax and to be in charge of something, not just of Lennie, but also of his own place. 

Lennie just wants to tend the animals, especially the rabbits. And finally, Candy just wants a 

place where he can finally be allowed to grow old, with no pressure and no fear of losing his 

home by being fired. By doing this, Steinbeck shows that a collective dream can have 

different meanings, and it is quite beautifully put, because these three very different fellows 

bond through this dream, and it does not matter that they are different, or a little bit off the 

grids or even unrealistic. They still have each other, through this shared thing. Or, as Warren 

French adds, “The dream not only gives a direction to their lives, but also makes them feel 
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different from other people.” (French 66) They put themselves above the others they are 

surrounded by, because one day they plan on becoming superior to them, to actually own their 

own place and their own land, and be in charge of people like the ones they see around them 

now. But, alas, the truth is that the novel is ultimately about the end of that dream for the three 

of them, especially for George and Lennie, who have shared it since they were just boys. It 

ends when Steinbeck writes that, “Now Candy spoke his greatest fear. ‘You an’ me can get 

that little place, can’t we, George? Can’t we?’ Before George answered, Candy dropped his 

head and looked down at the hay. He knew.” (Steinbeck 93) Even though George did believe 

for a second, he retreats and regrets every having actually let himself get carried away instead 

of realising the facts at hand. 

 When it comes to the function of nostalgia, there is not as much found in Of Mice and 

Men as in the first chapter of this thesis, or as much as will be found in the third, which 

mainly focuses around nostalgia and the romanticization of nostalgia and memory. However, 

I will include this here due to the fact that there is so much found in the two other novels, with 

the intention of showing Steinbeck’s evolution as a writer. It is a very short novel, and 

therefore limited space for this, but there are some examples. The most obvious one is when 

George is about to shoot Lennie, and he is struggling to put an end to the one companion he 

has had throughout his life. “Lennie begged, ‘Le’s do it now. (…)’ ‘Sure, right now. I gotta. 

We gotta.’” (Steinbeck 105)  In this particular exchange, they are talking about two different 

things. Lennie wants them to get the farm and the piece of land right away, while George 

knows he has to kill his best friend, to make sure no one could harm him, or that he could 

harm them. It is the best decision, he argues for himself, but he is visibly struggling with it. A 

common flaw in Steinbeck’s characters is that they seem to forget completely about the past 

and what happened there, but rather dream about the future. The imagination therefore runs 

wild, and the expectations become too high and too impossible to actually come true. 

However, he is not alone in doing this, and Ihab H. Hassan argues in her essay “The Idea of 

Adolescence in American Fiction” that this was a common thing for authors of that generation 

to do. She further adds that, “(…) people seemed to ‘care but little for what has been, but they 

are haunted by visions of what will be; in this direction their unbounded imagination grows 

and dilates beyond all measure.’” (Hassan) An example of this is when they are talking about 

the dream and George tells Lennie that he can tend the animals, even though Lennie would 

not be a good carer for the animals, considering the fact that he would just cuddle them to 

death. The final example of nostalgia found in the novel is perhaps the most obvious one – 

Candy and his old dog, which he has had since he was a pup. Candy is clearly struggling to 



 60 

yield to the others’ wishes to put him down, because he used to be a good sheepdog, and, due 

to the nostalgia and the memories, because they have lived a life together. To just give that up 

is difficult for him, and it would have been difficult for the others as well. When Slim has to 

kill a few puppies because there were too many of them to get properly fed, he does not know 

the puppies, and it is therefore a deed done out of necessity, not out of sympathy, like the case 

of Candy’s old dog. He eventually yields, after having tried a couple of times to get support 

from Slim; “Candy looked helplessly at him, for Slim’s opinions were law.” (Steinbeck 46) 

and shortly after, “Candy looked a long time at Slim to try to find some reversal. And Slim 

gave him none.” (Steinbeck 48). In the end, though, Candy has to yield, and the old dog is put 

down. This is a point where Steinbeck shines quite brightly as a skilful writer, considering 

how he is using these nostalgic traits. Even though they are not as long or as meaningful as 

the functions of nostalgia found in the other two novels represented in this thesis, they are still 

there, somewhat covert, but still there if one cares to look for them. 

3.3 Modernism, or non-modernism? 
Of Mice and Men was published in 1937, and it could therefore still be considered under the 

Modernist period. However, the novel cannot really be considered a Modernist piece of work, 

and neither can John Steinbeck really be called a Modernist. In addition to this, Susan 

Shillinglaw argues in the Introduction of the novel that he did love to experiment, and tried to 

do something new to every novel he was working on, which makes it even more difficult to 

pin him down to one exact movement. The focus here will therefore not be on where he could 

be placed, but where the novel itself can be put. Many argue that he was a Naturalist writer, 

and that this novel is indeed a Naturalist novel, especially due to the fact that it ends with 

death and sorrow, and that the characters are not able to climb any social ladder, but are rather 

pushed further down than where they were at the starting point. While all of this is true about 

the novel, it is not as dark and sinister as that, and is more like a Realist novel, trying to depict 

contemporary ranch life as well as possible, and including the hard and tough times, because 

it is those moment that stick with us for longest. Joseph Fontenrose wrote in his essay “Sea of 

Cortez” that, “He is usually classed as a realist or naturalist, but these are mere labels and they 

hardly suit To A God Unknown and Tortilla Flat (…) Steinbeck’s biological interpretation, 

and his mythical interpretation of the human condition flow from one and the same source.” 

(Fontenrose 128) If Fontenrose is correct in Steinbeck’s use of mythical interpretation, one 

can argue that that is a Modernist trait, considering that the mythical is the third phase of 

Modernism, according to Ricardo J. Quinones in Mapping Literary Modernism. Quinones 
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states that, “This phase of Modernist development shows the goal of Modernism, for the sake 

of which the linear time-complex had first to be disrupted, to be mythopoetic art (…) and the 

recovery of some lost sense of the self in relation to the past and to the individual’s own inner 

being.” (Quinones 10-11) And one can indeed consider him to be quite mystical, and it is not 

always easy to interpret what the characters are going to do or how they in fact are. However, 

most critics and readers of Steinbeck argues that he is a Social-Realist, and that Of Mice and 

Men, at least, is a social-realistic novel. Social realism is defined as, “The realistic depiction 

of contemporary (esp. working-class) life as a means of social or political comment; (…) a 

U.S. artistic movement of the 1930s (…)” (Oxford English Dictionaries) and it would be 

fairly easy to say that this fits Steinbeck’s writing, especially in the 1930s, and especially with 

The Grapes of Wrath, but one can also argue that Of Mice and Men has both a social and a 

political comment in it.  

If we then consider Steinbeck’s experiments with this novel, especially his Modernist 

traits, it is interesting to look at especially the finality, or uniqueness, of death – a theme close 

at heart with the Modernists. Steinbeck did like to write about death, and almost all his stories 

include some form of it, exactly because of its uniqueness and its effect. As Robert Murray 

Davis puts it while discussing Steinbeck and death; “Only death frees a man from change, and 

only those who are aware of the rhythms of life can penetrate this secret and accept it.” (Davis 

14) Steinbeck’s usage of death has different meanings, for instance to prove something, as is 

the case of this novel, or to eliminate a threat, which we will see in the succeeding chapter, or 

even just to show the passage of time and the naturalness of dying. As one can imagine, some 

are more necessary than others, and what is particularly interesting to look at is the 

unnecessary deaths, which was also discussed in the previous chapter. Because did Lennie 

really have to die? And did Candy’s dog have to die as well? Louis Owens argues in his 

“Deadly Kids, Stinking Dogs, and Heroes: The Best Laid Plans in Steinbeck’s Of Mice and 

Men” that the dog could simply have been washed and retired, instead of having to do farm 

work. He also argues the case that every death in the novel could have been avoided, except 

for the small animals, by simply washing the dog and send Lennie to a nursing home – a place 

where he should perhaps have gone a long time ago. It would certainly have lessened the 

burden of having to change jobs all the time, as well as save the life of a woman. What 

ultimately makes up George’s mind though, is Slim talking about a nursing home for the 

mentally ill. He says, “’(…) An’ s’pose they lock him up an’ strap him down and put him in a 

cage. That ain’t no good, George.’” (Steinbeck 96) But how much do they actually know 

about these nursing homes, and how Lennie would have gotten on in one? All they are basing 
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this on are rumours and expectations. R. W. B. Lewis has a theory about Steinbeck’s use of 

death, which goes like this; “Death is almost always the end of experience in Steinbeck, and 

the end of his characteristic fictions; it is almost never a beginning, never a dying into life.” 

(Lewis 171) But while he is very focused on the death of the characters, Lewis also adds that, 

“It should be remembered here that by communicating that joy Steinbeck has given very 

many people a great deal of pleasure, revived in them perhaps some lost sense of sheer 

excitement of being alive.” (Lewis 171) And this is perhaps one of the reasons why he is such 

a big success as he is, because there can be seen something positive in the end of the tunnel, 

and something good can come out of death – and that is what makes him a non-Naturalist. 

 Steinbeck’s political view is as difficult to pin down as his placement in a literary 

movement; it is at times all over the place, and shows different sides of himself. He took 

fragments from different ones and put them together into a whole, in a way that no other 

contemporary author could manage, an argument that is supported by Simon Stow in his 

Introduction to A Political Companion to John Steinbeck. Stow wrote, for instance, that, 

John Steinbeck was (…) a dangerous writer. Part of what made Steinbeck so 

dangerous (…) was the coexistence within both him and his writings of contradictory 

attitudes toward a multiple of modern phenomena, including, but not limited to, his 

nation. (…) he sought solace and insights in nature but lamented the cruelties it 

inflicted on humanity. Steinbeck was, and remains, dangerous precisely because it is 

impossible to pin him down to any single position. (Stow 8-9) 

By doing this and experimenting the way he did, he shows different sides of his views, which 

also makes it difficult for critics especially to fully understand him. This was especially the 

case of his writing in the 1930s. Donna Kornhaber writes that, “What most critics admired in 

Steinbeck’s piece was not its artfulness but something else entirely; its realism. Steinbeck 

brought to stage a side of American life rarely seen in New York. (…) for the majority, 

verisimilitude lay at the heart of Steinbeck’s achievement.” (Kornhaber 80) It was something 

new, something interesting, and it stuck to people because they could relate to it. And Alfred 

Kazin writes in On Native Grounds that; 

Steinbeck (…) brought a fresh note into contemporary fiction because he promised a 

realism less terror-ridden than the depression novel, yet one consciously responsible to 

society; a realism mindful of the terror and disorganization of contemporary life, but 

not submissive to the spiritual stupor of the time; a realism equal in some measure, if 

only in it aspiration, to the humanity, the gaiety, the wholeness, of realism in a more 

stable period.” (Kazin 393-4) 
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He wrote about ordinary people that you can see everywhere around you every day, instead of 

just the rich and famous. As well as this, he almost created a new kind of realism, one where 

only he knew the rules. In other words, he wanted to be different from the other contemporary 

writers, and do something that was rather unusual for authors, and his intention for writing 

differed from them as well. Cyrus Ernesto Zirakzadeh puts it thusly; “He contended that he 

wished to become not a popular and well-paid writer, but a writer whose philosophic vision 

would puncture fashionable but misleading myths about the world and provide an unadorned 

view of reality.” (Zirakzadeh 28-9) He did not seek fame and fortune, but rather that his 

words could somehow influence others and make them feel like they are not alone, as well as 

trying to make a change in contemporary society. And several critics cherished him for this, 

for instance Adrienne Akins Warfield, who wrote that, “He expanded his perspective to 

include a tragic vision of the world and humanity while holding fast to his belief that a 

writer’s skills should be used to improve the lives of fellow human beings.” (Warfield 113) 

and Alfred Kazin wrote that, “His great possession as a writer was not an interest in craft or 

an experimental spirit; it was an unusual and disinterested simplicity, a natural grace and 

tenderness and ease in his relation to his California world.” (Kazin 394) His use of simplicity 

and earnestness, instead of complexity and hatred, which so many contemporaries preferred, 

is perhaps one of his greatest strengths as a writer and it shows much sophistication in 

something so little. It is also this clearness, how he simply puts things down, especially with 

literary time, which makes him stand out. 

 An interesting idea to consider is whether or not Steinbeck’s writing, especially his 

writing in the 1930s, could be considered a response to Modernism. Jason Spangler argues 

this in his essay “We’re on a Road to Nowhere: Steinbeck, Kerouac, and the Legacy of the 

Great Depression” from 2008, where he talks about the quest for the universal, or spiritual, or, 

a quest for something better, but they do not know exactly what that will be. George and 

Lennie, for instance, keep dreaming about a farmhouse George knows about, but they do not 

know how it is actually going to be if they do achieve that dream. And George ignores the 

fact that Lennie might not be the best keeper of the animals, considering the fact that he 

would cuddle them to death. Spangler also talks about different Modernist aesthetic modes 

and techniques that Steinbeck has used in his writing. Spangler writes that,  

Kerouac and Steinbeck champion their characters who challenge authority and the 

status quo just as they themselves accept that a main function of literary modernism is 

to challenge, through experiment, authoritative ways of writing. In this way, both 
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authors engage in the aesthetics of modernism while simultaneously working against 

the cultural authority of modern progress. (Spangler)  

Steinbeck wanted to stand out, do what he himself wanted to do and experiment as he pleased. 

But, as mentioned earlier, he does use some Modernist techniques in his writing, and one of 

them is that George could be considered a typical Modernist hero, as Louis Owens argued. 

Owens explains this by stating that, “(…) George is the modernist hero, the little man who 

makes the only gesture of control possible by sacrificing what he will lose anyways, (…)” 

(Owens) Owens also adds that we are, “(…) emotionally moved but certainly not 

intellectually or morally challenged (309).” (Owens)  He is forced to do the most difficult 

thing imaginable, even though he would have lost Lennie anyway. But he considers the fact 

that it is better that he is the one doing it, rather than having someone with the wrong 

intention do it. 

 And finally, it is quite interesting to take a look at John Steinbeck’s legacy, and how 

he has influenced artists in the years following his artistic success. Especially Bruce 

Springsteen was quite fond of both his literature and his political views, and according to 

Lauren Onkey in her essay “’Not Afraid of Being Heroic’: Bruce Springsteen’s John 

Steinbeck,” Springsteen also gives Steinbeck’s work credit for being his muse at times, and 

inspiration to use music in order to try and improve contemporary society, even 50 years later. 

Simon Stow states through Marijane Osborn that, “(…) Osborn shows how Steinbeck’s 

struggles with the complexities surrounding modernity provided opportunities and impetus for 

other artists to struggle with the same questions in different media. (…) Springsteen borrowed 

form, reformulated, and extended the political lessons in Steinbeck’s literature.” (Stow 13) In 

other words, Steinbeck started paving the way for other artists to take over, which they have, 

at least according to Onkey; “Springsteen (…) embraces Steinbeck for the very reasons critics 

have derided him.” (Onkey 252) Steinbeck is therefore not as insignificant a writer in the long 

run and not too experimental in his writing of the time, as some critics would have it. He is 

still being read and he is still being discussed all over the world, as well as being a source for 

other artistic mediums than just literature. One could therefore argue that his importance 

keeps growing, and that his ideas and values are rather contagious to other art forms. 

3.4 Of Mice and Men and The Great Gatsby 
When it comes to the similarities and differences between Of Mice and Men and The Great 

Gatsby, there are quite a few, of both actually. The two novels can almost be seen as 

contemporary works – there is an age gap of twelve years between them, but the feeling one 
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gets from reading them is that they were quite far apart when it comes to the setting and the 

literary time. Of Mice and Men, being the one written in 1937, actually has the feeling of 

being older, or set in an older time, than The Great Gatsby, when it is in fact to be set in the 

1930s. The reason for this is the actual setting of the two novels, where one takes place in the 

rural West, and the other in the urban East, where time seems to have changed quite a lot on 

the two different coasts of the United States. Ironically enough, the perhaps most modern of 

the two is the one focused on, almost obsessed, with the past, while the more rustic one is full 

of hopes and dreams for the future. If there was one thing that Fitzgerald wanted to capture 

with Gatsby, it was the sense of the time it took place in; the novel simply is the 1920s, and it 

is arguably the most quintessential novel of the period. He wrote as realistically as possible, 

and captured small details to make it more believable. While this was what he wanted and 

aimed for, Steinbeck, on the other hand, liked the simplicity of the earlier times, and it is not 

easy to distinguish exactly when Of Mice and Men actually takes place. When it comes to the 

literary period these novels are set in, it is almost impossible for a writer of this time to not 

have been influenced at all by the Modernist movement. As well as this, it is practically 

impossible to have a completely Naturalist novel, at least in the time that Steinbeck and 

Fitzgerald wrote in, due to the focus and dreams of the future and how society was 

progressing. Robert Murray Davis explains this further, especially Steinbeck’s role in this, 

thusly, 

Steinbeck’s fall from critical and academic favor can in part be explained by shifts in 

literary fashion. The late 1930s, which marked the high point of his reputation, favored 

sympathetic pictures of the dispossessed (many of his novels can be and were fitted 

into this category) and applauded broad and optimistic statements about The People, 

preferably in pseudoepic form. (Davis 2) 

Steinbeck therefore wrote in a different time than Fitzgerald, even though the two novels are 

just twelve years apart. The 1930s brought with it a lot of experimentation with form and 

movements, and Steinbeck seems to have taken a bit of everything and put it all together in 

order to form one whole. He also played with the form of Of Mice and Men, in the sense that 

it can be read and used as both a novel and a play. 

 If we then approach the subject of usage of time, which is the main purpose of this 

thesis, Steinbeck used a very different approach than Fitzgerald. For instance the usage of 

nature, whether it is to just tell the time of the day without actually stating it directly, or by 

using it in order to slow down the events, dragging them out, in order to stop the action. 

Fitzgerald, on the other hand, is quite more direct in this matter. Steinbeck is focused on the 
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moment in the actual present, with long sentences when the moments are slow, and short, or 

rapid, sentences when something is happening. He seems to follow the mood of the action, 

which is quite interesting, and very fascinating. In this regard, Fitzgerald cannot really equal 

him. Steinbeck also used far more dialogues, at least in this novel, and, as we have seen, all of 

the anachronies found in the novel is in some sort of conversation. Steinbeck’s time is 

therefore more hidden, in these dialogues, and not as clear and as long as Fitzgerald’s. The 

short hints and recollections in the form of conversations can be confusing at times, as well as 

the unnecessary analepses that do not really have an impact on the story as a whole. 

 John Steinbeck preferred to write about simple things, including simple people, simple 

surroundings and simple ideas, while Fitzgerald loved the complexity of things, the chaos of 

the new world and the chaos of New York City. As already mentioned, Fitzgerald is most 

often seen as the most sophisticated of the two of them, as well as a better writer. But does it 

only have to exist one type of a writer, the complicated type? Davis also talks about this in the 

Introduction of Steinbeck – A Collection of Critical Essays, where he adds that,  

Although the inability to handle generalizations crippled Steinbeck as a discursive 

writer (…) it may be that inconsistency is not a fatal handicap to a novelist. In fact, F. 

Scott Fitzgerald insisted that holding contradictory ideas at the same time was the 

mark of a first-rate mind. However, Steinbeck was rarely able to yoke opposites. 

Instead, he embraced on simplicity, whether of idea or character, at a time. (Davis 6-7) 

It therefore does not necessarily exist only one type of a good writer – there are many layers 

to uncover and boxes to tick off. And is it not the diversity of writers that makes literature 

simply amazing? If everyone were to write the same things and use the same techniques and 

follow the same literary movement, then literature would surely die out, and become 

unilaterally. And considering the success Steinbeck has received through his career, it is fairly 

correct to assume and state that some people do prefer the simple things he wrote about, 

especially in such a short work as Of Mice and Men. 

 While there are definitely more differences between the two novels, they do have 

some similarities as well. Warren French explores this in his essay “End of a Dream,” where 

he states that,  

There is a sordid echo of Fitzgerald and the ‘lost generation’ here; for, like the 

Buchanans in The Great Gatsby, these are ‘careless people’ who smash things up and 

‘let other people clean up the mess.’ It is true that the girl is smashed up herself, but, 

unlike Curley, she did have dreams and disappointments. He simply, like the 

Buchanans, retreats into his ‘vast carelessness.’ (French 67-8) 
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It is easier for rich people to let other people clean up the mess they have made, and in the 

case of Curley, he does not really seem that saddened by the news of his wife being dead. He 

rather sees it as an opportunity to finally get his revenge on Lennie. And in both novels, it is 

the rich that comes out as the worst of them all, who thinks they can do exactly what they 

want to do whenever they can, and they do not care who they hurt along the way. As well as 

this, they are both American novels through and through, and they include the theme of the 

most American thing of all – the quest for the American Dream, and more precisely, the 

failure to complete this quest. Both novels end with death and a dead dream, where the ones 

left are forced into a life they did not want or saw coming. It also seems that Nick and George 

are the only ones really mourning the departed, while everyone else just want to move on with 

their lives. It is the power of that dream that makes the novels as powerful as they are. This is 

especially the case for the less fortunate characters we read about, which are the types of 

characters Steinbeck preferred writing about. And finally, friendship is the most important 

thing of all. Susan Shillinglaw noted that, “John Steinbeck celebrated friendship, both in his 

life and in his fiction. (…) Friendship is the most enduring relationship in his best work, a fact 

that places him solidly in a long tradition of American writers who send male duos into 

unchartered terrain.” (Shillinglaw 7) And he is not alone here, because in both novels, the 

only true love is the one between friends – George and Lennie, and Nick and Gatsby, and they 

are the only relationships that mattered in the end. 

 A perhaps obvious point to make would be the theme of illusions, which is one of the 

main focuses of the two novels represented here. While they both include the idea of illusions, 

they are still quite different; the most obvious being that one is about the future and the other 

is about the past. There are not any clear heroes or villains in either of the novels, but 

everyone is normal, and they make mistakes, some bigger than others. Curley’s wife, for 

instance, just wanted to have someone to talk to, and did not expect that the big man-child 

would kill her by accident. Neither did Lennie, for that matter – he only wanted to touch her 

soft hair, which she invited him to do. But when she started struggling he did not know what 

to do and panicked by holding on to her for too long. And finally is the point of power 

control, because there seems to be a fight for control in both of the novels, although not as 

obvious as one might think, especially in the case of Gatsby. As we have seen, Nick wants to 

take back some control he had lost that summer by being the one in control of the narration, 

and he is therefore passively in control. In Of Mice and Men, Susan Shillinglaw argues, it is 

clearer, in the case of Curley, and how he wants to show Lennie that he is in fact the boss, 

because Lennie might look like someone who could oppose him. The fact is that Lennie is not 
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trying to tease him or take over any control at all – he just wants to be left alone with George 

and his puppy. The one who actually wants to be in control, and who is not afraid to show it, 

is George himself, mainly because he has been in charge of Lennie for most of their lives. 

3.5 Conclusion 
As we now have seen, Fitzgerald and Steinbeck used very different techniques when it comes 

to both narrative and literary time through the different perceptions from the characters. 

Steinbeck was more focused on the use of nature and the actual experience of the characters 

in the exact moment the episode occurs. Fitzgerald, on the other hand, focused on the effects 

and consequences of time, especially the past, and the emotional ties to it. Especially in Of 

Mice and Men, due to the focus on the present from Steinbeck, the past and the future do 

intervene and play a role, but significanltly. Jackson Benson proposes the idea in his essay 

“John Steinbeck: Novelist as Scientist,” that in the case of Steinbeck, it seems that most of his 

novels include someone who tries, but ultimately fails at what they are trying to do. Not when 

it comes to action, but rather to see or understand the greater picture.  

Even though their writing and the response to their works are quite different, they do 

have a lot in common as well, which will be further discussed in the next chapter. And 

especially when it comes to literary time, and the significance of time in a novel, they are 

quite similar, and it becomes more apparent when it has something to do with the failure of 

time, or how a dream or an illusion fails the reality of the characters. Everyone has 

experienced failure in their life, and it is therefore easy to understand and sympathize with 

these characters, who try their best, but cannot succeed. But the biggest difference between 

the two must be that Steinbeck’s ultimate goal with his writing, which he had since he first 

began his career, was to make a difference in someone’s life. He wanted them to read his 

books and stories and recognize something there, and through that also make an improvement 

of that life. Fame and richness what not what he was aiming for. Fitzgerald, on the other hand, 

seemed quite obsessed with climbing the social ladder, and become a success in everything he 

did. 

Finally, it is important to remember that one does not have to be a certain type of 

writer in order to be a great one. As we have seen in this chapter, the two authors used quite 

different conceptions of time, but they can both be considered to have made it into the 

American literary canon. They are not very similar, but that is perhaps what is good about 

them – it would almost be like comparing oranges and apples. When it comes to the different 

narrative styles, one being homodiegetic and the other heterodiegetic, is it not perhaps more 



 69 

interesting to read a novel where the narrator is not set in the future? Where he does not know 

what will happen, and he is forced to experience the episodes as the reader does? It gives us 

the sense that we are experiencing it together, and there are very few slips or comments from 

the future, where we can guess as to what will happen. The timeline is therefore more 

chronological, and not manipulated; because there is no one to tell us what will happen 

shortly after. 
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4. EAST OF EDEN AND THE COMPLEXITY OF 

TIME 
Like the state and region of his birth and 

greatest work, his creations possess limitations 

and infinite complexities, ironies and layerings 

that surrender splendid surprises to those willing 

to do the work. Steinbeck, I say, will outlast them 

all: Faulkner, Hemingway, Fitzgerald.  

Louis Owens 

In the year John Steinbeck finished his arguably most complex novel – East of Eden – he had 

spent 23 years as a writer, almost half of his life. He allegedly considered the novel to be his 

best work, because he believed that every author had one book, according to David Wyatt in 

the Introduction to East of Eden, but many considered that book to be The Grapes of Wrath, 

from 1939. Steinbeck did not agree with this, argues Wyatt, and, 

East of Eden is Steinbeck’s other big book. (…) From the start, he saw Eden not as 

another book, but a better one. ‘I’ve been practicing for a book for 35 years,’ he wrote 

in 1949, ‘and this is it. I don’t see how it can be popular because I am inventing 

method and form and tone and context.’ All else had been apprenticeship. ‘It is the 

first book.’ (Wyatt 7) 

Steinbeck himself did not believe that The Grapes of Wrath had in it what he wanted to 

convey to his readers, and he claimed that he had spent almost all his life preparing for Eden, 

and that it had in it all that he wanted to be remembered for. It included research from a full 

life, with all the good and bad thrown in it, as well as experimentation and invention. He 

believed that authors had one big novel that defined them, as well as their values and skills as 

an author. If we consider this to be the truth, Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby can in fact be 

considered his novel – the book that defined him as arguably the greatest writer of the 1920s. 

When Steinbeck finally sat down to write the story, it was during a very turbulent time in his 

life, and a lot happened during the thirteen years between The Grapes of Wrath, when he 

started really researching for Eden, and 1952. For instance a world war, two divorces and 

deaths are some of the things he experienced during those years. Wyatt further states that, 

For the next five years, (…) he would be engaged with the research, writing, and 

reception of East of Eden. This period of Steinbeck’s life was dominated by three 

events; the breakup of his second marriage, (…); his departure from California, (…) in 
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order to take up permanent residence in New York; the death of his friend and mentor, 

marine biologist Ed Ricketts. These are the years in which Steinbeck, for a second and 

final time, changed his life. (Wyatt 9) 

It was a turbulent time, but these events made him a much more reflected writer, especially 

when it comes to human relationships, and when it comes to the perception and narrating of 

time, which is what this thesis is most concerned with. And it is indeed a book of its time, 

much like Gatsby was of its time. It is further stated about that time that, “While busy fighting 

wars, both cold and hot, the 1950s invested its conscious energy in the domestic pursuit of 

happiness and the structures of Eden reflects this.” (Wyatt 17-8) And the way he does it, by 

going back as far as 1862 when Adam Trask was born, shows much sophistication and 

reflection on his part as a writer, and how much he has evolved since the 1930s. In this 

chapter, this thesis will try to prove and show how he has grown as a writer during the years 

between the two novels, as well as present how his use of temporal elements has grown, 

which were rather simple in Of Mice and Men, and show that he is in fact as sophisticated, if 

not more so, in this regard as Fitzgerald was. 

 East of Eden is considered one of Steinbeck’s most autobiographical works, mostly 

due to the fact that half of the story is about his own family, the Hamiltons, as well as the fact 

that the narrator himself is called John Steinbeck. He also claimed that, “’All of the Hamilton 

stories are true, (…) In this book I am a bystander and I know it.’” (Wyatt 15) He therefore 

depicts real life, and real people, but some of them through the feelings he had towards them 

while growing up, which is quite interesting. Steinbeck also said that he is a bystander, but is 

he in fact that? He is, after all, the grandson of one of the most central characters, even though 

he has not written himself in to the story in any really significant way, it is all told through his 

eyes and perception. While the novel is mostly about Adam Trask and his life, there is a large 

part of it devoted to the Hamiltons, not just Steinbeck’s grandfather Samuel, but also the faith 

of his nine children, even the ones not really connected to Adam at all. The novel becomes 

even more complex in the sense that the first part is about Adam, the second about Adam and 

Samuel, and the last part about Adam’s son, Cal. By dividing the story like this, Steinbeck is 

trying to show different sides and types of rejection as well as different types of love that 

human beings can experience, even when they are closely related. Steinbeck wanted the book 

to be one where, “The book attempts not a regional or national history but an integration of all 

histories – the whole nasty bloody lovely history of the world.” (Wyatt 20) It is therefore a 

story for everyone and everyone can recognize something in the story, whether that is a 

feeling or a lesson, or something else, the book is truly extraordinary in that sense. It is not 
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just about his own family, and not just a new version of Cain and Abel, but something in 

between, something for everyone, done in a way that makes it seem autobiographical. 

 By the time the novel was released, unlike Of Mice and Men, Steinbeck had gained a 

solid reputation as a writer, not just nationally, but also internationally. However, as 

mentioned in the preceding chapter, he was not fond of the fame at all, and he had received 

more and more fame during the twelve years between the two novels. He did not exactly 

expect the novel to be a huge success, hence the second quote in this chapter, due to the many 

experimentations, and because he wrote it mostly for himself, not for the public. In this, he 

was quite wrong, considering the success the novel gained, and still has, but the question of 

its greatness is still something critics are very much concerned about. Apparently, according 

to David Wyatt, Oprah Winfrey chose it as one of the must reads of her book club in 2003, 

which then perhaps reduces him to a book club author yet again. And the critics were very 

much in disagreement as to what to think of the novel. Zoe Trodd wrote in her essay titled 

“Star Signals: John Steinbeck in the American Protest Literature Tradition” that,  

In 2002 (…) Martin Arnold observed in the New York Times that Steinbeck’s writing 

was considered ‘too sentimental for great art, his writing simply not good enough.’ 

Steinbeck has never been ‘too popular among the higher academics of literature.’ (…) 

and Jessica Winter concluded that while he might be taught in American high schools, 

his work makes a ‘surreptitious exit once budding scholars pack their bags for 

college.’ (Trodd 51) 

She also adds that, “Some commentaries on Steinbeck’s literary positioning suggest that his 

rejection by canon makers is due to the political nature of his work.” (Trodd 51) This might 

be more directed to The Grapes of Wrath, his most political novel, but considering that the 

essay was written in 2008, it is fair to say that his reputation as a sophisticated writer is still 

under discussion. When the novel was first published, it also received different reactions; 

“Lewis Gannett did rearrange his vacation plans in order to review the book, but he objected 

to Steinbeck’s ‘theory of monsters.’ Still, he found Eden ‘Steinbeck’s wisest and richest and 

happiest book.’” (Wyatt 8) But also, “Time complained that the novel was ‘too blundering and 

ill-defined to make its story point.’ Instead of sticking to the original idea of telling a family 

history, Steinbeck had tried to merge a double plot and produced ‘a huge grab bag.’” (Wyatt 

8) It is therefore fair to say that the critics disagreed, and disagrees to this day, in the same 

way they did to Of Mice and Men, but with perhaps a little more hope when it comes to Eden. 

This evolution is especially shown through the character analyses, which will be shown 
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shortly, but perhaps with particular enhancement on the temporal perceptions of these 

characters. 

 East of Eden concerns itself with mainly two families, the Hamiltons and the Trasks, 

but one could argue that it is ultimately about Adam Trask. Steinbeck initially wanted the 

story to alternate between the two families in every other chapter, but he ultimately decided 

against it. This was mostly due to the fact that it would be too complex and simply too much, 

something it ended up being criticized for either way. The novel follows the life of Adam 

Trask, from the moment he is born on the first page, until he utters his last word on the last 

page. But in addition to this, we are also introduced to Cathy Ames quite early, and we get to 

follow her life from early childhood until her death on page 553. It is therefore plausible that 

the novel is centred with two characters, and not just focalized on Adam. However, it could 

also be argued that it is centred on three characters – Adam, Cathy and Cal. This is due to the 

fact that the second half of the novel focalizes mostly Cal, even more so than both Adam and 

Cathy. While the novel is concerned with many different things, perhaps too many at some 

points, the most relevant for this thesis is the passage of time, and how one’s perspective of 

different situations changes during one’s lifetime, but also from person to person. It is a big 

novel, and it includes a lot of different characters. In addition to this, the fact that the narrator 

is behaving like a omniscient heterodiegetic narrator we do get the feeling that the 

focalization is not on just one character, but rather a whole lot of them. And through that 

focalization, we also get their perspectives and perceptions of time in quite a lot of situations. 

4.1 Character analyses and temporal elements 
East of Eden differs from the other two novels represented in this thesis mostly on the basis of 

it being about an entire life, not just as episode in that life. It follows the life of Adam Trask 

from he is born, until he dies, about 50-60 years later. It is therefore natural that it includes 

more characters, and some of them we do not get to know completely, because they are only 

in the spotlight for a short amount of time. Some characters are also seen through Adam as he 

grows up, for instance his father Cyrus, and we therefore do not get the full picture of him, 

but rather through the eyes of a scared and careful boy. David Wyatt argues that, “East of 

Eden explores the ‘mystery’ of character, the sense that after all the inheritances and 

conditionings are factored in, there remains in people some excess that cannot be explained.” 

(Wyatt 23) We cannot fully understand these people; just like we cannot fully understand the 

people we meet and think we know all about. As well as this, which Steinbeck seems to be 

stressing through this novel, good and bad go together, and there is no either or when it comes 
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to people, because there will always be something bad in the good, and something good in the 

bad. Especially during a time when war was raging, and a time where people thought you 

were either good or bad, and that there was no in-between. The perfect example for this is 

Cathy and Aron, where Cathy seems all bad, but shows some sides of goodness, and Aron, 

her opposite, seems all good, but he is in fact the worst of the twins. In the novel there are 

many other examples of this, and some characters are more openly good or openly bad than 

others, but they all show some qualities to support this statement. This mixture of good and 

bad helps with the complexity Steinbeck was trying to achieve, and we get the feeling that we 

do not get to fully know any character on a deeper level.  

 When it comes to the temporal elements that will be discussed in this section of the 

chapter, the focus will mostly be on character perception of time. Nostalgia and illusions will 

be featured later on, in the section regarding narrative theory as they have been in the 

previous chapters, but there will be some discussion of it here as well. Most of all, the focus 

will lie on the temporal orientation of the characters – how they perceive time, and how they 

accept it, as well as how they strive to certain goals. While the novel includes a lot of 

characters, they will not all be considered here, but the ones that will be in focus are the ones I 

deem the most important ones, especially with regards to time. The ones included are Adam, 

Cathy, Samuel and the twins. 

 Seeing that the novel centres around the life of Adam, it would be most natural to 

begin with him – the desperate soul, who struggles when it comes to finding his place in life. 

In the beginning, he dreads the future his father has mapped out for him, and it is not what he 

wants at all, but he cannot oppose his father. When he then finds Cathy after his father is dead 

and they get married, he starts finally looking toward to the future, and tells Samuel all his 

plans for the farm he has just bought in California. When Cathy then leaves him, he is left 

feelings desolate and depressed, and he sort of stops living, at least pauses from it, and does 

not really live in any time at all. Or, like Lee told Cal, “’He died, (…) He walked around but 

he was dead. And only recently has he come half to life again.’” (Steinbeck 446) One can 

argue that Adam never really wakes up again, and when he learns that Cathy has committed 

suicide, he falls apart, even though she left almost twenty years ago. It can therefore be said 

that he is not living in any time at all, and his temporal orientation does not really seem to 

exist, at least not compared to the other characters in the novel. Adam simply refuses to live, 

because he believes he has lost it all. By doing this, one could argue that Steinbeck is trying to 

experiment even further, and he is trying to show how different people react to different 

situations. In this case, Adam refuses to do anything and years pass by before he is even 
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starting to think again. He is therefore quite a complicated character, and one that you do not 

really understand, even though he is the most one focalized character. The significance with 

Adam is that he always tries to do what he believes is expected of him, even though it makes 

him miserable. An example of this is when he did not want to return to his brother and the 

family farm, so he reenlisted and spent more years in the army, where he “(…) had plenty of 

time to remember, because he did rot in barracks.” (Steinbeck 54) It is therefore quite easy to 

be irritated with him, something that most of the other characters find as well, especially Lee 

and Samuel, his closest friends. Considering this, it is quite interesting to see why Steinbeck 

would choose this passive but also kind man to be his protagonist. The reason is arguably that 

Adam is as complex as he is, and we are not supposed to fully understand him. A protagonist 

that is simple and uncomplicated would not work in a novel as complex as this. Steinbeck 

therefore shows sophistication here, because he puts many layers to Adam, and we do not 

fully understand him or his motivations. 

 Lee claims that Adam is the complete opposite of Cathy when Cal comes to him 

seeking advice because he feels he is doomed to become evil, and that as much evil that is in 

her, as much goodness can be found in Adam. He says, among other things, that, “’(…) Of 

course you may have that in you. Everybody has. But you’ve got the other too. (…)’” 

(Steinbeck 447) However, this might not be the case. Adam is not perfect, far from it in fact, 

and especially not always good toward his children. Cal in particular, perhaps because he 

reminds him of Charles, or more likely, he reminds him of himself. He does not see Aron 

clearly either, just as he did not see Cathy for what she really was and what she wanted in life. 

Because, just as with Cathy, he conjures up a picture of Aron, as the perfect student and son, 

finishing high school and starting college a year early. When Aron tries to tell him that he 

does not want to return, that he would rather stay and take over the farm, Adam sort of blocks 

it all out and refuses to even let Aron finish talking. He did the same thing when Cathy told 

him she was going to leave him the first chance she got, when they first moved to California. 

She tells him that, “’Adam, I didn’t want to come here. I am not going to stay here. As soon 

as I can I will go away.’” And Adam’s reaction is, “’Oh, nonsense. (…) You’re like a child 

away from home for the first time. (…)’” (Steinbeck 176) David Wyatt argues in the 

Introduction of the novel that Adam is actually the one who can be considered the cruellest of 

them all, at least in one particular scene. Wyatt writes that, “Yet Adam’s rejection of Cal’s 

gift of money is the most stupidly cruel action taken by anyone in East of Eden. (…) The 

most monstrous action about which we are made to care in the novel is not Cathy’s violence 

but Adam’s withdrawal.” (Wyatt 22) Had Adam accepted the gift, or at least not questioned 
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Cal about how he got the money and found another way to solve this, Cal would not have 

taken his revenge out on his brother by taking him to their mother, which ultimately led to 

Aron joining the army. Adam says that, “’No, I won’t want it ever. I would have been happy 

if you could have given me – well, what your brother has – pride in the thing he’s doing, 

gladness in his progress. (…)’” (Steinbeck 543) Words and actions have consequences, to the 

degree that it can hurt even more than a physical hit, and in this case, it is the most fatal and 

consequential action that is taken in the entire novel. In simpler words, if Adam had not 

reacted as he did, Aron would most likely not have died. And the most ironic part is that Aron 

is not even taking pride in what he is doing – he is planning on dropping out of college and 

return home the first chance he gets. Adam is therefore creating his own future and his own 

perception of not just his wife but also his children, and the comment Lee made about him 

being as good as Cathy was bad is therefore not really justified and accurate. One can 

therefore say that Adam’s perception of reality is misguided and at times even desperate.  

 The most mysterious and manipulative character in the entire novel, but also one of 

the most significant ones, would have to be Cathy Ames, or Catherine Amesbury, or Kate 

Albey. All the names she uses in the novel are deliberately close to her own, which makes it 

easier to lie, and lying becomes one of her special abilities. She is the cause of many of the 

main characters’ problems, especially Adam and Aron. The narrator begins the first chapter 

about Cathy thusly, “I believe there are monsters born to human parents. (…) It is my belief 

that Cathy Ames was born with the tendencies, or lack of them, which drove and forced her 

all of her life. (…) She was not like other people, never was from birth.” (Steinbeck 74) He 

therefore makes us question her and her motives before he has even begun telling her story or 

anything about her. It is also because of her that Cal is convinced that he is tainted and 

doomed to become evil, because of the stories he has heard about her, and due to the fact that 

she is the owner of the most shady brothel in town. He feels that he is alone in this 

experience, of having dark thoughts and sometimes doing cruel things, when it is in fact quite 

normal, especially for a young boy and a teenager struggling to find out who he is. She is 

completely bad, in order to show that these people do exist among us, just as all good people 

surround us as well. But ultimately, the novel shows that everyone has something good and 

something bad in them – there is no clear side as to where you stand. Through her he shows 

that women can be just as cunning, manipulative and smart as men can be, even if they have a 

pretty face – perhaps especially if that is the case. As well as this, she is also a critique from 

Steinbeck to his former critics who claimed he could not develop proper characters, or at least 

that is what David Wyatt is arguing, when he states that, “Cathy is not a failure of 
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characterization but a critique of standard notions of it. Through her, Steinbeck dissolves 

confidence in a stable knowable self.” (Wyatt 14) By doing this, Steinbeck allows the reader 

to make up an opinion of her, as well as an interpretation, rather than speaking it out directly. 

He shows both her good qualities, for instance just how Adam fell so hard for her, but also her 

cunning thinking behind it all. 

 However, though most of her actions speak of being of an evil nature, Cathy is indeed 

not entirely bad, just as her son Aron is not entirely good, even though everyone seems to 

believe that he is. She does find some love for Aron, and even goes to church in order to see 

him sing in the choir. The final droplet that made her decide to end her own life was when 

Aron found out that she was alive and what she actually was, and she could not stand the idea 

of him hating her. She actually made a plan of having him visit her once she finally got out of 

Salinas and moved to New York, where she could pretend she was a good woman and had to 

leave for a good reason, when she in fact stayed close to him all his life. It is written that, 

“Suddenly she did not want Aron to know about her. Maybe he could come to her in New 

York. He would think she has always lived in an elegant little house on the East Side.” 

(Steinbeck 512) For the first time in her life, she seems to be ashamed of her occupation and 

her actions. Even though this shows signs of her thinking toward the future and planning to 

make a better life for herself and her son, she excludes her other son, Cal, and seems afraid of 

him, of what he is capable of doing. He reminds her of Charles, the only one she has really 

seen as her equal because she could not read him, as she cannot read Cal. Her effect on both 

of them does not really seem that strong, not as it is with most other men. As well as all this, 

she is perhaps the smartest character in the novel, and she is always future-oriented, not to the 

degree of Lennie in Of Mice and Men, who dreams himself away and forgets about the 

present. But rather in the sense of how she could best execute her plans in the nearby future in 

order to gain the best advantage possible. When she gets trapped in a situation, she knows she 

can just wait it out instead of panicking, so that she can plan as properly and perfectly as 

possible, and then strike when least suspected. By future-oriented, it is meant that she is 

always thinking ahead, whether that means just a few hours ahead or years. She waits until the 

perfect opportunity to execute her plans, gaining the trust she needs and then destroying 

everyone around her. As well as this, she does not let her past define her, and she rarely thinks 

about the bad things that happened to her, for example the incident where Mr Edwards almost 

killed her. There are a couple of instances where this future-orientation is shown, for instance 

when she tried to run away from home but her parents found her and punished her. She then 

proceeded to wait a couple of years, to gain their trust, and then she set the house on fire and 
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killed both of them. Another example is when she finds out that she is pregnant and her 

attempted abortion failed. She patiently waits out her pregnancy and regains her strength, and 

then she leaves two weeks after the birth, shooting Adam when he tries to stand in her way.  

 As mentioned briefly, Aron is not as good as everyone believes, and Cal is not as bad 

as everyone seems to think. Aron, for instance, shows egotistical traits throughout the novel, 

especially in his teenage years, when he goes through different phases, and believes that 

everyone will love and accept him no matter what. For instance when he decides to become a 

priest, and even a monk at some point, he still expects Abra to wait for him, and accept 

whatever it is he wants to do with his life. Both him and Cathy know that people like them 

because of their looks, and they both use this to their advantage, albeit Cathy more openly so 

that Aron. But he does it as well. Aron also takes after Adam’s bad features, especially when 

it comes to the woman they love, because he also starts imagining Abra to be something she is 

not, and he falls in love with the idea of her, rather than the reality of her. This is exactly what 

Adam did with Cathy, and what Gatsby did with Daisy, for that matter, and the outcome of 

that was quite dramatic, to say the least. It would therefore seem that even though Aron got 

the good sides from Cathy, his looks and his cleverness, he also got not just her bad sides, but 

also Adam’s worst sides as well. Cal, on the other hand, is not all bad, even though he keeps 

thinking that he is doomed. Through Abra, who Cal considers to be as close to perfect as 

humanly possible, he learns that even she feels tainted sometimes, and that she feels she has 

bad blood herself. This is shown for instance when the two of them are talking after they 

found out that Aron was dead; “’Abra, my mother was a whore.’ ‘I know. You told me. My 

father is a thief.’ ‘I’ve got her blood, Abra. Don’t you understand?’ ‘I’ve got his,’ she said.” 

(Steinbeck 597) This interaction shows that no one is actually perfect, and no family is 

perfect. There is always something or someone to fault, and that does not mean that you 

cannot decide your own fate. Your past and your family history do not necessarily define you 

as a person. 

Cal is also much more reality oriented and smart in his planning and his goals for the 

future, while Aron is simply living in one illusion after the other, not really thinking far 

ahead, because the world tells him not to, according to himself. Or, as David Wyatt puts it, 

“Aron cannot renounce his family romance and dies of it. ‘He couldn’t stand to know about 

his mother because that’s not how he wanted the story to go – and he wouldn’t have any other 

story. So he tore up the world.’” (Wyatt 22) When an illusion as big as the one Aron had 

conjured up his whole life and his mother and father blows up, he simply cannot deal with it, 

and all the other illusions go down as well, for instance his plans to take over the farm and 
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marry Abra. He throws it all away because he cannot deal with the present reality, and needs a 

rapid change, a fatal one, as this one turned out to be. Aron also goes back and forth as to 

whether or not he is in love with Abra, but also when it comes to his future plans, as well as 

his feelings toward his father. Cal is also living under an illusion of some sort, one where he 

does not think he is loved by anyone, and he puts all his thoughts and efforts into getting his 

father to love him as much as he loves Aron. Everything he does is calculated and planned as 

to achieve that goal, and one could argue that he got the good sides of both Cathy and Adam, 

even though the latter does not seem to notice anything of this kind. Wyatt agrees with this, 

and proclaims that, “It is time for Cal to stop caring whether his father’s love exists or is true, 

and time to admit that the pain he feels in being human in not because he is not loved, but 

because he loves.” (Wyatt 26) He is consciously making an effort to better himself and make 

it easier for those closest to him, but the feelings are not always reciprocated, which makes 

him feel all the worse again. Adam’s love is not all that matters, even though Cal seems to 

think so at certain moments, and Cal is therefore the most humane character of them all. He is 

actively thinking about his thoughts and actions at all times, and whether or not he is in fact a 

bad person, while the other characters, except Lee, just assume that they are either good or 

bad. The reality is that everyone makes mistakes, like Cal did, but also like Adam did with the 

rejection of the money, and sometimes those mistakes lead to bad actions. 

 One could argue that the whole novel can almost seem like a tribute to John 

Steinbeck’s paternal grandfather, Samuel Hamilton, who is constantly depicted as a good, 

respected and trustworthy man. It almost reaches the point where the narrator, or Steinbeck 

himself, is romanticizing him, in an attempt to put all the love and memory into one character, 

and there is therefore the possibility that he has made Samuel smarter and kinder than he 

actually was. When this story took place, or when it was supposed to, Steinbeck was just a 

child, and he was quite young when Samuel died as well. The memories of a child who 

idealized his grandfather seems to be showing here in the novel, because he is remembered 

with so much love and associated with happiness. Adam and Lee also seem to catch this fever 

of Samuel, and they also develop the same feelings toward him, one with love and wisdom, 

when they seek advice and comfort from him, just like they would to a father, or grandfather.  

But there is some mystery about Samuel as well, where we are never told explicitly 

what happened, but that something in his past left him heartbroken. We are given some hints 

about it, but the narrator never shows it to us, and we are therefore left in the dark about it, for 

instance: “He went on to Adam’s dream of a garden like Eden and to Adam’s adoration of 

Cathy. Nothing there unless – unless his secret mind brooded over his own healed loss. But 
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that was so long ago he had forgotten the pain. The memory was mellow and warm and 

comfortable, now that it was all over.” (Steinbeck 178) This secrecy might be a trick from the 

narrator, keeping him more mysterious, and making the readers interpret what happened 

instead of telling it directly. Or it might be that he simply does not know what happened 

himself, but heard some bits here and there and figured it out, without actually knowing 

anything other than it involving Samuel and a girl back in Ireland. And lastly, Samuel is the 

most future-oriented character in the novel, in the sense that he loves the progress of time, and 

to make gadgets which he tried to patent, but were fooled and his ideas were stolen. He loved 

making things easier for people, and also loved the progress of humanity and philosophy. This 

is quite in contrast with his wife, Liza, who believed anything of importance and value could 

be found in the Bible. She therefore believes that everything that is worth knowledge of is 

found in the past, in something that was written over 1000 years earlier. Samuel’s love of the 

future and his orientation and his endeavour to make the most out of it as possible is very 

different from Adam and Charles, but also from Gatsby as well. They all seek in the past to 

find their happiest moments, while Samuel firmly believes that the happiest times are yet to 

come. He is therefore more similar to George in Of Mice and Men, who has a plan for every 

possible scenario, in the hypothetical future where something might go wrong, and he is 

therefore prepared. 

4.2 Narrative theory 
When it comes to the narrative aspects of the novel, East of Eden is quite difficult at times to 

fully understand. That is mostly due to the narrator, which is a homodiegetic narrator, but he 

functions as a heterodiegetic one at most times, to a higher degree than Nick does in The 

Great Gatsby. While Nick is a central part of the story, the narrator in East of Eden, who is 

actually called John Steinbeck as well, is not really an important part of the plot progress, and 

it is easy to forget that it actually is a homodiegetic narration. He does, however, reminds us 

of it, either by writing himself into a scene, or just a small mention of the “I” or the “my.” At 

times it can even seem like there are two different narrators; one for the chapters regarding the 

Hamiltons and one for the Trasks, but that is merely a trick of the narrator, to cause and build 

more suspense, but also to play with the readers, as Steinbeck himself said he would do with 

this novel. A perfect example of this is when Adam visits Liza at Olive’s house in Salinas, 

and the narrator is writing himself in as a “new” character. This happens when, “Adam 

walked up the wide veranda steps and rang the bell. Olive came to the door and opened it a 

little, while Mary and John peeked around the edges of her.” (Steinbeck 386) As well as this, 
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it also takes a while before we learn who the narrator actually is, but we are giving small bits 

of information here and there, which then makes us solve the puzzle. The narrator does not 

actually say he is named John Steinbeck, but we are told through prolepses that his first name 

is John, and even later than that that Olive’s husband is named Ernest Steinbeck. After a 

while, the reader pieces this together, and is left more engaged and fascinated. This is an 

interesting narrative technique that is not really common in literature, especially considering 

the fact that the revealed narrator does not really participate in the story. This also makes the 

story more autobiographical, and it is easy to believe that everything about the Hamiltons is 

actually true, which Steinbeck himself claimed was the fact. The reason why the focus on the 

novel being an autobiographical one, or at least a semi-autobiographical one, is being stressed 

here is mostly due to the fact that it will arise memories and episodes that the author himself 

experienced. Nostalgia and deaths therefore becomes more significant and strong, because 

some of them happened in real life, and it may be more difficult for the narrator to narrate 

these things, because they were close and personal to him. 

Perhaps the most fascinating thing about the narrator and the narration is that he shows 

uncertainties and doubts when relating about his own family, but when he is narrating about 

the Trasks, he shows no doubt whatsoever. He says, for instance, that, “I must depend on 

hearsay, on old photographs, on stories told, and on memories which are hazy and mixed with 

fable in trying to tell you about the Hamiltons.” (Steinbeck 12) Even when it comes to the 

focalization and the thoughts of the characters in the Trask household, he is certain and turns 

into an omniscient narrator, something that is in fact impossible with a homodiegetic narrator, 

due to the subjectivity of one person. This is another example where the narrator seems to be 

acting like it two different persons. He shows doubts about what really happened, or how 

some of the Hamiltons actually were. This is because he is narrating real persons who actually 

lived contra fictional characters he himself created. It is therefore actually natural that he 

would know everything they felt and thought, because he made them exactly as they are, and 

no one knows the characters better than he does. But when it comes to real people, he shows 

uncertainties because he is closely related to them, and they are people he actually knew and 

loved. His impression of them are therefore clouded when it comes to how they were to other 

people outside the family, and he was also just a child when most of this happened, which can 

cloud his judgment even further. An example of this is his Uncle Tom, who loved children 

and therefore acted differently toward them contra how he acted toward adults, and the 

narrator only sees him as he was toward children. Steinbeck is aware of this fact, and that is 

why he is as cautious as he is. 
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 In The Great Gatsby, we are aware that the story takes place two years after the 

summer of 1922, because Nick tells us it directly, but in East of Eden we are never told the 

position of the narrator. When is he actually writing all of this? It is fairly easy to claim that it 

does not happen when the story is taking place, as in Of Mice and Men, due to all the 

prolepses that will be explained and defined shortly, but also due to the fact that the narrator 

does not seem like a child at all. On the contrary, he seems rather grown up and reflected, and 

he acts like he has experienced a lot of things during his life. This is especially evident in the 

many musings and reflections of time in the novel. A couple of examples of them are when 

the narrator says that,  

Time interval is a strange and contradictory matter in the mind. It would be reasonable 

to suppose that a routine time or an eventless time would seem interminable. It should 

be so, but it is not. It is the dull eventless times that have no duration whatever. A time 

splashed with interest, wounded with tragedy, crevassed with joy – that’s the time that 

seems long in the memory. (Steinbeck 57) 

And another example would be this, 

You can see how this book has reached a great boundary that was called 1900. 

Another hundred years were ground up and churned, and what had happened was all 

muddied by the way folks wanted it to be – more rich and meaningful the farther back 

it was. In the books of some memories it was the best time that ever sloshed over the 

world – the old time, the gay time, sweet and simple, as though time were young and 

fearless. (Steinbeck 131) 

The significance of these reflected passages is that they show just how much one can learn 

and experience because of time. It is due to time that we change, that we get older, and 

Steinbeck is trying to show how we get more observant and more reflected about time during 

a lifetime. As well as this, one could also argue that he is trying to show the reader that he is 

in fact not just a little boy, but a man that has lived a life, and he has learned a lot in that life. 

David Wyatt states that some critics seemed quite annoyed at Steinbeck due to the fact of how 

much time he devotes on passages either about time or human beings in general. He says that, 

“Nothing has irritated critics more than the novel’s investment in expository talk. The novel 

has the tone of wisdom literature.” (Wyatt 14) I would therefore argue that the narrator is 

actually narrating when Steinbeck, the author, is writing the novel, in 1952. It seems quite 

reasonable that he has lived a long and full life, considering that he would have been 50 years 

old at the time, and experienced a lot, including two world wars. It shows that he has learned 

and experienced more since the time when the novel is taking place, and he is, like Nick, 
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looking back at the time with a sort of profound wisdom from the future. This would also 

explain why his memories of some of the Hamiltons are quite cloudy and why he is uncertain 

and doubtful at times when it comes to them. I would therefore further argue that it is a novel 

about the present, but it is heavily reliant on analepses as well as ellipses, in order to tell the 

story of a full life.  

 These musings and reflections of time are quite fascinating, not just to determine the 

age and time of the narrator when he is narrating, but also on a narrative level. Throughout the 

novel the narrator either intervenes by commenting an incident, or introduces a chapter by 

reflecting over time. He is musing about how time functions in a human life in certain 

situations, and how we are not always aware of what is going on around us, at least not to the 

degree that we perhaps should be. These reflections give the impression that the narrator is 

looking back on the events and the time the characters live in with both a nostalgic aspect to 

it, but also with a profound wisdom, and if it is in fact a semi-autobiographical novel, as well 

as the narrator being the 50 year old John Steinbeck himself, it would explain much. The 

effect this gives us is that the narrator is in control, and he is aware of everything around us, 

as well as everything that is going on outside. It is significant because we get both a macro 

view of all the events but also different micro views, which then shows us the wisdom one 

can acquire with age. He sounds like a reasonable and wise man, one you would listen to. It is 

quite clear that the narrator is not the same John Steinbeck in the novel, who is merely a child, 

and he even comments on this, much like Nick does in The Great Gatsby. There is at least one 

episode where he does this, when he and his sister are making fun of the old German 

neighbour, who starts crying. This incident is still tormenting the narrator, and possibly the 

author as well, who says that,  

My little sister and I did our part with Mr. Fenchel, and it is one of those memories of 

shame that still makes me break into a sweat and tighten up around the throat. (…) I 

can see his face now, his startled innocent blue eyes. He tried to say something and 

then he began to cry. Didn’t even try to pretend he wasn’t. (Steinbeck 517)  

If we then consider whether or not this is an analepsis, or flashback, or just a memory, it 

becomes a bit more complicated. In one sense, you could argue that analepses are memories, 

especially if we have a homodiegetic narrator, as we do here. But this little episode does not 

really matter in the plot of the story, and the narrator himself does not either. It would 

therefore most likely be just a memory. He is looking back at a past life, and the lessons about 

time and humanity he has learned during that life. As well as this little narrative trick, 

Steinbeck also played a little with manipulation of the storyline. Steinbeck admitted himself 
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that he was playing a bit with his readers, and how he therefore had to improvise and make 

some of it up, in order to make it as a whole. Was he perhaps too close to the reality to be able 

to actually write about it all without it becoming problematic for him? A reason for this is that 

he therefore chose to keep the main story as the one about the Trasks, and not the Hamiltons, 

because it became too close and personal for him, while with the Trasks, he had more of a 

free mind-set, where he could determine and decide everything. 

 If we then consider Gerard Genette’s theory about different beginnings in a novel, 

East of Eden proves to be quite difficult to understand in almost everything regarding 

narrative theory, but perhaps especially with connection to this. The beginning of a novel is 

quite essential, especially in an analysis regarding literary time, simply due to the fact that it 

gives us a starting point for the chronological timeline. It therefore becomes a bit problematic 

in the question with respect to East of Eden, due to the fact that the novel includes a lot of 

holes in the form of ellipses, as well as the fact that it can arguably be called an analeptic 

novel. While the previous novels represented in this thesis have been quite easy to determine 

as to where and when the novel actually begins, this one is much more complex, and we are 

never told directly when the story begins. The novel is depicting a whole life, that of Adam 

Trask, and not just an episode in his life, but from the actual moment when he is born on the 

first page of the novel, to the last sentence, which is his final word. The most reasonable 

assumption would therefore be that the novel starts when Adam is born, and it ends when he 

dies. However, one could also argue that it does not really begin until Adam is a teenager, and 

we witness the relationships between him, his father, and his brother. What happens before 

that, which goes by quite quickly, can therefore be seen as a prequel, or a prologue, that 

includes a lot of ellipses and summaries. But what becomes problematic with that theory is 

the fact that the novel is full of ellipses, where it jumps ahead of time quite often, and we are 

left to fill in the gaps ourselves. It is not always easy to understand exactly where in the 

chronological timeline we are, and sometimes we are not told until a few pages into the scene. 

In that case, one could also argue that the novel does not really begin until Cal and Aron are 

teenagers, and the ellipses become fewer and fewer, and their reach is not as long, as well as 

the duration of the episodes and the scenes are longer. All of this goes under the part about 

duration that Genette was concerned about, where we are left out a bit on what is actually 

happening, and Steinbeck seems to be speeding through most of the first years of Adam’s life. 

We are then told through summaries found either in the text itself or in conversation what 

happened. It is therefore quite complicated to determine exactly when the story begins, but the 
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safest assumption would have to be when Adam is a teenager, right before he is joining the 

army. It is in that moment that the time slows down, and the ellipses are fewer and fewer.  

But Gerard Genette’s main focus is, at least concerning the order of narrative time, 

anachronies, as we discussed in the Introduction of this thesis. One could actually argue that 

every novel includes some form of anachronies, or departures from the chronological 

timeline, either to the future or to the past. Especially analepses, which are the most common 

anachronies with, focus on the past, and East of Eden is no exception, but the analepses are, 

as with most of the novel, quite complex. Particularly when it comes to determine what are 

analepses, and what is the actual story. The prologue, before Adam becomes a teenager can be 

seen as different external analepses, but then again it is difficult to decide whether or not 

those analepses are in fact just the chronological story and a summary of a child’s life, going 

by rapidly. Another problem with the analepses is when we are introduced to new characters, 

and we get their life story before they actually meet with the protagonist. The clearest 

example of that would be Cathy Ames, who we get to learn about and we are shown her 

whole life up until the point where she seeks refuge at Adam and Charles’. What also 

becomes problematic is that the novel is not just following Adam’s life, but also that of his 

Eve – Cathy. We do get to know her entire childhood, through episodes, and we do get to 

experience the moment she commits suicide. The novel therefore seems to be two-centred, 

retelling a modern version of Adam and Eve. However, considering the fact that the novel 

ends with Adam’s dying words, I would thusly argue that it is indeed his life that is focalized 

in the novel, and Cathy’s is just an important part of that life. Seeing this, I would also argue 

that the Cathy episodes, which are in much more details than Adam’s childhood, are external 

analepses, and that her story does not really begins before she meets him. An example of this 

is when she is only ten years old and her mother finds her in the barn with two older boys, 

found on page 78 and lasts for three pages. It is written that the boys claimed that, “Cathy (…) 

had started the whole thing, and they had each given her five cents. They had not tied her 

hands. They said they remembered that she was playing with a rope.” (Steinbeck 79) We 

learn already here that she is an excellent liar and that, “(…) she did not lie the way most 

children do. Hers was no daydream lying, when the thing imagined is told and, to make it 

seem more real, told as real. (…) a lie is a device for profit or escape.” (Steinbeck 76) This 

whole incident, and the other incidents we learn about from her childhood, helps us 

understand how and why she became the person she did. She could never really be seen as the 

maternal type, and she did not even want children, but fate had another plan for her, one that 

she pushed through just like she would have done with any other form of punishment. 
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With that cleared up, it is also important to note that most of the analepses in the novel 

are internal ones, except for the beginning and some examples here and there, for instance 

when Samuel witnessed the bad man getting hanged when he was in town with his father as a 

child. Steinbeck writes that,  

The golden man seemed to have no arms. He looked out over the crowd and then 

looked down, looked right at Samuel. (…) The man’s eyes had no depth – they were 

not like other eyes, not like the eyes of a man. (…) Only twice in my life have I seen 

eyes like that – not like human eyes. (…) Now what connection under heaven can 

there be between the golden man hanged and the sweet little bearing mother? 

(Steinbeck 179-80)  

The memory is provoked by the seeing of Cathy’s eyes for the first time, which Samuel finds 

to be the same as the one the golden man had, and it leaves him with a feeling that she is as 

bad as he was, and that something awful will happen to this family. Which it most definitely 

does. This sequence seemed to have stuck with Samuel, considering his very vivid and 

descriptive memory, due to the fact that it was one of the most fearful episodes in his life, and 

he remembers everything in detail. That is the power of memory, and the power of the past. 

Because he is reminded of this by the eyes that feared him so and by seeing Cathy’s eyes as 

well, he understands that they are the same kind of people, and it therefore also functions as a 

sort of prolepsis. The usage of mostly internal analepses are quite uncommon in a novel, 

especially one written during that time, but due to the fact that Steinbeck used the technique 

of skipping scenes, the internal analepses become even more important, because they are our 

only source of information as to what really happened. An example of these internal analepses 

are when Cal, and the reader, is told what happened to Adam after finding out that Aron had 

joined the army and died in war. Lee tells Cal that, “’Your brother is dead, (…) Your father 

had a stroke.’ (…) He spoke as though recalling an ancient thing.” (Steinbeck 593) By adding 

the last sentence, Steinbeck makes it appear as the incidents happened a long time ago, even 

though it was just a few hours prior. It is rather the feeling one is left with, the ones who are 

waiting for results and answers, that feels like an eternity. 

 Perhaps the most frustrating aspect of the novel in regards to narrative theory and time 

is a technique Steinbeck uses quite often, where he skips scenes. He seems to favour the idea 

of skipping the most important scenes in the novel, using ellipses and then using internal 

analepses in order to let the reader know what happened. As discussed in the Introduction of 

this thesis, the internal analepses are the flashbacks that are happening within the 

chronological timeline, which means that they happened after the story began. These internal 
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analepses are often vague, however, and we do not always get to know the full story of what 

actually happened, and we do not get to experience the episodes with the characters as they 

happen. Steinbeck did this to a certain degree in Of Mice and Men as well, when Lennie 

accidentally killed the puppy, but that cannot really be considered the most important scene in 

the novel. If he had done the same thing when Lennie killed Curley’s wife, then that would be 

more similar to what he is doing in East of Eden. One could therefore argue that he is 

experimenting with this in his early writing. The most extreme, or serious, example of this 

skipping of scenes technique would have to be when Cal takes Aron to see Cathy, but we do 

not know what happened at the meeting, except that it went wrong, and Aron joins the army 

the same night. It would have been quite interesting to see how the meeting went, due to the 

fact that the latter part of the novel seems to be building up to it, but Steinbeck rather chose to 

let the reader imagine and interpret the scene to his own satisfaction.  

Another serious example is when Adam is told that Aron died in war, and he suffers 

quite a serious stroke, one that turns out to be fatal. These scenes are indeed very important, 

and some of them even life altering, as in the latter example, but Steinbeck uses this technique 

in order to keep his readers on their toes, and never really letting them know the entire story 

of what happened. When something is told in retrospect, it is never completely the same as 

when it actually takes place. Things are omitted, and you usually do not get the full story, but 

rather the shorter version of it, and you do not get to experience the thought process of the 

characters as the episode happens, but afterwards, when they have had time to cool down and 

reflect upon the recent events. Another reasoning for him using this technique is that the 

narrator might be uncomfortable writing such important and personal scenes, because he does 

seem to be deliberately avoiding some of them. Is this because he wants the reader to interpret 

and imagine the events themselves, or is it perhaps because he is experimenting with this 

technique, and by not showing the actual scenes he is building suspense for the readers as 

well as trying to raise a reaction from them? Because there is no doubt about what happens; 

we are told what scene is being skipped, although not everything that happens in the scenes. It 

is a fascinating technique, and something that is not common in literature, especially not in 

scenes as important as these ones, but it does work, and it is one of the reasons why Steinbeck 

is genius in what he is doing, and he is very calculated as well as sophisticated in doing so. He 

is in complete control of the novel and how it is unfolding, a theme that keeps coming up, not 

just in this novel, but in all three represented in this thesis. 

 As with the analepses, the prolepses are rather difficult to determine as well, especially 

considering all the ellipses that are spread throughout the novel. The ellipses are not always 
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easy to point out, because it is sometimes difficult to determine whether the episode is in the 

future, or if the plot has suddenly jumped a couple of years ahead. These ellipses go under the 

category of duration, which was one of Genette’s three main focuses with narrative time, and 

Rimmo-Kenan defines the usage of ellipses as, “The maximum speed is ellipsis (omission), 

where zero textual space corresponds to some story duration.” (Rimmon-Kenan 53) The other 

speeds that both Rimmon-Kenan and Genette are considering are stretch, summary, pause, 

and scene. But the most common of these would arguably be summary and ellipses, especially 

in the case of this novel. The ellipses are therefore an acceleration of the timeline, where 

certain parts are omitted in order to move the story along, and it is often used together with 

internal analepses. This is quite evident in the novel, with the skipping of scenes, where we 

are told later through conversation what actually happened during the missing hours caused 

by the ellipses.  

When it comes to the prolepses, or the flashforwards in the story, there are a couple of 

clear examples of these in East of Eden, and the one with the longest reach and duration 

would be when Olive, the narrator’s mother, is flying in the airplane. The prolepsis lasts for 

four pages, and it seemed to have been quite a grand event, even though it is not really of 

importance to the story as a whole, and nothing to do with the Trasks. It is rather used to pay 

tribute to his mother, and to honour her, seeing that, as he wrote, “I realize now that the 

several hundred people who had gathered simply came to see the airplane, but at that time we 

thought they were there to do my mother honor.” (Steinbeck 155) Considering that the people 

showing up were there only to see the airplane, this might be a way for Steinbeck to give his 

mother the honour they believed she got that day, by immortalizing the episode in a novel. 

Even though it is years ahead of when the chronological story is at the time, it is not 

completely clear exactly when it is, just that it takes place in war time. This further proves the 

point that the novel is indeed semi-autobiographical, because the scene does not have much to 

do with the actual plot of the novel. 

 The setting of the novel also differs quite a lot from both The Great Gatsby and Of 

Mice and Men, due to the fact that it is the only novel set in an earlier time. The two previous 

novels are both set in the time that the authors wrote them, or just a few years prior to that, 

while East of Eden takes places approximately from 1862 to 1918. It is also the only one 

where the story’s discourse-time and plot-time are as diverse and reaches far back. The 

duration of the story, the story-time that is, is almost 60 years long, and it is therefore easy to 

establish that the discourse time, the time it takes the reader to actually read the novel, does 

not match at all with the story-time. That is the case of all of the novels though, of most 
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novels in fact, but this is a much more extreme case. Even though the novel is much longer 

than the other two, it does not coincide with the story-time at all. The setting of the novel is 

very similar, however, to his other novels, Of Mice and Men included. As David Wyatt says, 

“Like so many of Steinbeck’s books, this one begins with both a calendar and a map. It 

orients us in time and space, tries to make the world a home. (…) East of Eden offers its 

landscape as a ‘beckoning’ lap.” (Wyatt 25) We are invited in, and it does really seem like 

Steinbeck is trying to make us feel as familiar with the landscape as if we knew it ourselves 

by heart. As well as this, he also used nature to tell both time and describe humanity. He 

writes, for instance in the beginning of the novel, that,  

(…) the Gabilan Mountains to the east of the valley were light gay mountains full of 

sun and loveliness and a kind of invitation, (…) They were beckoning mountains with 

a brown grass love. The Santa Lucias stood up against the sky to the west and kept the 

valley from the open sea, and they were dark and brooding – unfriendly and 

dangerous. I always found in myself a dread of west and a love of east. (Steinbeck 7)  

By doing this, he introduces what the novel will essentially be all about – good and evil, and 

that we are surrounded by it. It is also quite reminiscent of how the characters felt in The 

Great Gatsby, but not really what the characters in East of Eden believe, apart from the 

narrator himself. 

If we then look at Seymour Chatman’s different literary NOWs, it is not easy to 

determine how many East of Eden includes. As seen in the Introduction of the thesis, if we 

know who the narrator is and if it is written there is automatically at least two different 

NOWs, but we do not know exactly when the narrator is writing from, and the second NOW 

is therefore undetermined, and very vague. When it comes to the other NOWs, the ones 

experienced by the characters themselves, it gets even more complicated. It is not always easy 

to dictate exactly when something is happening, and in which order they are happening. 

However, we can distinguish at least four different NOWs – the actual chronological story, 

when the narrator is telling the story, when Cathy was growing up, and when Samuel lived in 

Ireland. The problem with these four are the fact that we only know the actual time of that of 

the chronological storyline. We do not know when the narrator is writing from, we do not 

know when Cathy was born, and we do not know exactly when Samuel left Ireland, or in fact 

when he grew up.  

 The next technique I would like to include in this section of this chapter is about 

nostalgia. As we have seen in the two previous chapters as well as in the Introduction, 

nostalgia is not necessarily a narrative term and technique, but it does include some aspects of 
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it. There are a lot of examples of nostalgia found throughout the novel, which is quite 

reasonable, considering the fact that it focalizes an entire life, where one is almost bound to 

think about the past and the memories that follow. The most clear example of nostalgia is in 

the first part, when Charles is left alone after Adam goes to war and his father goes to 

Washington DC. All by himself, Charles starts to romanticize the time him and Adam had 

spent together as children, looking back at it as the happiest time of his life. Adam, on the 

other hand, dreads going back to the farm, and can only recall bad memories of his brother, 

especially the incident when Charles was going to kill him. He therefore postpones his return 

to the farm, and even enlists himself once again to the army, the place he hates as much as his 

family home. It is quite cleverly done, because it shows two different perceptions of the same 

childhood, of the same episodes in that childhood, but with two very different outcomes. This 

is something that happens in real life all the time, and Steinbeck managed quite 

sophisticatedly to write about it in this novel. The nostalgia is also evident in the fact that 

Charles refuses to leave the farm, which is not a very good piece of land, especially when 

they have the means to move to a more fruitful country, for instance California. Charles 

simply does not want to leave his home. Whenever Adam tries to bring the subject of moving 

there up, Charles finds a reason as to why it would not be as great, and then they would be 

stuck in a loop. Steinbeck writes that,  

For a while they reviewed old times, for a while they recounted the times when they 

were apart, and finally they relapsed into the long ugly silences, the hours of 

speechless work, the guarded courtesy, the flashes of anger. There were no boundaries 

to time so that it seemed endless passing. (Steinbeck 108-9) 

Neither of them were happy, and they both realized that they were stuck in this cycle, where 

they were waiting for the fighting to begin. Considering this, the days would drag on, and 

time would seem endless.  

Davis Wyatt argues in the Introduction of the novel that it can be considered 

Steinbeck’s “(…) most nostalgic novel, (…)” (Wyatt 12) And the fascinating thing about the 

nostalgic technique that Steinbeck used here, is that it includes both nostalgia for fictional 

characters, but also for real people, in particular himself. He is looking back at his family 

history, as well as his own childhood growing up in the Salinas Valley, where he includes 

both the good times, but also the bad times. For instance the happiness when Tom or Samuel 

came to visit them, or the regret he feels over how he and his sister treated their German 

neighbour. By doing this, he shows that nostalgia is something everyone is bound to 

experience at one time or another, and that one can have different perceptions of what 
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happened, even if they experienced the same thing. Steinbeck even comments on the idea of 

nostalgia in this novel, through Samuel. He wrote that, “Samuel never went back to Ireland 

and gradually he forgot it entirely. He was a busy man. He had no time for nostalgia.” 

(Steinbeck 45) This further proves the speculation that there was something that happened 

there that drove him away. By going back, he would have to face those memories, but by 

staying in Salinas, he could easier try to forget about it all. Ihab H. Hassan writes about 

nostalgia in 20th Century American literature in her essay “The Idea of Adolescence in 

American Fiction,” from 1958, and she includes some points that can be considered quite 

relevant to this novel. She writes for instance that adolescence is not just a mirror of the past, 

but also a present and future interest. The young adults that are depicted in the novels are in a 

transitional phase, away from a carefree childhood and faced with new responsibilities, where 

you are shaped into the person you are becoming. They want freedom, but need authority as 

well. This latter one is especially evident in East of Eden, with Cal, who wants to grow up fast 

and make the right choices for his future, but he is also very wary of his father’s opinion, and 

his love. During his childhood, his father was rather absent, considering the fact that he was 

mourning Cathy, and they therefore do not have the memories and family love they should 

have had, which Cal is realizing in the novel. 

 The final function, or narrative technique, that will be included in this chapter, is the 

function of disillusions. As with the two previous novels, East of Eden is no exception when it 

comes to illusions, which more often than not turned into disillusions. Perhaps the most 

obvious example is the one already mentioned in the character analyses – that of Adam’s 

vision of Cathy, and then later Aron’s vision of Abra. As well as this, one can also include 

Adam’s vision of Aron. Steinbeck himself actually commented on the idea of disillusion in 

his journal, where he had obviously himself been a victim to the wrath of disillusion by a 

woman. It is found in Davis Wyatt’s Introduction, and it states that, “Women provoke 

disillusion. ‘Disillusion is that emotion we feel when any of our safe patterns are disturbed. It 

is actually a kind of anger that we have been wrong.’” (Wyatt 11) It is therefore obvious that 

it is a theme he is quite fond of, because almost everyone will experience it at one point, and 

the fascinating thing about it is that it is easier to be mad at and resentful towards the person 

than actually having to admit having been wrong about it, or about that person. We are 

therefore madder at ourselves, but we project it unto them. This is perhaps why the novel 

includes so many examples of this, because it can be shown in different cases, as is the case 

with nostalgia as well, and we are not always in control of our thought patterns and our 

behaviour in that regard. And there are even more examples of these disillusions. When Adam 
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is thinking about Cathy, he is not thinking about the real Cathy, but his Cathy. Steinbeck 

writes that,  

Whatever Cathy may have been, she set off the glory in Adam. His spirit rose flying 

and released him from fear and bitterness and rancid memories. (…) and nothing 

Cathy did or said could warp Adam’s Cathy. She said she did not want to go to 

California and he did not listen, because his Cathy took his arm and started first.” 

(Steinbeck 135)  

She became a sort of saviour to him, or guardian angel, and that angel would surely never 

leave him, and would always do what he believed was best for them. Or, perhaps more 

accurately, what is best for Adam. As mentioned, Aron dies shortly after finding out about his 

mother, which is simply too much to bear for him. He did not just lose the picture he had of 

her, but also the one he had about his father who lied to him about her, as well as the illusion 

of the would he lived in, of the world that he himself had created.  

The final example I will include here with regards to disillusions is that the men in the 

novel seem to have some sort of illusion as to how women should be and how they should not 

be, which ultimately makes them become disillusioned about this notion. They create a 

picture of these women and put them where they think and where they want them to be, 

without actually knowing what they might like themselves. This is one of the reasons that 

there are three brothels in the small town of Salinas, and why so many of these women feel 

the need to begin with prostitution – to be able to be in control of their lives. It is also a reason 

why Cathy revolts and does whatever she herself wants to do, even just after having given 

birth; she does not stay long even though Adam clearly loved her. But he did not see her, and 

that was not the life she wanted, and her decision to leave is an act of taking back the control 

of the life that she had lost. Marijane Osborn also comments on this in her essay 

“Participatory Parables: Cinema, Social Action, and Steinbeck’s Mexican Dilemma,” found in 

A Political Companion to John Steinbeck. She states that, 

In the summer of 1949 Steinbeck wrote that ‘man is born with a built in mechanism of 

illusion, closely tied to his glands and his cortex’ and that his ‘preoccupation with 

illusion can be ‘trapped, isolated, measured and forecast.’ (…) Steinbeck is suggesting 

that illusory techniques (…) may be used to lure us into his texts, to cause us as 

engaged readers to ‘participate’ in his stories, that is, to accept and endorse their theses 

as we occupy the world he creates. (Osborn 241) 

This statement is quite suitable for this section of the thesis, and Osborn helps prove the point 

I was trying to make with it, and I therefore agree with what she is stating. She argues that 
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Steinbeck’s use of all the illusions is a technique to make us participants in the world he has 

created, where we are dragged into and become a part of all these illusions and all these lives. 

In a sense, it has a hypnotic way of doing so, which fits quite well with the novel at hand. 

4.3 Evolution as an author since Of Mice and Men 
Of Mice and Men was written in 1937, while East of Eden in 1952 – that would mean there 

are fifteen years between the two novels, and it also means that John Steinbeck was 35 years 

old with the former and 50 years old while writing the latter. In other words, it would mean 

that a lot happened during those years, and as well as the natural maturity of a man, it was a 

very turbulent time, as mentioned in the introductory part of this chapter. The Second World 

War took place, and Steinbeck, having been too young to participate in the First World War, 

wanted to be useful in this one. Or so it was according to Mimi R. Gladstein and James H. 

Meredith in their essay “Patriotic Ironies.” They wrote that, “Steinbeck developed a more 

individualistic view after the war in such works as East of Eden.” (Gladstein and Meredith 

300) By individualistic view, they argue and I agree that he was more focused and concerned 

about the inner battle of a human being, and that there is no such thing as good or bad people. 

We all fight an inner battle, and in the case of the war, it was easy to believe you fought for 

what was right, which might turn out not to be so in the end. Furthermore, so many young 

men and women had to do things they did not want to in the war, for instance taking the life 

of another human being. Simon Stow stated that Steinbeck’s sister reported that, “(…) ‘John 

wasn’t himself when he got home. The humor was gone, the play knocked right out of him. 

The war changed him.’” (Stow 335) It is quite natural that something like that would change a 

man, especially seeing people dying around you all the time – it changes your perspective of 

life, and it did so for Steinbeck as well. East of Eden includes all these reflections of time, 

something he did not really include in his earlier works, at least not to the same degree. It 

could arguably be said that he used these reflections and put them in the novel with the 

purpose of showing what he had learned during the war, during his entire life. As well as this, 

it might have made him bolder, in the sense of experimentations and using different 

techniques in his novels, especially in this one. If we look at the two different novels, Of Mice 

and Men and East of Eden, there is clearly a growth both as a writer and as a human being, 

and he appears to be much more sophisticated as well as manipulative in his narrative 

techniques. There is in fact little sophistication found at all in Of Mice and Men, which can be 

explained due to the fact that Steinbeck wanted to create a story that could work as both a 

novel and a play, and that leaves much less room to play with such things as narrative 
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techniques. While in East of Eden, there are small things here and there, as well as the big 

picture, which can be considered very sophisticated, if not just genius. 

 Even though much has changed, and Steinbeck definitely did evolve as a writer, 

something Fitzgerald never really did after The Great Gatsby. And Steinbeck still kept some 

of his original ideas close at heart, especially the idea of friendship. He considered it to be the 

most important relationship in a human being’s life, or so argues Susan Shillinglaw in the 

Introduction to Of Mice and Men, where she adds that,  

(…) the feelings evoked in Steinbeck’s best fiction are controlled by a tight, objective 

style, and they are sustained by the author’s awareness of the genuine loneliness and 

tragedy of dispossessed Americans. (…) It is a parable about commitment, loneliness, 

hope and loss, drawing its power from the fact that these universal truths are grounded 

in the realistic context of friendship and a shared dream. (Shillinglaw 8-9) 

Almost all of his novels include this – both the dispossessed Americans and friendship, but 

especially the latter. It is especially in the two novels represented in this thesis by Steinbeck 

where he really shows the value, the depth, and the gratitude of friendship. We saw it with 

George and Lennie, and it is clear in the relationship between Adam and Lee, as well as 

Samuel. Samuel is the one who literally has to knock Adam out of his long slumber, and 

make him realize that he is missing out on not only his life, but his sons’ as well.  

 And finally, when it comes to Steinbeck’s evolution as a writer, it is important to 

mention his character developments. As seen in chapter 2, he was often criticized for not 

creating realistic characters, and a lot of critics felt that they were underdeveloped. In this 

novel, he has chosen to include much more characters, different characters, with much more 

personalities, and he writes about two different families. The families in the novel can both be 

considered dysfunctional, at least to a certain degree, and this is another theme that Steinbeck 

was quite fond of, especially the cases where one individual is the cause of much of the pain. 

This can be seen in The Grapes of Wrath as well, with the Joads, and especially Tom Joad, 

but also in East of Eden, which Michael T. Gibbons argues, and he says that,  

The theme of dysfunctional families continues in Steinbeck’s later work. In East of 

Eden both the Trask and the Ames households offer a violent, stark picture of family 

life. (…) Cyrus orders Adam into the army, and though Adam protests, he complies as 

though he had no option. His one act of defiance comes when he reenlists, spiting his 

father, who expected him to run the family farm. (Gibbons 156) 

Gibbons further argues that this goes against tradition of the typical families of that time, and 

that, “Steinbeck’s families produce individuals who are remote, indifferent, narcissistic, or 
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openly dangerous to those with whom they live.” (Gibbons 156) Steinbeck’s evolution as a 

writer in this regard is therefore quite big, but whether or not it is for the better or the worse, 

is still a topic that is being discussed. 

4.4 East of Eden and The Great Gatsby 
In The Great Gatsby, Nick and all the other characters go to the East, to New York, in order 

to find happiness and a new life, and they want to leave the West behind them. While Adam, 

in East of Eden, dreamt about going to the West and to California for years before he finally 

found the courage to actually do it, in order to secure his future happiness. He was miserable 

back at the farm in Connecticut, which, ironically, is quite close to New York. The characters’ 

dreams and hopes for the future seem to be dependent on the place they live in, or at least, 

they believe that a change of scenery can make their dreams come true. Roxanne Harde 

explores this idea about the quest for the perfect place in her essay “’The Technique of 

Building Worlds’: Exodian Nation Formation in John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath.” She 

states that, “In (…) East of Eden Steinbeck articulates the quest with overwhelming westward 

motion, the beginnings where home is not a place but an idea, where humans are positioned 

east of Eden, and where ‘westering’ is as present as it is in Exodus.” (Harde 175) Adam is 

convinced that everything will turn out perfectly once he reaches California, as is Nick when 

he is moving to New York. However, in the case of both the characters in East of Eden and 

The Great Gatsby, it is proven that you cannot run away from problems, and that a change in 

scenery and setting is not always proven to be the right choice. Cathy did not want to leave 

Connecticut, possibly because she was falling in love with Adam’s brother. And even though 

Adam escaped the misery of his childhood and the restlessness he felt while living with 

Charles, the move to California proved devastating to him. At least in the beginning, where he 

spent about a decade moping over Cathy’s abandonment, not really seeing what he had when 

it came to both friends and family. And Nick, as well as all the other characters in Gatsby, did 

not stay in New York for very long, and they all returned West, because they found out what a 

toxic and corrupted thing the East was, or so they believed. In reality, it was the people that 

were toxic and corrupted, not the setting at all, but again, they felt that the change of setting 

and scenery would be the solution to all their problems. Adam does not leave California, on 

the contrary, he spends the rest of his life there, and he manages to get over his problems and 

actually become a content human being. That is a massive difference in the two novels – 

Fitzgerald seems to favour the idea that his characters are weak in the sense that they cannot 

really see themselves and what they are doing, and they can therefore not get through their 
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problems. Rather, they manage to bring their problems around wherever they go. Tom cannot 

stop cheating on Daisy, not even after the scandal that followed them in Chicago, which 

might have been a warning sign that he should stop. But shortly after arriving in New York, 

he initiates a relationship with Myrtle.  

 An important thing in relation to the comparison between these two novels, especially 

with time and space in the back of our minds, is the fact that the characters in the different 

novels are looking for different thing. Nick wants a different and a new place to go to, far 

away from his family and the family business that he ultimately knows he is going to take 

over, but while he is still young, he wants to experience things. One could on that account 

argue that he was looking to find some other meaning in life, something he was not quite sure 

what was himself. New York in the 1920s meant experience and parties and really living the 

life, and that is what he is seeking at that time of his life. He apparently has a girl waiting for 

him back home, one he will likely marry, but he is still dating Jordan and going to Gatsby’s 

parties – it could almost seem like he is trying to live properly and have as much fun as he can 

before he has to face reality again and go back home, where his future awaits him. His father 

is aware that this is something Nick needs, and he therefore agrees to financially support him 

for one year – a year Nick does not even finish before returning home. While in the case of 

Adam, he is completely ready to settle down, and his purpose of moving to California is for 

that exact reason. When he meets Cathy, it seems he falls in love with the idea of a woman, 

one who could mother his children, and not the actual person that Cathy is, which is one 

reason she starts resenting him. This is quite fascinating, considering that Nick and Adam are 

about the same age when they decide to move, and they have the same military background, 

except that Nick is a couple of years after Adam. It is also interesting to look at the 

Buchanans’ with regard to this – they do have a daughter, but they are not really parenting 

her. They drink and they party as well, and they do not seem to care very much for their little 

one. It seems like they are not ready to become parents yet, even though they already have a 

four-year-old daughter. One could therefore argue that the East perhaps represents somewhere 

to be when you are young, but not when you actually want to start a family and settle down 

properly. 

 While Of Mice and Men and The Great Gatsby are quite different and do not really 

share much similarities, the latter and East of Eden share quite a few. Among them are the 

themes of obsession and control, or rather, the loss of control. In other words, when it comes 

to the romantic part of the novels, they seem quite similar. Both Adam and Gatsby fall in love 

with an image, rather than an actual person. Adam does not really see Cathy for what she is, 
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which Lee and Samuel clearly does from the first moment, and he dismisses her when she 

clearly tells him she is leaving, as soon as she can. But I will argue that Gatsby is actually 

more similar to Adam’s son, Aron. They both admit to trying to find and retrieve a part of 

themselves that is lost, and they both believe that part has to be a woman, namely Daisy and 

Abra. It is for instance written about Aron that, “First he let Abra in and went over her dress, 

her face, the feel of her hand on his check, the odor that came from her, like milk a little and 

like cut grass a little. (…) he thought of her holding his head and his baby crying, crying with 

longing, wanting something and in a way feeling that he was getting it. Perhaps the getting it 

was what had made him cry.” (Steinbeck 428) He is not sure what it is, but that there is 

something lost in him, some part of him that is never really fulfilled, and he puts Abra in the 

position of having to fill that hole. As well as this, they let that obsession blossom and grow, 

mostly due to the fact that they are not around these women for a great length of time, 

especially in the case of Gatsby, who has not seen her in five years. Because of that, they 

allow the obsession to take control over their lives and their futures, letting it dictate their 

actions. In the case of Gatsby, he becomes a bootlegger in order to become rich so that he can 

finally be worthy of Daisy. And in the case of Aron, he wants to drop out of college and 

throws all his future plans away so that he can take over the family farm. But both women 

feel like they cannot live up to the expectations that they have about them. Abra even goes as 

far as saying that she feels even more bad because of all the things Aron tells her in his letters, 

and she questions his motives. She says that, “(…) He doesn’t think about me. He’s made 

someone up, and it’s like he put my skin on her. I’m not like that – not like the made-up 

one.’” (Steinbeck 494) It takes a while for Daisy to realize this, but that might be because, as 

discussed in Chapter 1 of this thesis, that she is using him for the purpose of making Tom 

jealous, and she therefore does not really care about his actual feelings for her. They are 

simply using each other in order to get what they want.  

 Both Fitzgerald and Steinbeck also seem to favour the idea of withholding information 

to the readers, and then giving it to them slowly, in pieces, in order to make the reader a 

participant of the story along with the narrator. Steinbeck does this a little differently than 

Fitzgerald, due to the fact that there are some things we are never told properly about, for 

instance Samuel’s first love and the reason he left Ireland in the first place. By doing this, 

which he does quite often, he keeps the reader on edge, and perhaps a little frustrated at times, 

because we are not told the entire story. Another example of this in the novel is what is really 

the matter with Dessie, who clearly has an illness she does not want anyone to find out about, 

but due to this she makes Tom feel guilty and he even believed that he killed her. Fitzgerald 
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lets us know everything about the story, except what happened in the missing hours of the 

night he met Mr McKee. This is a manipulative trick from both of the authors, and there are 

more of these manipulations found in the two novels. For instance, they both clearly 

manipulate the chronological order of the story, Nick more so than John, and they use them as 

breaks in the story or introductory sequences. An example of the latter is the introduction of 

Cathy’s life and how she came to be in the state she was in when Adam found her. John also 

manipulates the timeline in the same way that Nick does, by commenting from the future. He 

is not as open about it as Nick is, and it is not as easy to distinguish exactly where he is doing 

this, but there are some examples. The clearest example of this is the first chapter about 

Cathy, as already mentioned, where he claims that some people are born evil, or as monsters, 

and that nothing can be done about it. This functions as a prolepsis, because due to comments 

like this, we expect her to do horrible things, which she definitely does, and we do not believe 

that she will change either, which she does not. 

 Another central point that I would like to add in this comparison is the idea of 

disillusion and illusion, which has been discussed at length in both the chapter about The 

Great Gatsby and here. And this is especially the case with Aron and Gatsby, but they do 

have another thing in common – their deaths. Both of them die shortly after their disillusion 

of the world, especially the one concerning a girl, is broken, and it happens when they have 

finally realized the truth and are figuring out how to handle the disruption of the world they 

had both created for years. This is perhaps more relevant in the case of Aron, whose whole 

life has been a lie, and he simply cannot handle it. While in the case of Gatsby, he creates his 

own lie and goes down with it. It can also be argued that this is a technique used by both 

authors to simply get rid of the protagonists in an almost sophisticated manner, even though 

both deaths can be considered as rather unnecessary. Tom and Daisy had already moved 

before Gatsby died and he had finally realized that Daisy and the illusion do not coincide. In 

Aron’s case, Abra had already decided to break up with him, but he does not let her, due to 

the fact that he joins the army without telling her. But by doing so, he broke it off as well, and 

perhaps realized that it was his feelings for his mother he was projecting toward her, and 

when he found out the truth about Cathy, he simply did not want to be around and be 

reminded of the lies he has been told all his life.  

Lastly, I believe it is important to include a technique that both authors favoured – the 

technique of including unnecessary deaths. The most obvious example in East of Eden would 

have to be Faye, the woman running the brothel and the one who takes Cathy in after she has 

left Adam. Faye was not young and she was not healthy, and the possibility of her dying quite 
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soon was therefore rather high, and Faye had already made her will so that Cathy would get 

everything when she eventually died. So the question is why was Cathy in such a hurry to be 

rid of her? She did not even have to work as a prostitute anymore, because Faye did not want 

her to, and she had practically taken over the managing of the brothel. Her death therefore 

seems a bit unnecessary, because it would have happened anyway, and Faye was also always 

good to Cathy.  

East of Eden also includes a lot of immortal themes, which are very similar to the ones 

Fitzgerald was fond of, for instance rejection and death. This is shown especially when Aron 

joins the army, and David Wyatt argues that, “When its war comes, it comes merely as a 

backdrop, a place for one inconvenient hero to die offstage while another stays at home and 

completes his fable of identity.” (Wyatt 18) In other words, Steinbeck used the war as a 

convenience, somewhere to get rid of one of the broken characters, in order to make the other 

broken character find himself. It would therefore seem that with the two of them still alive, 

Cal might never have been able to truly figure out who he is, because he has always been in 

the shadow of Aron. Everyone, except Will Hamilton, prefers Aron, and Cal has therefore 

never been able to shine properly. This is another point where Steinbeck genuinely shows 

sophistication and something rather different, as well as human growth and understanding, 

owing to the fact that he is using the twins as something more, something that cannot exist 

with the other one still alive. 

4.5 Conclusion 
There is no doubt that John Steinbeck grew and evolved as a writer during the fifteen years 

between Of Mice and Men and East of Eden, not just with the narrative and literary 

techniques, but also when it comes to life experience and perceptions. Working as a war 

correspondent during World War 2, as well as two divorces and having two children, taught 

him a lot, which then would make the reflections of time found in the novel quite reasonable 

and also fascinating. He has seen death up close, and found his heart broken, and he has also 

experienced the evil of mankind – all of these important themes for the novel. And the 

ultimate question he raises with the novel is whether or not we are born good or evil, or if 

there is a choice that we can make along the way. To make this clear, he uses Cal and Lee as 

opposites, where Cal believes that he is tainted and bad to the core because of his mother, 

while Lee believes that there is definitely a choice, and that he is not like her at all. Steinbeck 

introduces a lot of characters in the novel, and we cannot fully understand all of them, 

because Steinbeck himself did not. His motive was to show how people can be good and bad, 
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as well as both bad and good. In other words, there is not either or, there is always something 

you cannot fully understand in other people, or even yourself, even if you think you do. 

 Of Mice and Men can easily be considered a Social Realist work, but it is not as simple 

to put East of Eden in the same category. They are two very different novels, both when it 

comes to themes, but especially with narrations and narrative theory in general. Steinbeck 

definitely did grow as a writer, and during these fifteen years the world changed as well, both 

when it comes to society, but also art and literature. Steinbeck seemed very fond of the idea of 

focusing on real events and real people, while Fitzgerald tended to let his imagination run 

wilder, and that is perhaps why The Great Gatsby is as great as it is. This is clearly seen in 

both of Steinbeck’s novels here, where the characters are more firmly grounded, while Gatsby 

is floating in the air, so to speak, before falling down and drowning in his own greatness. As 

well as this, Fitzgerald never managed to copy his success, while Steinbeck grew and his 

techniques and tricks in East of Eden can arguably be considered better than the ones 

Fitzgerald used. Especially when it comes to the techniques regarding literary time, as well as 

narrative time. They are indeed much more complicated and complex, as has been shown in 

this chapter. 
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CONCLUSION 
This thesis set out to explore the relationship between sophistication and literary time, by 

using three novels by two of the most distinctive writers in 20th century American literature. 

This has been done by comparing and contrasting The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald 

with both Of Mice and Men and East of Eden by John Steinbeck. By including two novels of 

Steinbeck, I have attempted to prove how he evolved as a writer during the fifteen years 

between the novels, as well as trying to put him up next to Fitzgerald with the aim to prove 

that Steinbeck can be considered just as sophisticated as Fitzgerald, if not more, especially 

when it comes to literary time, even though critics have argued otherwise. During these three 

chapters, there are clearly some similarities between the two authors and their styles, but even 

more differences. The most profound one would have to be that Steinbeck preferred the 

simplicity of life and writing, while Fitzgerald loved the complex and the intricate. This is the 

case with the whole of the novels, but perhaps with special emphasis on the literary and the 

narrative time. Fitzgerald was perhaps more interested in the narratological aspects of time, 

while Steinbeck, at least in his early years, was not as engrossed with it, but rather more 

fascinated with the characters’ own perception of time. Even though we have seen that the 

two authors do share a lot in common, critics have been quite firm in their belief that 

Fitzgerald is indeed the preferred writer of the two. He is almost looked upon like a genius, 

especially in the case of The Great Gatsby, while Steinbeck has been criticized for many a 

thing, for instance for trying too hard to achieve something he could not and his failure of 

characterization. This thesis has therefore set out to prove that Steinbeck should have received 

more attention and more praise when it comes to the sophistication of his writing, and it is 

shown through his use of literary time. 

 However, it is quite fair to point out that Steinbeck received a lot of unnecessary 

reviews and negative feedback. Those are mostly from critics, and not from his actual 

audience, and Steinbeck himself pointed out that he did not care what critics thought of him, 

as long as he could please his audience. And they were and they still are, to this day, over half 

a century after he died. As well as this, it is important to point out that Of Mice and Men is 

taught all over the world in high schools, and can be considered a real American classic. The 

same can be said of The Great Gatsby, but if we consider which one of the authors have stood 

the test of time the best, it becomes quite difficult to decide. In fact, Steinbeck has more 

novels that can be considered American classics, but the greatness that The Great Gatsby 

received and still has surpasses every one of Steinbeck’s. But it is Fitzgerald’s only novel that 
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has reached immortal status, while Steinbeck has at least three – namely Of Mice and Men, 

East of Eden and The Grapes of Wrath. 

 The two authors can be considered as sort of contemporaries, at least when it comes to 

the early writing of Steinbeck. And they were both fond of the same techniques, especially 

when it comes to the ones regarding disillusions and the finality of death. In the novels 

represented in this thesis, we can see that both of them used death to get rid of some of the 

characters, or used it in order to provoke the inner feelings of certain characters, for instance 

Nick, but also George, Candy and Adam. This is a very Modernist method, a movement 

Fitzgerald was rooted in, while Steinbeck preferred to do what he wanted to do, and not have 

set rules to it. He used different traits from different movements, especially Naturalism and 

Realism, and it would be most fair to argue that he was a Social Realist, due to the political 

comments he included in his novels. And is that not a sign of a great writer that shows much 

sophistication? He chose to take what was great in each movement and conjured it up into a 

whole. Something that must have worked, because he is still being read and still being 

discussed to this day, albeit perhaps not to the degree that other writers like Fitzgerald, 

Hemingway and Faulkner are. The most obvious defence of Steinbeck being the greater writer 

of the two is the fact that he won the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1962, while Fitzgerald was 

never honoured with that. But due to the fact that Steinbeck received it when he was over 60 

years old and Fitzgerald died at the age of 44, it is not really a valid point to use because we 

cannot know if Fitzgerald would have won it at a later age had he still been alive.  

 In the first chapter of this thesis, I attempted to show how F. Scott Fitzgerald used 

literary time both in the sense of narrative theory but also through character perceptions, in 

order to show exactly what it is critics are praising him for. By doing this, I also laid a 

foundation for the two succeeding chapters and used The Great Gatsby as the pillar stone that 

the two other novels represented in this thesis would have to be tested against. Fitzgerald used 

most of Gerard Genette’s theories about narrative time, and he also used different forms of 

these theories, for instance he included external, internal and mixed analepses as well as 

internal and external prolepses. I therefore argue that the novel is not only a perfect novel for 

the 1920s, but also the perfect novel when it comes to narrative time, due to the fact that it is 

quite clear in its points, and it is easy to distinguish the different narrative techniques. The 

different anachronies are also intricately worked, where the reader are left in the dark for 

some time, before discovering, alongside the narrator, what really happened and solve the 

mystery of how James Gatz became the Great Gatsby. The same cannot really be said of 

either of Steinbeck’s novels mostly because they are more ambiguous and more difficult to 
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point out. In the case of the second chapter, regarding Of Mice and Men, the analepses are 

always found in conversations, and they are always short. The prolepses are also always 

found in conversations, and it is not always easy to determine what exactly are the prolepses 

and what are just hints. As well as this, some of the anachronies are not even essential to the 

story and can be deemed as rather unnecessary. This changed rather drastically in the final 

novel represented here, in East of Eden. It was written fifteen years after Of Mice and Men, 

and one can clearly see an evolution in Steinbeck as a writer. One can even argue that the 

novel is entirely analeptic, because of the narrator being set in a different time than the actual 

story is taking place, but for the sake of this thesis, I determine that it is a novel with a lot of 

analepses and ellipses. But it is also quite difficult to pinpoint the narrative techniques that are 

being used in this novel, due to the fact that there are so many jumps in time, and there is a lot 

of experimentation being done, something Steinbeck himself said he was going to do. As well 

as this, it is also a bit difficult to distinguish what are anachronies and what are durations, in 

the form of summaries and ellipses. The order and the duration of the narrative theory in this 

novel therefore get sort of blended, and it not always easy to determine what is in fact 

happening. 

 Furthermore, when it comes to the narrative theory of the three novels, the narrator 

plays a big role for all of the represented novels, but especially with The Great Gatsby and 

East of Eden. They are in fact a bit similar, considering the fact that they are both 

homodiegetic narrators, and they are used as observants rather than participants of the story. 

Nick is of course much more a participant and a confidante in the former novel, but they are 

both used with the intention to show the effect one character can have on other characters. As 

well as this, the past is a very important part for both of these novels, while in the case of Of 

Mice and Men, the future is much more in focus. It is, however, quite interesting to see how 

someone with a somewhat same background can turn out quite differently. This is represented 

with Adam and Charles Trask, who both grew up in the same house with the same father, but 

who turned out completely different. One could also argue that Adam and Gatsby had a 

similar background, what with being not well off when growing up and joining the army at a 

young age. The two of them are much more similar, and they both latch onto the one good 

thing they believe they can find – a girl. Both Adam and Gatsby believe that the key to their 

happiness and their destiny lies with these girls, but they both turned out to be horribly 

mistaken. 

 As mentioned in chapter 2 and discussed at greater length in chapter 3 of this thesis, 

Steinbeck had a clear evolution as a writer from the age of 35 to 50 years old. Unfortunately, 
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we cannot see the same evolution in Fitzgerald, who died at such an early age. But before his 

demise, it is quite clear that he could not copy the success he achieved with The Great 

Gatsby, and one can therefore argue that he was a one hit wonder. Steinbeck, on the other 

hand, experimented with his writing throughout his life, and he never stopped doing it. He 

wanted to be something different, not the everyday writer, but rather write important pieces 

that could help both people and contemporary society. The tragic part is that he has been 

considered a book club phenomenon, and not worthy of much academic value. Lauren Onkey 

observed, for instance, that, “Steinbeck’s reputation has suffered in academic literary studies 

in part because he was popular, bot in his lifetime and later on, among teenage readers. (…) 

Only 66 dissertations on his work has been written in the United Stats since 1954, as 

compared to 675 dissertations on his contemporary William Faulkner.” (Onkey 248) One can 

therefore argue that he reached out to the ones that wanted a change, and that is why he was 

so popular among the younger audience.  

 Some critics will always argue that Fitzgerald is the greater of them, but that is in fact 

rather impossible to conclude with. Everyone has different taste, and that is what makes 

literature so great – there is something for everyone there. Steinbeck did have the chance to 

grow as a writer, which he did, while Fitzgerald died too soon. Some even predicted that his 

last novel, the unfinished The Last Typhoon, was going to be his best novel since The Great 

Gatsby, but unfortunately, he never got to finish it. An interesting thing to consider is that 

East of Eden, Steinbeck’s arguably most complex work in general, but especially with literary 

time, was written when Steinbeck was not much older than Fitzgerald was when he died. One 

could therefore argue that Steinbeck grew and evolved as a writer, while Fitzgerald only 

really managed to write one exemplary novel that was extraordinary. Louis Owens even 

claimed that Fitzgerald would surpass all the other great writers of his time. Whether that will 

actually happen is still to be seen, but he has indeed some qualities that few could compete 

with. As well as this, I believe that this thesis has done a fair job in trying to show how 

Steinbeck did evolve, as well as point out exactly why he can be deemed as a sophisticated 

writer when it comes to literary time at least. The two authors are often compared to each 

other, but if everyone copied one author, or if everyone wrote about the same things, literature 

would cease to exist, and simply die out. It is the diversity and the variations of the different 

authors that make literature as great as it is. 
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