- - Characters and Avatars

Extract from The Great Gatsby by F. S. Fitzgerald, Chapter 2, 1925.

bout half way between West Egg and New York the motor road
Ahastily joins the railroad and runs beside it for a quarter of a mile,

so as to shrink away from a certain desolate area of land. This is a
valley of ashes — a fantastic farm where ashes grow like wheat into ridges
and hills and grotesque gardens; where ashes take the forms of houses and
chimneys and rising smoke and, finally, with a transcendent effort, of men
who move dimly and already crumbling through the powdery air.
Occasionally a line of gray cars crawls along an invisible track, gives out a
ghastly creak, and comes to rest, and immediately the ash-gray men
swarm up with leaden spades and stir up an impenetrable cloud, which
screens their obscure operations from your sight. But above the gray land
and the spasms of bleak dust which drift endlessly over it, you perceive,
after a moment, the eyes of Doctor T. J. Eckleburg. The eyes of Doctor T. J.
Eckleburg are blue and gigantic — their irises are one yard high. They look
out of no face, but, instead, from a pair of enormous yellow spectacles
which pass over a nonexistent nose. Evidently some wild wag of an oculist
set them there to fatten his practice in the borough of Queens, and then
sank down himself into eternal blindness, or forgot them and moved away.
But his eyes, dimmed a little by many paintless days, under sun and rain,
brood on over the solemn dumping ground.
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Extract from The Great Gatsby by F. S. Fitzgerald, Chapter 3, 1925.

here was music from my neighbor’s house through the summer

nights. In his blue gardens men and girls came and went like moths

among the whisperings and the champagne and the stars. At high
tide in the afternoon I watched his guests diving from the tower of his raft,
or taking the sun on the hot sand of his beach while his two motor-boats
slit the waters of the Sound, drawing aquaplanes over cataracts of foam.
On week-ends his Rolls-Royce became an omnibus, bearing parties to and
from the city between nine in the morning and long past midnight, while
his station wagon scampered like a brisk yellow bug to meet all trains. And
on Mondays eight servants, including an extra gardener, toiled all day with
mops and scrubbing-brushes and hammers and garden-shears, repairing
the ravages of the night before.

Every Friday five crates of oranges and lemons arrived from a
fruiterer in New York — every Monday these same oranges and lemons left
his back door in a pyramid of pulpless halves. There was a machine in the
kitchen which could extract the juice of two hundred oranges in half an
hour if a little button was pressed two hundred times by a butler’s thumb.

At least once a fortnight a corps of caterers came down with several
hundred feet of canvas and enough colored lights to make a Christmas tree
of Gatsby’s enormous garden. On buffet tables, garnished with glistening
hors-d’oeuvre, spiced baked hams crowded against salads of harlequin
designs and pastry pigs and turkeys bewitched to a dark gold. In the main
hall a bar with a real brass rail was set up, and stocked with gins and
liquors and with cordials so long forgotten that most of his female guests
were too young to know one from another.

By seven o’clock the orchestra has arrived, no thin five-piece affair,
but a whole pitful of oboes and trombones and saxophones and viols and
cornets and piccolos, and low and high drums. The last swimmers have
come in from the beach now and are dressing up-stairs; the cars from New
York are parked five deep in the drive, and already the halls and salons
and verandas are gaudy with primary colors, and hair shorn in strange
new ways, and shawls beyond the dreams of Castile. The bar is in full
swing, and floating rounds of cocktails permeate the garden outside, until
the air is alive with chatter and laughter, and casual innuendo and
introductions forgotten on the spot, and enthusiastic meetings between
women who never knew each other’s names.
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Extract from On The Road by Jack Kerouac, Chapter 9, 1957.

In no time at all we were back on the main highway and that night | saw the entire state
of Nebraska unroll before my eyes. A hundred and ten miles an hour straight through, an
arrow road, sleeping towns, no traffic, and the Union Pacific streamliner falling behind us
in the moonlight.

| wasn't frightened at all that night; it was perfectly legitimate to go 110 M.P.H. and talk
and have all the Nebraska towns — Ogalla, Gothenburg, Kearney, Grand Island, Columbus
— unreel with dreamlike rapidity as we roared ahead and talked. It was a magnificent car;
it could hold the road like a boat holds on water. Gradual curves were its singing ease.
“Ah, man, what a dreamboat,” sighed Dean. “Think if you and | had a car like this what
we could do. Do you know there’s a road that goes down to Mexico and all the way to
Panama? — and maybe all the way to the bottom of South America where the Indians are
seven feet tall and eat cocaine on the mountainside? Yes! You and |, Sal, we'd dig the
whole world with a car like this because, man, the road, must eventually lead to the
whole world. Aint nowhere else it can go - right? Oh, and are we going to cut around
old Chi with this thing! Think of it, Sal, I've never been to Chicago in all my life, never
stopped.”

“We'll come in there like gangsters in this Cadillac!”

“Yes! And girls! We can pick up girls, in fact, Sal, I've decided to make extra-special fast
time so we can have an entire evening to cut around in this thing. Now you just relax and
I'll ball the jack all the way.”

“Well, how fast are you going now?”

“A steady one-ten | figure — you wouldn’t notice it. We've still got lowa in the daytime
and then I'll make that old Illinois in nothing flat.” The boys fell asleep and we talked and
talked all night.

It was remarkable how Dean could go mad and then suddenly continue with his soul —
which | think is wrapped up in a fast car, a coast to reach, and a woman at the end of the
road — calmly and sanely as though nothing had happened. (...)
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Extract from Fahrenheit 451 by Ray Bradbury, 1953

It was a special pleasure to see things eaten, to see things blackened and changed. With
the brass nozzle in his fists, with this great python spitting its venomous kerosene upon
the world, the blood pounded in his head, and his hands were the hands of some
amazing conductor playing all the symphonies of blazing and burning to bring down the
tatters and charcoal ruins of history. With his symbolic helmet numbered 451 on his stolid
head, and his eyes all orange flame with the thought of what came next, he flicked the
igniter and the house jumped up in a gorging fire that burned the evening sky red and
yellow and black. He strolled in a swarm of fireflies. He wanted above all, like the old
joke, to shove a marshmallow on a stick in the furnace, while the flapping pigeon-winged
books died on the porch and lawn of the house. While the books went up in sparkling
whirls and blew away on a wind turned dark with burning.
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Extract from The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde,
chapter 1, by Robert Louis Stevenson, 1886.

‘Did you ever remark that door?' he asked; and when his companion had replied in the
affirmative, "It is connected in my mind,' added he, ‘with a very odd story.'

‘Indeed' said Mr Utterson, with a slight change of voice, "and what was that?’

“Well, it was' this way,' returned Mr Enfield: *| was coming home from some place at the end of
the world, about three o'clock of a black winter morning, and my way lay through a part of
town where there was literally nothing to be seen but lamps. Street after street, and all the
folks asleep - street after street, all lighted up as if for a procession, and all as empty as a
church - till at last | got into that state of mind when a man listens and listens and begins to
long for the sight of a policeman. All at once, | saw two figures: one a little man who was
stumping along eastward at a good walk, and the other a girl of maybe eight or ten who was
running as hard as she was able down a cross-street. Well, sir, the two ran into one another
naturally enough at the corner; and then came the horrible part of the thing; for the man
trampled calmly over the child's body and left her screaming on the ground. It sounds nothing
to hear, but it was hellish to see. It wasn't like a man; it was like some damned Juggernaut. |
gave a view halloa, took to my heels, collared my gentleman, and brought him back to where
there was already quite a group about the screaming child. He was perfectly cool and made no
resistance, but gave me one look, so ugly that it brought out the sweat on me like running.
The people who had turned out were the girl's own family; and pretty soon the doctor, for
whom she had been sent, put in his appearance. Well, the child was not much the worse, more
frightened, according to the Sawbones; and there you might have supposed' would be an end
to it. But there was one curious circumstance. | had taken a loathing to my gentleman at first
sight. So had the child's family, which was only natural. But the doctor's case was what struck
me. He was the usual cut-and-dry apothecary, of no particular age and colour, with a strong
Edinburgh accent, and about as emotional as a bagpipe. Well, sir, he was like the rest of us:
every time he looked at my prisoner, | saw that Sawbones turned sick and white with the desire
to kill him. | knew what was in his mind, just as he knew what was in mine; and killing being out
of the question, we did the next best. We told the man we could and would make such a
scandal out of this, as should make his name stink from one end of London to the other. If he
had any friends or any credit, we undertook that' he should lose them. And all the time, as we
were pitching it in red hot, we were keeping the women off him as best we could, for they
were as wild as harpies. | never saw a circle of such hateful faces; and there was the man in the
middle, with a kind of black sneering coolness - frightened too, | could see that - but carrying it
off, sir, really like Satan.
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Extract from The Picture of Dorian Gray, by Oscar Wilde, 1891.

It was a lovely night, so warm that he threw his coat over his arm, and did not even
put his silk scarf round his throat. As he strolled home, smoking his cigarette, two
young men in evening dress passed him. He heard one of them whisper to the
other, ‘That is Dorian Gray.” He remembered how pleased he used to be when he
was pointed out, or stared at, or talked about. He was tired of hearing his own
name now. (...)

When he reached home, he found his servant waiting up for him. He sent him to
bed, and threw himself down on the sofa in the library, and began to think over
some of the things that Lord Henry had said to him.

Was it really true that one could never change? He felt a wild longing for the
unstained purity of his boyhood—his rose-white boyhood, as Lord Henry had once
called it. He knew that he had tarnished himself, filled his mind with corruption
and given horror to his fancy; that he had been an evil influence to others and had
experienced a terrible joy in being so; and that, of the lives that had crossed his
own it had been the fairest and the most full of promise that he had brought to
shame. But was it all irretrievable? Was there no hope for him?

Ah! in what a monstrous moment of pride and passion he had prayed that the
portrait should bear the burden of his days, and he keep the unsullied splendour
of eternal youth! All his failure had been due to that. (...)

The curiously carved mirror that Lord Henry had given to him, so many years ago
now, was standing on the table, and the white-limbed Cupids laughed round it as
of old. (...) Then he loathed his own beauty, and, flinging the mirror to the floor
crushed it into silver splinters beneath his heel. It was his beauty that had ruined
him, his beauty and the youth that he had prayed for. But for these two things, his
life might have been free from stain. His beauty had been to him but a mask, his
youth but a mockery. What was youth at best? A green, an unripe time, a time of
shallow moods, and sickly thoughts. (...) Youth had spoiled him.
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