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ABSTRACT 

This paper addresses the development of the American identity through the lens of the 

Faustian bargain and passing, as a sociological concept. Addressing literature such as F. Scott 

Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby and Nella Larsen’s Passing, this paper provides the reader with 

context and critical analysis on the ways that class and racial passing represent a uniquely 

American adaptation of the Faustian bargain, in which the Faustian legend ultimately attempts to 

reconcile the gap between what one is and what one wishes to be within the American cultural 

and social landscape. Ultimately, this paper discusses the evolution of the Faustian legend as it 

shifts from the European literary tradition to appear within American culture, suggesting that the 

development and establishment of the American identity is itself a Faustian bargain, and that 

one’s desire to belong and identify within the framework of American society ironically leads to 

an increased degree of cultural and personal alienation. 
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The unforeseen costs and consequences of decisions made is a theme that has seemingly 

permeated the literary canon throughout history. In many ways, the reader has the opportunity to 

better comprehend their own place and purpose in time through understanding the lasting impact 

and influence that great literature has. While the exact origin of the Faustian legend is largely 

uncertain, it is believed to be rooted in German folklore and to have been inspired by the German 

narrative entitled The History of the Damnable Life and Deserved Death of Doctor Faustus.1 

Although the idea of selling one’s soul to the devil to acquire knowledge or power is a theme that 

has long been associated with the Faustian legend, the publication of Christopher Marlowe’s 

play, The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus (1604) is recognized as the first and most widely 

acclaimed adaptation of the legend.2 Marlowe’s Faustus quickly became the archetypal standard 

of the ever changing and evolving Faustian legend and is most commonly believed to be the 

basis of the legend itself in modern times. Considering its connection to and use of the theme of 

unforeseen costs and consequences, which is arguably the most important and prominent theme 

throughout the many adaptations of the legend, there is much to be learned from the Faustian 

legend. In order to best recognize the lasting impact of the Faustian legend, as well as the ways 

in which the legend has changed and evolved over time, it is important to first understand its 

literary beginnings. 

Marlowe’s Elizabethan tragedy is a good starting point for this analysis. In Marlowe’s 

play, Doctor Faustus is a supremely educated Renaissance man bored with limits of his human 

existence, exemplified by his belief that “philosophy is odious and obscure, both law and physic 

1 Stephen Greenblatt and George Logan, The Norton Anthology of English Literature, 8th edition, 

vol. B (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2006), 1127. 
2 Christopher Marlowe, The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus in The Norton Anthology of 

English Literature, 8th edition, vol. B, ed. Stephen Greenblatt and George Logan (New York: 

W.W. Norton & Company, 2006). 
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are for petty wits.”3 Faustus is entirely dissatisfied with the limits of earthly knowledge and 

pleasure and decides that a deal with the devil (literally) will remedy his malcontent, soon 

promising that he will sell his soul to the devil in exchange for twenty four years of limitless, 

absolute power and knowledge.4 Originally intending to use this newfound power to amass great 

wealth and change the course of history for good, stating that he “will search all corners of the 

new-found world for pleasant fruits and princely delicates...and make swift Rhine circle fair 

Wittenberg,” the reader is able to see that Faustus once possessed great ambition and decisive 

determination.5 For this reason, the reader is able to recognize that the origin of the Faustian 

legend is essentially rooted in human ambition and possibility. Beyond this, it is important to 

note that Marlowe’s Faustus is characteristic of the values that defined early-modernism, which 

embraced secularism, rejected the God-centered universe, and helped to realize the concept of 

the individual human spirit and its boundless potential. Through his bargain with the devil, 

Faustus rejects all forms of earthly authority, bidding “divinity, adieu,” and stands in direct 

opposition to the human limits that previously defined his existence.6 In true Renaissance 

fashion, Faustus elevates the temporal, secular goods around him with religious zeal, such as his 

books, stating that “these metaphysics of magicians and necromantic books are heavenly!”7 In 

this way, the reader is able to better understand the larger implications of the Faustian bargain, in 

which the pursuit of knowledge was not just newfound, but revolutionary. It is important to keep 

in mind these implications in order to best understand the inherently ironic nature of the bargain 

itself. 

3 Marlowe, The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus, 1132. 
4 Marlowe, The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus, 1136. 
5 Marlowe, The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus, 1131. 
6 Marlowe, The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus, 1130. 
7 Marlowe, The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus, 1130. 
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However, the repercussions of Faustus’ newly acquired knowledge and power have come 

to characterize the legend itself. Through the course of the play, Faustus’ frequent 

imperceptiveness and occasional obtuseness become increasingly apparent. After signing his life 

away to the devil, Faustus spends the remaining twenty-four years of his life wasting away his 

limitless power on trivial conquests, such as playing petty tricks on the Pope in Rome and 

cuckolding a disagreeable Knight that offended him.8 The actions that Faustus takes throughout 

the play confuse the intent of the bargain itself: once Faustus has the power and knowledge to do 

and know almost everything, he no longer has the motivation or wit to do anything at all. The 

paradoxical nature of the events that take place in Marlowe’s play help to produce the 

environment in which many of the symbols that have come to characterize the legend of Faust 

were born. All of the personas and characters discussed in this paper adhere to many of the same 

archetypal qualities initially inspired by Marlowe’s Faustus, and are all manifestations of Faustus 

himself in their own ways. Some of the characteristics that embody the manifestations of the 

Faustian legend include a certain level of obtuseness, in which the protagonist is ignorant and 

unknowing of the fate that awaits them. Beyond this, Faustian characters are in many ways either 

unwilling or unmotivated to repent for their wrongdoings. In the case of Marlowe’s Faustus, his 

unwillingness to repent for his sins suggests distance between man and God and reaffirms that 

Faustus’ acquisition of power ultimately corrupts him. This firm unwillingness and lack of 

foresight manifests itself in a multitude of fashions across different adaptations of the legend. 

Ultimately, Marlowe’s play illuminates the fact that the Faustian legend serves as a cautionary 

8 Marlowe, The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus, 1148–50, 1154. 
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tale for those in the pursuit of knowledge or power, stating that “all the students, clothed in 

mourning black, shall wait upon [Faust’s] heavy funeral.”9  

Following Marlowe’s initial adaptation of the Faustian legend, Johann Wolfgang von 

Goethe’s two-part installment Faust (1808 and 1832) continued and expanded upon the already 

established pillars of the story.10 Unlike Marlowe’s Faustus, who is summoned to Hell against 

his will and forced to live out an eternity of servitude to the Devil, Goethe’s Faust escapes 

damnation at the end of the second novel by a host of heavenly angles who state that “sin be 

forgiven” and that “by love alone Heaven is won” for Faust, providing the reader with an 

alternate ending to the Faustian legend.11 This might suggest that while Marlowe’s Faustus was 

damned even while living, Goethe’s Faust only faced the threat of damnation upon death. For 

this reason, Goethe’s adaptation of Faust seems to remedy Marlowe’s belief that the pursuit of 

absolute knowledge and power stands in direct opposition to the will of God. It is important to 

note that Marlowe reiterates throughout his play that Faustus’ bargain with the devil represents 

his complete moral and spiritual abandonment of God and the Church. This is best exemplified 

by the fact that throughout the play Faustus questions not only the existence and significance of 

God, but even hell, positing that “hell’s a fable” and that the pain and agony of hell “are trifles 

and mere old wives’ tales.”12 For these reasons, the reader is able to better understand the 

ignorance and shortsightedness that would eventually lead to Faustus’ downfall, in addition to 

the ways in which Faustus rebelled against God and the Church. Ultimately, this may illuminate 

9 Christopher Marlowe, Marlowe’s Tragical History of the Life and Death of Doctor Faustus 

(London: Oxford University Press, 1963), 65. 
10 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Faust: Part One, ed. David Luke (New York: Oxford 

University Press Inc., 2008); Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Faust: Part Two, ed. David Luke 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 2008). 
11 Goethe, Faust: Part Two, 226, 229. 
12 Marlowe, The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus, 1141–42.  
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Marlowe’s authorial intent behind his adaptation of the Faustian legend, which is to serve as a 

cautionary tale of the impending damnation to those who are Faustian in nature, constantly 

seeking “more than heavenly power permits.”13 

Whereas Marlowe’s interpretation of the resulting consequence takes shape in rather 

literal ways, Goethe’s punishment is more inconspicuous. Goethe’s punishment manifests as a 

life lived in perpetual solitude without the possibility of redemption. However, the Faustian 

bargain has become understood in much broader terms in modern day. While the legend 

originally referenced Marlowe’s Faustus and his pursuit of absolute knowledge, the Faustian 

bargain has now come to define any agreement one makes in order to obtain undeserved 

knowledge or pleasure at the abandonment of one’s moral or spiritual principles. Although 

Marlowe and Goethe provide the reader with two contrasting portrayals of the Faustian legend, 

they both provide the historical context and background needed to better understand the ways in 

which the legend developed, shifted, and was reimagined across space and time.  

Ultimately, there are two critical components to the Faustian legend. First, the concept of 

bargaining and the subsequent abandonment of one’s moral or spiritual values is central to the 

myth. In order for an agreement or deal to be Faustian in nature, one must make a bargain for 

excess knowledge, pleasure, or physical wealth at the cost of the total abandonment of their 

moral or spiritual principles. This is best exemplified by one of Faustus’ final acts in Marlowe’s 

play, in which he begs for salvation moments before his damnation and screams out that “[he’ll] 

burn [his] books!”14 This illuminates that Faustus willingly and rapidly abandons what he once 

cherished most in life (his knowledge) in the vain pursuit of salvation and redemption. In this 

13 Marlowe, The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus, 1163. 
14 Marlowe, The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus, 1163. 
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way, the reader is able to better understand that there is a necessary sense of neglect, or betrayal 

of oneself, to the Faustian bargain. Secondly, unforeseen consequences are a necessary piece of 

the Faustian legend, in the sense that there are unexpected or unplanned costs and consequences 

that are the result of the bargain being made. According to Marlowe’s adaptation, Faustus’ 

unexpected lack of motivation and inevitable damnation can be understood as the unforeseen 

costs to his bargain.15 The unforeseen nature of these consequences has come to characterize the 

legend and the bargain and will be important to its application in this project. These two 

components, the bargain and its consequences, have come to characterize the Faustian legend in 

modern times.  

Marlowe and Goethe each provide the reader with iterations of the Faustian bargain that 

are deeply rooted in the European literary tradition and canon. That is to say that the Faustian 

legend has been traditionally been portrayed and depicted within a European context. However, 

the legend has long appeared in American culture and literature without Faustus ever being 

explicitly named. Considering the historical background of America, a country that was built by 

eager immigrants willing to bargain for a better life of wealth and opportunity, the American 

social and cultural landscape is constructed by not only Faustian bargains, but iterations of 

Faustus himself. F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby (1925) provides this project with the 

starting point by which to address the ways in which Faustus has permeated American literature 

and culture, as well as a means by which to best contemplate the manifestations of this legend in 

America.16 Analysis of Fitzgerald’s novel allows the reader to better understand the ways that the 

foundation of The Great Gatsby rests upon the secular, ambitious belief in human possibility that 

15 Marlowe, The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus, 1148–50, 1154, 1160–63. 
16 F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby (New York: Scribner, 2004), 1–180.  
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characterizes the Faustian legend. In this way, the reader is able to recognize that Gatsby not 

only represents the literal and figurative manifestation of the American dream, in which people 

are free to create and inhabit idealized versions of themselves, but also a manifestation of 

Faustus himself. For these reasons, the reader is able to recognize the ways in which Gatsby 

represents and acts as an American adaptation of Faustus. Within the context of the American 

social and cultural landscape, it appears that the Faustian legend ultimately attempts to reconcile 

the gap between what one is and what one wishes to be.  

In the pursuit of wealth, it appears that there are few boundaries American’s are 

unwilling to cross. Many things have shaped and developed the concept of the American identity 

over time, from ingenuity and inventiveness to hard work and innovation. Perhaps nothing has 

more greatly impacted the development of the American identity than America’s ubiquitous 

desire to obtain wealth in excess. Within the context of the American cultural landscape, wealth 

is capable of providing prosperity and opportunity to even the most decrepit corners of society. 

Similar to the influence of power in the European adaptations of the Faustian legend, The Great 

Gatsby illuminates the ways in which money and power corrupt the self within the context of a 

uniquely American framework. The Great Gatsby tells a story of American opulence and 

affluence, exploring themes of American idealism, corruption, and potentially most important, 

the idea of class passing.17 Within the United States, passing is a term that has been traditionally 

used to describe a person of color who is successfully embraced and accepted by the white 

majority, typically motived by a desire to get out from under the oppressive social constraints 

enforced by racial discrimination and institutionalized racism. However, in more broad 

sociological terms, passing refers to the ability of any person assimilating to and being regarded 

17 F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, 1–180. 
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and accepted by an identity group other than their own. In many ways, the story of Jay Gatsby 

illuminates the connection between the American identity and the concept of passing from the 

lens of social class and economic status. Assessing the ways in which passing appears within The 

Great Gatsby, supplemented by the perspectives of Nella Larsen’s Passing (1929), allows the 

reader to better understand the ways in which the life and story of Jay Gatsby are truly 

representative of the development of the American identity.18 In this way, the reader is able to 

see that the American identity owes much of its success and creation to people’s willingness to 

quickly abandon moral principles in the hopes of gaining some sort of advantage within the 

cultural landscape. Analyzing the relationship between the American identity and class passing 

through the lens of the Faustian bargain allows the reader to better understand and recognize the 

paradoxical nature of the American identity itself, in which one’s desire to belong and identify 

within the American cultural landscape ironically leads to an increased degree of cultural and 

personal alienation. 

Having considered the background and intent of the Faustian legend within the European 

literary canon, it is important to next consider the ways that this legend has iterated and appeared 

within the American literary and cultural landscape. Analyzing the role that the Faustian legend 

has played within the American framework allows the reader to better understand and 

contemplate the implications of the Faustian bargain in relation to the development of the 

American identity. Although never explicitly named, the Faustian legend has long since 

permeated and appeared within the American literary canon, from Louisa May Alcott’s A 

Modern Mephistopheles (1877) to Philip Roth’s The Human Stain (2000).19 That being said, 

18 Nella Larsen, Passing, ed. Thadious M. Davis (New York: Penguin Group, 2003). 
19 Louisa May Alcott, A Modern Mephistopheles (New York: Bantam Classics, 1987); Philip 

Roth, The Human Stain (London: Vintage, 2016).  
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Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby is a good starting point to address the question of American 

identity, passing, and the Faustian bargain.20  

In order to best understand the ways in which the Faustian legend has appeared within the 

American literary canon, it is important to first recognize the similarities and differences between 

the European tradition of the Faustian legend and its appearances in American texts. The 

contrasting roles that religion and the Church play within each cultural and social landscape is 

the first noticeable difference to consider. Whereas God and religion play a pivotal role in the 

development of the European tradition, the Faustian legend takes a decidedly secular turn upon 

its appearance in America.21 Religion and the Church significantly contribute to the development 

and perpetuation of the Faustian legend within the European literary canon, particularly apparent 

in Goethe’s two-part installment Faust.22 In fact, the introductory scenes of Goethe’s tragedy 

follow Faust as he pleads with God “to show [him] many a secret sight…[and] to grant [him] a 

vision of Nature’s forces.”23 In this way, Faust’s longing plea establishes God as a central figure 

in Goethe’s tragedy. For this reason, the reader is able to see that Goethe’s Faust not only 

inhabits a God-centered universe but is also dependent upon God for his salvation and 

redemption. However, as the legend emerges on American soil, it finds itself to be in an entirely 

secular literary world. Considering the fact that Gatsby “sprang from his Platonic conception of 

himself,” the reader is able to notice Gatsby’s strong sense of self-reliance and individualism 

(which stands in opposition to Goethe’s Faust reliance on God) and recognize the main threads 

20 Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, 1–180.   
21 Marlowe, The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus, Goethe, Faust: Part One, Goethe, Faust: 

Part Two, Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby.  
22 Goethe, Faust: Part One, Goethe, Faust: Part Two.  
23 Goethe, Faust: Part One, 15.  

Emma Gould – Honors Thesis 10

10



of the American dream that are woven into The Great Gatsby.24 Analysis of Gatsby and other 

characters in Fitzgerald’s text allows the reader to understand the deeply secular nature of the 

American manifestation of the Faustian legend, as well as the ways in which the American 

adaptation of the Faustian legend fundamentally differs from its European ancestor.25  

Beyond this, much can be gained by analyzing and assessing the similarities between 

these two literary traditions. It appears that regardless of where the Faustian legend emerges in 

literature, the character of Helen (or adaptations of Helen) appears as an important figure in near 

every iteration. Although the specific role and characteristics of Helen change and evolve over 

time and adaptation, she continues to operate as a means by which the character of Faust may 

obtain redemption and salvation. Analyzing the ways in which Marlowe’s Helen and Goethe’s 

female character Gretchen operate in similar ways to the character of Daisy in The Great Gatsby 

allows the reader to better understand the formative and central role that these female characters 

play throughout each iteration of the Faustian legend. While each woman appears to provide 

Faust (or Gatsby in Daisy’s case) a means by which to be saved, they function within each text in 

vastly different ways and provide the reader with further context regarding not only Faust’s 

relationship with salvation, but the role that religion and God play within each text as well.  

According to Marlowe’s legend, Helen appears to be entirely fictious and illusive, merely 

an imaginary figure conjured up for Faustus in the final days before his damnation.26 In these 

final moments, Faustus pleads with Helen to save him, asking “sweet Helen, [to] make [him] 

immortal with a kiss…[to come and give him his] soul again.”27 As the reader knows, Faustus’ 

24 Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, 98. 
25 Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, 98.
26 Marlowe, The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus, 1159. 
27 Marlowe, The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus, 1159. 
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unwillingness to repent and ask for salvation made his damnation inevitable. In this scene, the 

manifestation of Helen helps to perpetuate Faustus’ false sense of reality and desire for salvation, 

further highlighting that Faustus’ soul is damned and doomed to be “exclud’st [from] the grace 

of heaven.”28 Not only does this complicate Faustus’ relationship with redemption, it further 

complicates his relationship with God and religion. The importance of Helen as a figure in 

Marlowe’s tragedy is further illuminated when Faustus exclaims that “here will [he] dwell, for 

heaven be in [Helen’s] lips, and all is dross that is not Helena!”29 In this way, Faustus essentially 

canonizes Helen and places all of his hopes for redemption in her illusive and imagined hands. 

For these reasons, the reader is able to recognize the significance of Helen in Marlowe’s 

adaptation of the Faustian legend, in which she represents Faustus’ last hope for salvation and 

convinces him of a false reality in which he can escape eternal damnation. 

Interestingly, whereas Marlowe’s Helen manifests in illusive, imaginary ways, Goethe’s 

Gretchen is an entirely real and tangible character.30 The significance of Gretchen is different in 

Goethe’s Faust because Faust’s relationship with Margareta (or Gretchen) provides him with the 

opportunity to be saved upon death. Understanding the history and relationship between Faust 

and Gretchen allows the reader to better understand the ways in which Gretchen provides Faust 

with redemption and salvation. After bargaining with the devil and his servant Mephistopheles at 

the beginning of the text, Faust asks Mephistopheles to “provide [him] a game that [he] can 

never win”: a girl.31 Eager and excited to have Mephistopheles fulfill this request, Faust swears 

that “if ever [he lies] down in sloth and base inaction, then let that moment be [his] end!”32 In 

28 Marlowe, The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus, 1160. 
29 Marlowe, The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus, 1159. 
30 Goethe, Faust: Part One.  
31 Goethe, Faust: Part One, 51.  
32 Goethe, Faust: Part One, 52.  
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this way, Faust ties his salvation to the figure of Gretchen, in addition to his ability to remain 

perpetually unsettled and unattached to the Earthly pleasures that tempt him. Following this, 

Faust tragically becomes deeply attached to Gretchen, persistently pushing the limits of his deal 

with Mephistopheles, and states that he “could stand gazing [at her room] for ever.”33 This 

attachment is further highlighted by Faust’s belief that Gretchen must have been the result of 

“the pure love of God’s creation.”34 In this way, the reader is able to better understand that ways 

that Gretchen complicates Faust’s original bargain with the devil, corrupting his ability to avoid 

satisfaction and pleasure in the Earthly delights that once bored him.  

However, Faust’s inevitable fate of damnation (with the dedicated help of 

Mephistopheles) helps to ensure that Faust and Gretchen never find contentment and peace 

together in life. That being said, moments before tragically dying, Gretchen tells Faust that “[he] 

must survive!” and reminds him that “[he’s] still gentle and good!”35 Gretchen’s sacrifice and 

love for Faust essentially redeems him.36 In this way, Gretchen’s unwavering love for Faust 

provides him with the motivation to remain steadfast in his oath to Mephistopheles, and avoid 

falling into “sloth and base inaction.”37 For these reasons, it can be understood that Gretchen 

ultimately provides Faust with the motivation and means to achieve redemption at the end of his 

journey. According to Goethe’s adaptation, Faust is saved upon death and taken to heaven by a 

host of angles who proclaim that “by love alone heaven is won.”38 In addition to expanding upon 

Marlowe’s adaptation of the Faustian legend by incorporating Gretchen into the text, Goethe’s 

33 Goethe, Faust: Part One, 85.     
34 Goethe, Faust: Part One, 85.    
35 Goethe, Faust: Part One, 146.  
36 Goethe, Faust: Part One, 148.  
37 Goethe, Faust: Part One, 52.   
38 Johann Wolfgang Goethe, Faust: Part Two, ed. David Luke (New York: Oxford University 

Press Inc., 2008), 229. 
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story also provides the reader with a decidedly religious interpretation of the legend and expands 

upon the themes of religion and God included in Marlowe’s initial tragedy.  

However, the central figure of the Marlowe’s Helen is further complicated by the 

emergence of Fitzgerald’s Daisy, who functions in similar ways to Goethe’s Gretchen.39 

Although Daisy is real in a literal sense, the supposed salvation she offers Gatsby is just as 

elusive as Helen’s appearance in Marlowe’s play, in which she will “[vanish] into her rich house, 

into her rich, full life, leaving Gatsby—nothing.” In this way, the reader is able to see the ways 

that Fitzgerald expands upon Marlowe’s legend and adapts it to the American landscape in which 

he writes. The illusive nature to Daisy’s supposed salvation is no better exemplified by the fact 

that Gatsby ceaselessly chases the image of what life could be with Daisy in it, stating that 

“[he’s] going to fix everything just the way it was before” and “repeat the past” for Daisy.40 This 

highlights that in many ways Gatsby is alone responsible for his own salvation, however 

constantly placing the ownership of this false salvation in the undeserving arms of his beloved 

Daisy. Gatsby’s willingness to take responsibility for Daisy’s actions, in addition to the weight of 

his own salvation, is highlighted by the fact that he takes responsibility for the death of Myrtle 

Wilson, who was struck by a car and killed.41 After admitting that Daisy was in fact driving, 

Gatsby admits that “of course [he’ll] say [he] was” the one driving.42 Considering the fact that 

this choice ultimately leads to his own untimely death, it can be interpreted that Gatsby’s 

willingness to love and be loved by Daisy is a Faustian bargain in itself. The choices he makes in 

39 Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby.  
40 Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, 110. 
41 Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, 137. 
42 Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, 143. 
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order to please and impress Daisy lead to the unforeseen consequences that ultimately cost him 

his life. 

Beyond the figure of Helen and her many manifestations across place and time, the 

thread of irony that is linked to the bargain throughout the adaptations of the Faustian legend 

remains constant in many ways. As previously stated, once Marlowe’s Faustus had the power 

and ability to do and know almost everything, he lost the motivation and will to do anything 

meaningful at all. The paradox of Gatsby’s life is an expression of this same sense of irony that 

is central to the Faustian bargain. Gatsby’s fateful conception, in which he “sprang from his 

Platonic conception of himself,” implies a certain sense of self-sufficiency to the development 

and creation of Jay Gatsby.43 However, it is clear that Gatsby’s conception of self is entirely 

dependent upon acquring the wealth and social status that will define him in his new existence. 

Gatsby’s involvement and history with Meyer Wolfsheim, a wealthy gangster who “raised 

[Gatsby] up out nothing, right out of the gutter” and “[used] him good”, solidifies that Gatsby’s 

conception of self was entirely dependent upon those around him; once he was conceived, he 

could never live up to the self-sufficient Platonic ideal he set out to be.44 For these reasons, the 

reader is able to better understand the ways that Fitzgerald’s iteration of the Faustian legend 

mirrors the irony that characterizes earlier adaptations.  

Furthermore, the common thread of corruption seems to translate well across each 

adaptation of the legend. In the same way that Faustus’s acquisition of absolute power and 

knowledge corrupts him in Marlowe’s tragedy and the figure of Gretchen corrupts Faust’s 

original bargain with the devil in Goethe’s adaptation, Gatsby’s many acquisitions seem to 

43 Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, 98. 
44 Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, 171. 
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represent the corruptible nature of material things in Fitzgerald’s text. In relation to the 

conception of Jay Gatsby, it can be understood that once the ideal manifested itself in the form of 

Gatsby, he became imperfect and corruptible. Considering the means by which Gatsby secured 

his fortune, through illegal earnings from a career in organized crime, it is clear that his sense of 

self became corrupted upon beginning of his new life as Gatsby.45 However, Gatsby’s 

acquisition and pursuit of Daisy appears to be a far more corrupting force in his life than even his 

dealings with Wolfsheim. By attaching himself to Daisy, who can be interpreted as a 

manifestation of the Platonic ideal, Gatsby attaches himself to the corruptible impermanence of 

material things. Once the Platonic ideal is realized in the form of Daisy, it becomes corruptible. 

In the same way that Faustus’s acquisition of power ultimately corrupts him, Gatsby’s 

acquisition of self and pursuit of Daisy corrupt him. Additionally, his pursuit of Daisy serves as 

another example of the way that irony is incorporated into Fitzgerald’s text; once Gatsby has 

Daisy, it seems to paralyze him. In many ways, it seems that Gatsby’s love for Daisy is entangled 

in the chase and their twisted past, and 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.”46 In this way, it is clear that both corruption and irony are central to not only Fitzgerald’s 

conception of the Faustian legend, but to many previous versions of the legend as well.   

All of this goes to show that the core, critical components of the Faustian legend are 

littered throughout The Great Gatsby, connected to the development and plot of each and every 

character. In order to best understand the ways in which the legend appears within Fitzgerald’s 

text it is best to start with Gatsby himself. Gatsby’s rapid acquisition of wealth and status is the 

45 Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, 71–4, 171. 
46 Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, 110. 
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most significant and salient Faustian bargain made throughout the text. As the reader learns more 

about Gatsby’s troubling past, such as his past life under the name James Gatz, it becomes 

increasingly apparent that Gatsby bargained his way into his present life.47 Jay Gatsby bargained 

away James Gatz, a lowly teenager from North Dakota who had been working on the shore of 

Lake Superior in any “capacity that brought him food and bed”, casting aside his past for an 

idealized future for himself.48 Gatz’s Faustian bargain was made at the hands of millionaire Dan 

Cody, whose opulent lifestyle and limitless funds provided Gatz’s with the opportunity to 

actualize his self-proclaimed potential for greatness.49 Cody’s money and mentorship ensured 

that “the vague contour of Jay Gatsby [would be] filled out to the substantiality of a man”, 

however bringing with it the many costs and consequences that would eventually come back to 

haunt Gatsby.50 In many ways, the fateful conception of Jay Gatsby is itself the literal 

manifestation of the Faustian bargain within this text. James Gatz saw Cody and his wealth as a 

means to escape the life of poverty and misfortune that had previously defined his entire 

existence. Ignorant of the costs that would result in such a bargain and incentivized by the 

prospect of great wealth and social mobility, Gatz knew that the only way to actualize his wildest 

dreams was to literally make himself anew. In this way, Gatsby made a Faustian bargain not only 

with Cody, but with himself as well, trading over his past, present, and future to the idea of what 

he could be, unfazed by the hefty costs and consequences that would inevitably ensue.  

Furthermore, beyond the transformation of Faust as Gatsby within The Great Gatsby, it 

also appears that Fitzgerald directly translated many of the core components that characterize the 

47 Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, 98. 
48 Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, 98.
49 Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, 99. 
50 Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, 101. 
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original legend into his text. The opulent and elusive nature that characterizes the development 

of Jay Gatsby mimics the myth of Icarus that precedes Marlowe’s tragedy, which states that 

“swollen with cunning, of a self-conceit, his waxen wings did mount above his reach, and 

melting heavens conspired his overthrow.”51 In the same way that Faustus’ demise in Marlowe’s 

tragedy was the direct result of his overambition and discontentment with life, the reader is able 

to see that Gatsby’s fall from grace took place for many of the same reasons. Gatsby’s 

unwavering obsession with Daisy, an unattainable love that only perpetuated his constant sense 

of dissatisfaction with life, mirrors Faustus’ steadfast desire “to practice more than heavenly 

power permits.”52 In fact, it is revealed that “[Gatsby] talked a lot about the past…that he wanted 

to recover something, some idea of himself perhaps, that had gone into loving Daisy.”53 In this 

way, the reader is able to see that Gatsby spends his days chasing after not only an idealized 

version of life, but an also after the man he once was. For these reasons, the reader is able to see 

that Gatsby closely mimics Faustus throughout the text, recognizing the ways in which 

Fitzgerald’s iteration of the Faustian legend remains consistent with previous iterations of the 

legend.  

It is important to note that the Faustian bargains that characterize and help develop the 

plot of The Great Gatsby are uniquely American in their framework and could not appear in the 

same way in any other literary tradition. The unique relationship that the American social and 

cultural landscape has to race and wealth provides the foundation for the Faustian bargain to 

appear in the American literary canon in a multitude ways. Analysis of The Great Gatsby allows 

the reader to understand that while previous European adaptations of the Faustian legend dealt 

51 Marlowe, The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus, 1129. 
52 Marlowe, The Tragical History of Doctor Faustus, 1163. 
53 Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, 110. 
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with the acquisition of absolute knowledge and power, Gatsby’s bargain focused on the pursuit 

of wealth and social status within the context of American society. Gatsby’s bargain illuminates 

that America is far more concerned with the attainment of social and financial stability amidst an 

inequitable social landscape than it is with the procurement of great intellectual prowess. In fact, 

analysis of The Great Gatsby provides the reader with the context and background to better 

understand the ways that passing, in both racial and sociological terms, is the direct adaptation of 

the Faustian bargain in an American social and cultural context.  

In relation to the ways that Gatsby uses his Faustian bargain to pass and be accepted by 

members of the more desired social class, it is important to assess and consider Gatsby’s 

underlying motivations to strike a deal with Cody in the first place. At the beginning of the 

novel, little is known about Gatsby’s history and background. Having amassed great wealth and 

opulence without the help of a rich, ancestral tutelage like most of Long Island, people have 

good reason to question Gatsby’s exact origin.54 Throughout the text, the people of Long Island 

speculate about Gatsby’s past, suggesting that “he’s a nephew or a cousin of Kaiser Wilhelm’s” 

or “that he was a German spy during the war.”55 In fact, as Gatsby’s notoriety increased with 

time, so too did the grandiose myths about his character, one of which posited that “he didn’t live 

in a house at all, but in a boat that looked like a house and was moved secretly up and down the 

Long Island shore.”56 The inexact details of Gatsby’s past and the mysterious nature of the 

development of his character suggest that Gatsby had to entirely recreate his life in order to find 

success in Long Island. This also suggests that Gatsby willing to cast off and forget what his 

identity was once, in the hopes of establishing a newfound identity that provided him with 

54 Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, 100. 
55 Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, 32, 44. 
56 Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, 97.  

Emma Gould – Honors Thesis 19

19



upward class mobility, and in turn greater opportunities in life. For these reasons, the reader is 

able to see that Gatsby’s bargain in fundamentally connected to his social and economic status. 

In this way, the reader is able to begin to understand the many ways that The Great Gatsby 

ultimately operates as a figurative manifestation of the passing novel.  

Additionally, the importance placed upon material goods throughout the novel, such as 

Gatsby’s limitless pursuit of material wealth and grandeur, highlight that material things define 

the people within the novel. Throughout the text, Gatsby believes that the only way to impress 

and win back Daisy is to throw extreme and opulent parties every few weeks, accompanied by 

entire orchestras, dancing gypsies, and enough food to feed an army of elite socialites.57 

Furthermore, it is apparent that Daisy’s marriage to Tom Buchanan was a calculated and 

carefully considered decision, considering the fact that she only married him for his immense 

wealth and social status.58 Gatsby’s willfully conspicuous consumption, in which he prides 

himself for hosting large, palatial parties with sumptuous entertainment, is something that comes 

to characterize not only his existence, but also his demise.59 All of this goes to show that the 

characters in Fitzgerald’s novel are persistently concerned with money and class, constantly 

reassessing their own wealth and the wealth of others based on arbitrary measures of artificial 

and material happiness. Understanding this allows the reader to recognize that Gatsby’s persona 

is carefully constructed and ultimately quite fragile, dependent upon the validation of external 

forces. It is clear that Gatsby’s bargain for a better life could be torn down at any moment by 

those around him, and the success of his class passing is entirely contingent upon members of the 

elite accepting him. For these reasons, the reader is able to better understand the ways that The 

57 Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, 40–1. 
58 Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, 76.   
59 Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, 47–9. 
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Great Gatsby is a uniquely American manifestation of not only the Faustian legend, but of the 

passing novel as well. 

However, Fitzgerald complicates the Faustian bargain at the end of his novel. Gatsby’s 

decision to take the blame for killing Myrtle Wilson is a decidedly moral choice, made selflessly 

out of love and dedication to Daisy.60 This selfless act seems to complicate the original function 

of the Faustian bargain, even leading Nick Carraway to tell Gatsby (whom he strongly 

disapproves of) that “[he’s] worth the whole damn bunch put together.”61 This seems to suggest 

that Gatsby’s good actions are the direct result of his bargain, and that selfless, good-natured 

behavior can coexist with the evils that are inherent in Faustian bargains. In many ways, it seems 

that Fitzgerald is attempting to remedy the nature of the American dream itself, which is so 

ruthlessly debased and unsettled throughout this text. The conclusion of Fitzgerald’s book seems 

to suggest to the reader that there are nevertheless many redeeming qualities of the American 

identity. In the same way that Gretchen’s love for Faust absolves him of his sins and saves him, 

Gatsby’s selfless love for Daisy not only redeems him, but also the notion of the American 

dream and American identity that are complicated throughout this text.  

Larsen’s novel Passing expands upon this notion of the Faustian legend and can be 

interpreted as a rewriting of The Great Gatsby through the lens of race and racial passing.62 

Passing tells the story of race as a function of social expression and obligation, through the 

frame of Irene Redfield’s tenuous relationship with racial passing and her childhood 

acquaintance Clare Kendry.63 Irene Redfield is an African-American woman dedicated “to her 

60 Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, 143. 
61 Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, 154. 
62 Larsen, Passing. 
63 Larsen, Passing. 
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own class and kind; not merely in the great thing of marriage, but in the whole pattern of her life 

as well,” and spends her life committed to the cause of racial equity and the social advancement 

of African-Americans.64 On the other hand, Clare Kendry is a wealthy mixed-race woman who 

made the choice to pass for white in order to escape the turmoil, hardships, and violence that 

characterize being black in American society.65 Throughout the course of the novel, it becomes 

apparent that Irene and Clare are both manifestations of Gatsby (and consequently Faust), 

highlighting the ways that Larsen’s novel functions as another adaptation of the Faustian legend 

in a uniquely American framework. The differences between Irene and Clare seem to represent 

the literal manifestation of the legend in American society, highlighting “the gap between what 

one is and what one wishes to be.”66 

In order to best understand the ways that Larsen’s novel is a rewriting of The Great 

Gatsby through the lens of race and racial passing, it is important to consider the similarities 

between these two texts. Clare’s decision to bargain away her past identity as a black woman in 

order to gain better social status and wealth mirrors Gatsby’s choice to do the same thing, in 

which he bargained away his past life as James Gatz in order to actualize his limitless potential 

and manifest an idealized version of himself. Furthermore, Irene’s choice to bargain away moral 

principles in order to gain social status within her own community seems to represent Gatsby’s 

desire to establish a sense of permanence and purpose within his life. The bargains made by each 

woman highlight the ways that they each represent different sides of Gatsby’s original bargain, 

64 Larsen, Passing, 34. 
65 Larsen, Passing, 11. 
66 Emma Gould, “The Convoluted Costs of the American Dream: American Identity, Passing, 

and the Faustian Bargain” (scholarly paper, in the author’s possession, May 6, 2020), 8.  
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helping to adapt and manifest the Faustian legend with the context of American society in unique 

ways.  

The similarities between Fitzgerald and Larsen’s stories don’t end there. Clare falling to 

her death at the end of Passing mirrors Gatsby’s own death, which was the result of Gatsby’s 

moral decision to save Daisy instead of himself.67 In many ways, Clare’s decision to reconnect 

with her African-American heritage and establish herself within the black community seems to 

be her own moral choice, similar to Gatsby’s. Much like Gatsby’s own untimely death, Clare’s 

death resulted from this moral decision as well. In this way, Clare seems to represent the moral 

side of Gatsby that emerges at the end of Fitzgerald’s novel. Additionally, it should be noted that 

Clare’s decision to bargain away her past life was done out of a desire to reinvent the self and 

escape her past, which is precisely what Gatsby did. On the other hand, Irene seems to represent 

a more dubious and immoral side of Gatsby, as she willingly bargained away any sense of moral 

obligation to Clare due to her deep-rooted commitment to her own race and distaste for Clare’s 

choice to pass for white. Irene’s pride as a race woman and esteemed sense of “racial 

consciousness” are a form of self-flattery that seem to mirror Gatsby’s inflated sense of self, in 

addition to hiding Irene’s true motivation to not pass for white.68 Irene’s marriage to Brian, an 

important doctor within the Harlem community, and willful determination that her husband 

remain a doctor in spite of his unhappiness, highlights that Irene is rather concerned with the 

special position and privileges that this lifestyle provides her and her family within the black 

community.69 Ultimately, Irene is motivated to remain in the black community by a desire to 

fulfill the American dream for herself and her family, stating that “she belonged in this land of 

67 Larsen, Passing, 111. 
68 Larsen, Passing, 63. 
69 Larsen, Passing, 42; 57. 
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rising towers…she was an American.”70 Notice that Irene’s pursuit of the American ideal and 

desire to identify within the American cultural and social landscape mirror Gatsby’s 

unquenchable thirst for the American dream. For these reasons, the reader is able to better 

understand the ways that Clare and Irene are both manifestations of Gatsby, highlighting the 

similarities between Larsen’s and Fitzgerald’s novels.  

However, many events that take place in Passing seem to complicate the Faustian legend 

even further, diverging from the plot and defining moments of The Great Gatsby and expanding 

upon the ways that Fitzgerald complicated the legend itself. While Clare’s death seems to mimic 

the series of events that led to Gatsby’s death, it also seems to flip Fitzgerald’s ending on its 

head. The ambiguity over whether or not Irene killed Clare seems to suggest that there is a part 

of Irene, and therefore a part of the American identity, that is self-destructive and divided. 

Clare’s death suggests that there is an inherent darkness and violence that lies within the 

American identity, which opposes the notion that there is an innate goodness in the American 

identity that is highlighted by Gatsby’s decision to save Daisy. Additionally, Clare’s very 

decision to reacquaint herself with her African-American roots, in which “[she wants] to see 

Negroes, to be with them again, to talk with them, to hear them laugh,” seems to once again 

complicate the legend.71 Clare’s strong desire to return to her past stands in direct opposition to 

Gatsby’s willful and determined erasure of his history, something that characterizes the plot and 

development of Fitzgerald’s entire novel. Furthermore, Irene’s momentary admission that “[she] 

wished, for the first time in her life, that she had not been born a Negro,” further complicates the 

ways that the Faustian legend emerges in Larsen’s text.72 Irene’s admission opposes the very 

70 Larsen, Passing, 107. 
71 Larsen, Passing, 71.  
72 Larsen, Passing, 98. 
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back-bone of her identity as an African-American woman, and seems to muddle the intent of her 

bargain. For these reasons, the reader is able to better understand the ways that Larsen changes 

and complicates her adaptation of the Faustian legend, in which she expanded upon the ways that 

the Faustian bargain can inform the development of the American identity.  

Ultimately, Larsen’s novel seems to comment on America’s long-standing relationship 

with racial passing, stating that “we disapprove of it and at the same time condone it. It excites 

our contempt and yet we rather admire it. We shy away from it with an odd kind of revulsion, 

but we protect it.”73 In this way, the reader is able to recognize the paradoxical nature that 

characterizes the development of the American identity. In the same way that the paradox of 

Faustus’ bargain sealed his fate of damnation, and Gatsby’s contradictory and ironic conception 

(in which he was simultaneously self-sufficient and yet entirely dependent upon others) defined 

his downfall, the paradoxical nature of passing within the American social and cultural landscape 

seems to define the development of the American identity. In this way, it is clear that passing is 

an essential characteristic of the American identity. Analysis of these authors and texts helps the 

reader to better understand the role that the Faustian legend has played in the American literary 

canon, as well as the complicated and dualistic relationship that the American identity has with 

class and racial passing. Ultimately, this allows the reader to recognize the ways that one’s desire 

to belong and identify within the America they inhabit ironically leads to an increased degree of 

cultural and personal alienation. 

73 Larsen, Passing, 56. 
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