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Covers of The Great Gatsby: Different Strategies for Different Audiences


“Don’t judge a book by its cover,” we grow up hearing.  Ideally, perhaps, we would all abide by this rule, but in my experience that is far from the case.  Many books go through numerous different cover designs, trying to find the one that will appeal to the largest audience.  For an American literature class, one day I went to the bookstore to purchase a novel that I had heard much about: F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby.  As I always do, I looked first at the cover, and correctly predicted that the story inside was going to be an interesting and odd.  I also assumed that the book would be set in a city, would be at least somewhat sad, and would have something to do with women even though I knew Gatsby was a man.  Most importantly, though, the cover achieved its purpose in making me want to read the book – it was colorful, intriguing, and emotionally stimulating.  


Had I not read Gatsby for school I may have instead listened to the story on a long drive with my family.  In that case I would have seen a different form of visual rhetoric and hence not only would have expected a different story and style from the novel but also would not have been as excited about listening to it.  The cover of the audio form of the book gives more away and portrayed Gatsby himself.  Because he uses fewer elements of mystery the artist does not draw in the listener in the same way that Francis Cugat, the painter of the cover of the original novel and the cover still used today, draws in the reader.  Yet each distinct cover uses the appeals to logos and pathos in different but equally successful ways to attract readers and listeners. 


Figure 1: Original Cover. By Francis Cugat: 1924              
Figure 2: Cover for Audio Version


Interestingly, Fitzgerald completed the novel after Cugat had completed the painting, and therefore decided to write the image “into the book” (Fitzgerald quoted, 1924, in Gatsby, xii).  According to many analysts, the eyes of the main female character, Daisy, that Cugat depicts so majestically, are indirectly put into the story as those of Dr. T. J. Eckleburg on a billboard that is mentioned often in the novel.  Charles Scribner III, who wrote the introduction to the novel, did “not know of another case in which an author acknowledges so central a debt to an illustrator” (Gatsby, xiii).  However, most covers do indeed play a big role for the reader, even if they are created after the author has completed writing the text, and this is what we are concerned with. 


Before discussing the pictures it is worth mentioning the differences in the text on each cover.  On the original the three words of the title are all equal size, and the same font except for the word “the,” which by being different and more complex serves to draw attention to the two important words of the title instead.  In contrast, the title on the CDs is all in a less simple font, and shows the word “Gatsby” in a larger and fancier text, suggesting that the adjective is less important than the original cover suggests.  The necessary words on the CD cover “Complete and Unabridged,” and “Read by Alexander Scourby,” demonstrate that this is the same classic novel simply portrayed in a different medium.  A final point is that the original cover has the title on top of the picture – even blocking some of Daisy’s hair – suggesting a greater connectedness between the story and the image.  On the audio cover however, the title is off to the side, separated nearly entirely from the image, correctly suggesting that this picture is not a complete portrayal of the story the listener is about to hear.  Finally, the order of the author’s name and the title suggests that on the original copy it was important to get the title out into the public, while when the CDs were made it was more important to remind the buyers that the novel is by a famous American author.


Out of the three main strategies of logos, pathos, and ethos, only the first two are applicable for these pieces of visual rhetoric.  Both covers achieve the goal of attracting readers, most importantly because of their appeal to the emotions of the viewers, but also largely because of their appeal to a potential customer’s sense of logic.  


The focus of each cover is important because it is what the viewer first notices and is therefore influenced by.  In the case of these covers the focal points appeal to the viewers’ emotions, provoking their sympathy.  On the original cover we are at once drawn to the bright red, tightly closed, feminine lips, which evoke a sense of solemnity.  A potential customer of the CD version first sees the lighted part of Gatsby’s nose, and his entire face, which also appears solemn, largely because of the tightly closed lips just like Daisy’s on the original design.  


The pathetic appeal is made most strongly on each cover by the featured faces: Daisy’s on the original and Gatsby’s on the newer one.  First we see Daisy’s somber lips, covered with lipstick to make her more attractive, but she is still not happy.  Then we are drawn just to the left where we realize that what looks like a drop of paint is actually a greenish tear falling from her sad eyes.  Thus even before we open the cover we inevitably develop sympathy for this mysterious woman whom we do not yet know.  The naked women in the eyes do more than inspire our curiosity; they also appeal to our emotions by making us feel that either the woman herself or someone looking into her eyes is greatly disturbed.  


On the cover of the CDs it is Gatsby’s face that affects our emotions.  His eyes are in the shadows, looking mysterious, and reflecting a sort of sadness and lack of confidence. He also appears lonely and intense.  Like Daisy’s, this face causes us to begin our reading of the novel with pity and interest in the emotions of the characters.  Furthermore, his face seems slightly angry or disturbed, which incites more of our emotions and increases our excitement about reading the book.  


Another point of distinction between the two cover designs is the use of colors.  Yet in both cases, the use of color appeals to our emotions as color tends to do.  Bright, sharp primary colors dominate the original cover.  They serve to not only catch a browser’s attention, but also to suggest that the novel will be, like the colors, sharp and spectacularly vivid.  The audio cover uses duller, more blended colors instead, with the two exceptions being the bright blue of the tie and the yellow on the car.  Though less eye-catching and brilliant, this color scheme is more mysterious than the original, and mystery is another important aspect of the novel.  Thus again neither cover misleads; both color schemes give accurate portrayals of what the reader or listener can expect from the story itself.  


The logical appeal of each cover is less obvious, but most certainly there.  The original cover is so odd that we logically understand that the novel is not a simple or typical story.  Because of the bright city lights we know that the novel will take place at least partially in a good-sized city, and the lights and sky color together suggest that the nighttime will probably be important.  On the audio cover we find out more concrete facts of the novel: it will be about a wealthy middle-aged man, and a minor character will be a young woman.  The time period in which the story is set is approximated by the car, which appears to be from the 1920’s.  


The level of detail on each cover is a telling sign of the audience to which each is trying to appeal.  The original contains images drawn in simple styles, appearing nearly incomplete because of the sketched black lines.  The lack of nose, and the overlapping lights, which seem almost more like representations of a carnival rather than lights themselves, also contribute to the symbolic nature of the original cover.  In stark contrast, the audio cover is extremely detailed, especially Gatsby’s face and the car.  The symbolic original cover appeals to the reader interested in complex literature that can be analyzed in great depth, while the new audio cover aims to attract those who want to educate themselves about great literary works without actually spending the time needed to read them and read into them.  Logically, therefore, the viewer of each cover can predict the style of what is inside the book or on the CD.


Similarly the level of realism is quite different on each cover and thereby appeals to different audiences.  On the original the eyes with naked women lounging in the pupils, the long green tear, the lines in the sky, especially just above the city, and the carnival lights are all peculiar symbols that evoke a sense of awe in the viewer, inspiring him or her to buy and read the book.  On the other hand, the realistic portrayal of Gatsby in his white suit, and of his car, appeals to the listener who wants a straightforward, realistic story.  Interestingly, neither cover deceives in how realistic it is, for The Great Gatsby is at once an absurd tale and a sensible one.


Although the viewer can make numerous logical deductions from the two covers, both, but especially the original, use pathos more than logos to attract readers or listeners.  Both covers inspire pity and wonder in the viewer, achieving their goals of trying to sell the work. The fact that the covers appeal more to the potential reader’s emotions than to his or her logical thought makes sense, as Gatsby deals substantially more with emotions and human relationships than with logical, everyday life or typical people.  


Before opening the book or inserting the CD we already have assumptions about The Great Gatsby that will likely prove to be true.  Thus both covers succeed in honestly persuading people to read or listen to Fitzgerald’s most famous novel.  Furthermore, the covers succeed in attracting the right kind of audience for each one: the novel will attract people more willing to put time and thought into the story, or people who prefer visual media to audio, while the audio version will attract a busier audience that still wants to be somewhat intellectual but cannot put the time and thought into reading as much and as far into the great novel, or people who learn better from audio rather than visual sources.  Perhaps, therefore, in the case of such finely constructed covers as those of The Great Gatsby it is actually beneficial to judge the book by its cover.    
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