
In this issue: Famous American Authors of Irish Origin          Zoom in on America

Irish Contribution to American Art

Georgia O’Keeffe’s 1925 oil-on-canvas “Black and Purple Petunias” Photo AP Images

Each year in March the President of the United States 
issues a statement in which he proclaims the month 
of March as Irish-American Heritage Month in recog-
nition of the great contribution of the Irish to American 
culture and life.

In fact many American presidents had, at least part-
ly, Irish origins. The long list consisting of more than 
twenty names starts with Andrew Jackson, the 7th 
President of the United States. The ancestry of popu-
lar heads of state such as Theodore Roosevelt, Wil-
liam Howard Taft, Woodrow Wilson, Harry Truman, 
John Kennedy, Richard Nixon, Jimmy Carter, Ronald 
Reagan, George H.W. Bush, Bill Clinton and George 
W. Bush is connected with the Emerald Isle. Presi-
dent Barack Obama’s ancestors on his mother’s side 
also came from Ireland, a connection he celebrated 

during a 2011 visit, even joking that he came looking 
for the missing apostrophe to make him “O’bama.” 

The lists of prominent Americans with Irish roots in 
many different walks of life are as long as the list of 
presidents, but, the longest is probably the one for 
literature. It is populated by poets, playwrights and 
novelists.  

The March issue of Zoom in on America takes a 
closer look at three artists who were all born at the 
end of the 19th century and whose roots came from 
Ireland. F. Scott Fitzgerald was a brilliant novelist and 
short story writer, Eugene O’Neill was a playwright 
who was awarded the Nobel Prize in literature and 
painter Georgia O’Keeffe became one of the most 
recognized artists of the 20th century.
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F. Scott Fitzgerald

 Robert Redford was Jay Gatsby, and Mia Farrow, right, Daisy, in the 1974 film, “The Great Gatsby.” Based on F. Scott Fitzgerald’s 
novel, the movie portrayed with mixed success the lifestyle of the 1920s, an era Fitzgerald dubbed “the Jazz Age.” (AP Photo/)

The dark side of the American dream was a recurring 
theme for one of America’s greatest writers of the 20th 
century, F. Scott Fitzgerald. His heroes often came from 
poor or unimportant backgrounds, which kept them from 
the girls they loved. Despite hard work and eventual suc-
cess, happiness was not ultimately guaranteed, either for 
Fitzgerald or his protagonists. Their tragic end suggests 
that the writer knew the risks and costs of sudden success. 
As Jeffrey Meyers wrote in Scott Fitzgerald: A Biography: 
“His greatest work shows what happens to people who 

pursue illusory American dreams, and how society (...) 
fails to sustain them in their desperate hour.” 

F. Scott Fitzgerald was the son of Edward and Mollie Mc-
Quillan Fitzgerald, Irish by ancestry. He was a distant rela-
tive of Francis Scott Key, the author of the American an-
them (see the June 2011 issue of Zoom.) When Edward 
Fitzgerald lost his job with Proctor & Gamble in 1908, the 
family fell into poverty. They had to return to St. Paul, Min-
nesota, where Scott did poorly in school. It was money, or 
the lack of it, that was the reason why he couldn’t marry 
his first love, Ginevra King. In 1917 while he was a student 
at Princeton, he joined the U.S. Army and even though the 
end of World War I meant he was not sent to Europe, he 
was stationed with his regiment in Montgomery, Alabama. 
There he met Zelda Sayre, his future wife. The publication 
of his first book This Side of Paradise in 1920 allowed him 
to marry Zelda.

His next book, The Beautiful and the Damned, was pub-
lished serially in 1921-22. His most acclaimed book, The 
Great Gatsby, (1925) is recognized as one of the most 
popular books of all time in America. While the list of his 

novels is not very long (in addition to the ones mentioned 
above they include Tender Is the Night,) F. Scott Fitzgerald 
was also a master of short stories. They were published in 
many collections such as Tales of the Jazz Age (including 
The Camel’s Back, Mary Day and The Diamond as Big as 
the Ritz,) Flappers and Philosophers (with The Offshore 
Pirate, The Ice Palace and Bernice Bobs her Hair,) All the 
Sad Young Men and many others.

With his wife he wrote stories that were published under 

the title Twenty-One Uncollected Stories by F. Scott and 
Zelda Fitzgerald.) He also wrote poems and lyrics for mu-
sical comedies like The Evil Eye and Safety First and even 
an unproduced screenplay, Madame Curie.

Many of his books were made into films, including Head 
and Shoulders (adapted as “The Chorus Girl’s Romance,“ 
Myra Meets His Family (adapted as “The Husband Hunt-
er,”) The Offshore Pirate, The Beautiful and the Damned, 
The Camel’s Back (movie title, “Conductor 1492.”) The 
Great Gatsby has had three adaptations: 1926, 1949 and 
1974. Another version, starring Leonardo DiCaprio, is 
scheduled to be released this year.

Fitzgerald’s fall from fame came as fast as his rise. His 
whirlwind lifestyle and a drinking problem affected his 
health and his writing. In addition, Zelda suffered from 
schizophrenia and was ultimately put in a mental hospi-
tal. The problems translated into the loss of popularity and 
when Scott Fitzgerald died of a heart attack in 1940, he 
was a forgotten writer.

He was rediscovered in the late 1940s, and now his place 
among the best American writers of the 20th century has 
been secured.



Eugene O’Neill (1888 - 1953) was the only American play-
wright to win a Nobel Prize for literature. He is considered 
by many as America’s greatest dramatist.

His love of theater came from his father, James O’Neill, 
of Irish origin, who was an actor and achieved success 
starring in the lead role in “The Count of 
Monte Cristo” based on the book by Al-
exandre Dumas.

Eugene grew up in a home that was af-
flicted by addictions; his mother became 
a morphine addict, possibly as a result 
of pain relief given during Eugene’s birth, 
while his older brother, Jamie, suffered 
from alcoholism.  
 
Eugene O’Neill graduated from the Betts 
Academy in Stamford, but was expelled 
from Princeton University as a result of 
his own drinking.

He tried many occupations including 
prospecting for gold in Honduras and liv-
ing as a beach bum in Buenos Aires. 

The turning point in his life came during 
an illness (tuberculosis) caused by his ex-
treme lifestyle. He decided to change his 
ways and become a playwright. He took a 
George Pierce Baker’s workshop in playwrighting at Har-
vard University and started writing one-act plays. 

page 3

Georgia O’Keeffe was born on November 15, 1887 in Sun 
Praire, Wisconsin. She was the daughter of a farmer of 
Irish descent, Francis O’Keeffe and his 
wife, Ida, a woman of Eastern European 
descent, who encouraged her to study 
art. 

Georgia received a thorough education 
in art and was determined to be an artist 
from early childhood. Driven by her own 
imagination, she did not want to follow the 
established trends and fashions. She had 
an explanation for not doing so: “A lot of 
people had done this kind of thing before 
I came along, and I don’t think I could do 
it any better.”

A loner by nature, she spent a lot of time 
in the countryside and was attracted to 
wildflowers and rocks. Imaginary scenes, 
such as ocean coastlines and palm trees 
were often the themes of her early paint-
ings. 

Even though she attended various schools and classes, 
e.g. the Art Students League in New York, her future did 

not appear very bright for her. This was 
a time when women, even very talented, 
rarely made it to the top in their profes-
sional life. 

She was fortunate, however, in coming 
across the avant-garde 291 Gallery in New 
York, whose owner would become her 
future husband, Alfred Stieglitz. Without 
Georgia’s knowledge he exhibited her early 
works in 1916. She wasn’t even aware that 
she became an overnight celebrity. Since 
then Georgia O’Keeffe has been a perma-
nent presence on the American art scene. 
To her favorite theme - flowers - she added 
motifs such as animal bones, adobe build-
ings and desert plants she encountered in 
New Mexico, her home after 1949,     

Her artistic motto was “to fill space in a 
beautiful way.”

Eugene O’Neill

Georgia O’Keeffe

1953 photo of Georgia O’Keeffe 
taken by Laura Gilpin 

(AP Photo)

Soon he joined a theatre group The Provincetown Players, 
which performed many of his one-act plays. His first full-
length play was Beyond the Horizon and he was awarded 
his first Pulitzer Prize for it in 1920. 

The Emperor Jones, his next book, brought O’Neill inter-
national recognition.   

Some of his plays are rooted in his ex-
periences and travels during the stormy 
part of his life (The Emperor Jones, Anna 
Christie, which won O’Neill his second 
Pulitzer Prize, The Iceman Cometh and 
The Hairy Ape.) 

Even though he used an expression-
ist style and endowed his characters 
with symbolic aspects, he later turned to 
Greek mythology to explain man’s soul in 
both allegorical and realistic terms. De-
sire Under the Elms and Mourning Be-
comes Electra are examples of his fasci-
nation with Greek mythology. 

In 1936 he was awarded the Nobel Prize, 
but it wasn’t until 1946 that his next play, 
The Iceman Cometh, listed among his best 
plays, was produced. Long Day’s Journey 
into Night, written shortly after that has 
been considered his greatest work. This 

play calls to mind his own family traumas. The protago-
nists, the Tyrones family, have to live with their mother’s 
drug addiction.

Irish-American author and playwright 
Eugene O’Neill poses with his third wife, 

actress Carlotta Monterey, at his home 
in Seattle, shortly after he received the 

news of being awarded the Nobel Prize 
in literature, November 13, 1936. 

(AP Photo)
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What do the three artists pre-
sented in this issue of Zoom 

have in common?  

Send the answer 
(with your home address) to: 

zoom@usinfo.pl

Deadline: April 5

Win a Prize!  
 

The answer to the February 
contest was: 

In 1911

 Thank you for participating
 

The winners are:

Agata from Krakow, Klaudia 
from Czestochowa and Alek-

sandra from Kruszyna 

CONGRATULATIONS
The prizes will be sent to you by 

mail.
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31-043 Krakow
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America on Facebook
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Exercise 2 Vocabulary

Fill in the blanks with one suitable word. You will find the missing words a-h listed be-
low. (the text comes from the U.S. Department of State publication, American Popular 
Music.)

Dance Music in the “Jazz Age”

Although jazz was initially regarded by the music industry as a passing ...... (1), its 
impact on the popular music mainstream represented an important cultural ...... (2). A 
new subculture emerged from the white upper and middle..... (3) , symbolized by the 
“jazz babies” or “flappers” (emancipated young ..... (4) with short skirts and bobbed 
hair) and “jazzbos” or “sheiks” (young ..... (5) whose cool yet sensual comportment 
was modeled on the film star Rudolph Valentino). This movement involved a blend of 
elements from “high ..... (6)” – the novels of F. Scott Fitzgerald, the paintings of Pablo 
Picasso, the ..... (7) of Eugene O’Neill – and from popular culture, particularly styles 
of music, dance, and speech modeled on black American ..... (8). The idea of the jazz 
age was promoted by the mass media, especially by Hollywood. 

a. classes , b. men,  c. plays , d. shift, e. classes, f. fad, g. prototypes, h. culture, 

Exercise 3 reading Comprehension

Read the texts on pp. 1-3 and answer the questions below:

1. What is the idea behind proclaiming March the “Irish Heritage Month”?
2. What is the title of Scott Fitzgerald’s most acclaimed book?
3. Why didn’t Fitzgerald marry his first love, Ginevra King?
5. What caused F. Scott Fitzgerald’s premature death in 1940?
6. Who inspired Eugene O’Neill’s love of theatre?
7. What implications did Eugene’s childhood have on his adolescent years?
8. What made him change his ways?
9. How was his contribution to world literature recognized? 
10. What is the title of his most famous play and what personal problems does it refer 
to?
11. Who influenced Georgia O’Keeffe’s interest in art?
12. Why was it difficult for women at that time to make a professional career?
13. What was Georgia O’Keeffe’s best-liked motif in her paintings?
14. What landscape did she present in many of her later works?

Exercise 1 Listening Comprehension

ZOOM SPECIAL VIDEO (CLICK HERE)

Watch the video in which Patrick Vaughan, Pro-
fessor of history and TransAtlantic Studies at 
the Jagiellonian University in Krakow, talks 
about F. Scott Fitzgerald.

Then answer the following questions:
1. What is Professor Vaughan’s favorite short story by Scott Fitzgerald?
2. How is he related to F. Scott Fitzgerald?
3. Why did he get C in his high school for his essay on The Great Gatsby?
4. Why were the 1920s a difficult decade for America?

http://www.facebook.com/pages/Krakow-Poland/Zoom-in-on-America/55275357401
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Krakow-Poland/Zoom-in-on-America/55275357401
http://stream.state.gov/streamvol/libmedia/krakow/10474/scottfitzgerald/scott_fitzgerald.wmv

