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CONTEXT

argaret Mitchell was born in Atlanta, Georgia,

in 1900. Her father was a lawyer and the presi-

dent of the Atlanta Historical Society, and her

mother was a suffragette(a woman in support of
extending the right to vote, especially to women)and an advo-
cate of women’s rights in general. Mitchell grew up listening to
stories about Atlanta during the Civil War, stories often told by
people who had lived through the war. Mitchell attended Smith
College, a women’s college in Northampton, Massachusetts. In
1919, she returned to Atlanta and began to live a lifestyle con-
sidered wild by the standards of the 1920s. After a disastrous
first marriage, Mitchell began a career as a journalist and mar-
ried an advertising executive named John Robert Marsh. In 1926,
encouraged by her husband, Mitchell began to write the novel
that would become Gone with the Wind. She went through nine
complete drafts of the thousand-page work, setting an epic ro-
mance against the Civil War background she knew so well. In
the first eight drafts, the protagonist was called Prissy Hamilton,
not Scarlett O’Hara(as the character was renamed in the final
draft).

Gone with the Wind differs from most Civil War novels by
glorifying the South and demonizing the North. Other popular
novels about the Civil War, such as Stephen Crane’s The Red
Badge of Courage, are told from a Northern perspective and tend
to exalt the North’s values. Mitchell’s novel is unique also for
its portrayal of a strong-willed, independent woman, Scarlett
O’Hara, who shares many characteristics with Mitchell herself,

1
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* GONE WITH THE WIND

Mitchell frequently defied convention, divorcing her first hus-
band and pursuing a career in journalism despite the disapproval
of society.

Gone with the Wind Was published in 1936, ten years after
Mitchell began writing it. A smash success upon publication,
Gone with the Wind became—and remains even now—one of
the bestselling novels of all time. It received the 1937 Pulitzer
Prize. In the late 1930s a film version of the novel was planned,
and David O. Selznick’s nationwide search for an actress to play
Scarlett O’Hara captivated the nation’s attention. The resulting
film starred Vivien Leigh and Clark Gable as Scarlett O’Hara and
Rhett Butler, and it quickly became one of the most popular mo-
tion pictures of all time.

Mitchell was less than thrilled by the sweeping popularity
of her work. She found the spotlight uncomfortable and grew
exhausted and ill. Gone with the Wind is her only novel, though
she continued to write nonfiction. Mitchell volunteered extensively
during World War II and seemed to regain her strength. In 1949
a car struck and killed Mitchell while she was crossing Peachtree
Street in Atlanta.

Many critics question the literary merit and outdated racial
stances of Gone with the Wind. Some consider the novel fluffy,
partly because women of Mitchell’s time rarely received credit
for serious literary fiction and partly because the novel features
a romance along with its historical plot. Both blacks and whites
have harshly criticized Mitchell’s sympathetic depiction of sla-
very and the Ku Klux Klan* and her racist depiction of blacks.
The novel is most valuable if read with an understanding of three

historical contexts: our own, Mitchell’s, and Scarlett’s. *
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PLOT OVERVIEW

PLOT OVERVIEW

t is the spring of 1861. Scarlett O’Hara, a pretty South-

ern belle, lives on Tara, a large plantation in Georgia. She

concerns herself only with her numerous suitors and her

desire to marry Ashley Wilkes. One day she hears that
Ashley is engaged to Melanie Hamilton, his frail, plain cousin from
Atlanta. At a barbecue at the Wilkes plantation the next day,
Scarlett confesses her feelings to Ashley. He tells her that he does
love her but that he is marrying Melanie because she is similar
to him, whereas he and Scarlett are very different. Scarlett slaps
Ashley and he leaves the room. Suddenly Scarlett realizes that
she is not alone. Rhett Butler, a scandalous but dashing adventurer,
has been watching the whole scene, and he compliments Scarlett
on being unladylike.

The Civil War begins. Charles Hamilton, Melanie’s timid, dull
brother, proposes to Scarlett. She spitefully agrees to marry him,
hoping to hurt Ashley. Over the course of two months, Scarlett
and Charles marry, Charles joins the army and dies of the
measles, and Scarlett learns that she is pregnant. After Scarlett
gives birth to a son , Wade, she becomes bored and unhappy.
She makes a long trip to Atlanta to stay with Melanie and
Melanie’s aunt, Pittypat. The busy city agrees with Scarlett’s
temperament, and she begins to see a great deal of Rhett. Rhett
infuriates Scarlett with his bluntness and mockery, but he also
encourages her to flout the severely restrictive social requirements
for mourning Southern widows. As the war progresses, food
and clothing run scarce in Atlanta. Scarlett and Melanie fear for
Ashley’s safety. After the bloody battle of Gettysburg*, Ashley

5
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* GONE WITH THE WIND

is captured and sent to prison, and the Yankee army begins bear-
ing down on Atlanta. Scarlett desperately wants to return home
to Tara, but she has promised Ashley she will stay with the preg-
nant Melanie, who could give birth at any time.

On the night the Yankees capture Atlanta and set it afire,
Melanie gives birth to her son, Beau. Rhett helps Scarlett and
Melanie escape the Yankees, escorting them through the burn-
ing streets of the city, but he abandons them outside Atlanta so
he can join the Confederate Army. Scarlett drives the cart all night
and day through a dangerous forest full of deserters and soldiers,
at last reaching Tara. She arrives to find that her mother, Ellen,
is dead; her father, Gerald, has lost his mind; and the Yankee
army has looted the plantation, leaving no food or cotton. Scav-
enging for subsistence, a furious Scarlett vows never to go hun-
gry again.

Scarlett takes charge of rebuilding Tara. She murders a Yan-
kee thief and puts out a fire set by a spiteful Yankee soldier. At
last the war ends, word comes that Ashley is free and on his
way home, and a stream of returning soldiers begins pouring
through Tara. One such soldier, a one-legged homeless Confed-
erate named Will Benteen, stays on and helps Scarlett with the
plantation. One day, Will brings terrible news: Jonas Wilkerson,
a former employee at Tara and current government official, has
raised the taxes on Tara, hoping to drive the O’Haras out so that
he might buy the plantation. Distraught, Scarlett hurries to At-
lanta to seduce Rhett Butler so that he will give her the three
hundred dollars she needs for taxes. Rhett has emerged from
the war a fabulously wealthy man , dripping with earnings from
his blockade-running operation and from food speculation.
However, Rhett is in a Yankee jail and cannot help Scarlett.

7
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* GONE WITH THE WIND

Scarlett sees her sister’s beau, Frank Kennedy, who now owns
a general store, and forges a plan. Determined to save Tara, she
betrays her sister and marries Frank, pays the taxes on Tara,
and devotes herself to making Frank’s business more profitable.

After Rhett blackmails his way out of prison, he lends
Scarlett enough money to buy a sawmill. To the displeasure of
Atlanta society, Scarlett becomes a shrewd businesswoman.
Gerald dies, and Scarlett returns to Tara for the funeral. There,
she persuades Ashley and Melanie to move to Atlanta and ac-
cept a share in her lumber business. Shortly thereafter, Scarlett
gives birth to Frank’s child, Ella Lorena.

A free black man and his white male companion attack
Scarlett on her way home from the sawmill one day. That night,
the Ku Klux Klan avenges the attack on Scarlett, and Frank ends
up dead. Rhett proposes to Scarlett and she quickly accepts. After
a long, luxurious honeymoon in New Orleans, Scarlett and Rhett
return to Atlanta, where Scarlett builds a garish mansion and so-
cializes with wealthy Yankees. Scarlett becomes pregnant again
and has another child, Bonnie Blue Butler. Rhett doets on the girl
and begins a successful campaign to win back the good graces
of the prominent Atlanta citizens in order to keep Bonnie from
being an outcast like Scarlett.

Scarlett and Rhett’s marriage begins happily, but Rhett be-
comes increasingly bitter and indifferent toward her. Scarlett’s
feelings for Ashley have diminished into a warm, sympathetic
friendship, but Ashley’s jealous sister, India, finds them in a
friendly embrace and spreads the rumor that they are having an
affair. To Scarlett’s surprise, Melanie takes Scarlett’s side and
refuses to believe the rumors.

After Bonnie is killed in a horse-riding accident, Rhett nearly



