
The Great Gatsby Study Notes

The Great Gatsby Study Notes: An essential resource for students and literature
enthusiasts alike, these notes delve into F. Scott Fitzgerald's classic novel, exploring its
themes, characters, and historical context. Understanding "The Great Gatsby" not only
enhances appreciation of the text but also provides insight into the cultural and social
dynamics of the 1920s. This article will serve as a comprehensive guide to studying "The
Great Gatsby," offering key points, analysis, and contextual information.

Overview of "The Great Gatsby"

Published in 1925, "The Great Gatsby" is a novel that captures the essence of the Jazz Age
in America. Set in the fictional towns of West Egg and East Egg on Long Island, the story
is narrated by Nick Carraway, who becomes entangled in the lives of the wealthy elite.
The central plot revolves around Jay Gatsby and his unrelenting pursuit of Daisy
Buchanan, a woman he fell in love with before going to war.

Key Themes



"The Great Gatsby" is rich in themes that resonate with readers across generations. Here
are some of the most prominent:

The American Dream: The novel explores the idea of the American Dream,1.
illustrating its complexities and the notion that success is often tied to wealth and
social status. Gatsby's rise from humble beginnings to immense wealth showcases
both the possibility and the pitfalls of this dream.

Class Distinction: Fitzgerald contrasts the lives of the old money aristocracy (East2.
Egg) with the new money class (West Egg), highlighting issues of privilege, social
stratification, and the hollowness of the upper class.

Love and Relationships: The story examines various forms of love, from the3.
idealized love Gatsby has for Daisy to the superficial relationships among the other
characters, ultimately portraying love as a complex and often unattainable goal.

Identity and Self-Invention: Gatsby's transformation from James Gatz to Jay4.
Gatsby exemplifies the theme of self-invention, raising questions about authenticity
and the lengths to which individuals will go to reinvent themselves.

Disillusionment: The characters, particularly Gatsby and Nick, experience profound5.
disillusionment as the reality of their dreams clashes with the American social
landscape.

Main Characters

Understanding the characters in "The Great Gatsby" is crucial for grasping the novel's
themes and messages. Here are the key players:

Jay Gatsby: The enigmatic protagonist who is known for his lavish parties and
unyielding love for Daisy Buchanan. Gatsby represents the ideal of the American
Dream but also its ultimate failure.

Nick Carraway: The novel's narrator and a cousin to Daisy. Nick serves as a moral
compass throughout the story, providing insight into the lives of the other characters
and the world they inhabit.

Daisy Buchanan: The object of Gatsby's affection, Daisy is a beautiful yet shallow
character who embodies the allure and superficiality of wealth.

Tom Buchanan: Daisy's husband, Tom is a wealthy, arrogant character who
epitomizes the old money elite. He represents brutality and racism, acting as an
antagonist to Gatsby.

Jordan Baker: A friend of Daisy's and a professional golfer, Jordan is characterized



by her cynicism and dishonesty, representing the moral decay of the era.

Myrtle Wilson: Tom's mistress, Myrtle is a representation of the lower class's
striving for wealth and status, ultimately leading to her tragic fate.

Setting and Historical Context

To fully appreciate "The Great Gatsby," it is important to consider its setting and the
historical backdrop against which the story unfolds.

The Roaring Twenties

The 1920s, known as the Roaring Twenties, was a period of significant cultural and social
change in America. Following World War I, the country experienced economic prosperity,
leading to an explosion of consumerism, jazz music, and a more liberated lifestyle for
many. However, this era was also marked by excess, moral ambiguity, and the disparity
between the rich and the poor.

Locations in the Novel

The novel is set in two fictional locations on Long Island:

West Egg: Home to Gatsby and Nick, representing new money and the pursuit of
wealth and status.

East Egg: The affluent area where Tom and Daisy live, symbolizing old money and
established social status.

The contrasting settings play a crucial role in illustrating the social dynamics and class
distinctions that permeate the narrative.

Symbolism in "The Great Gatsby"

Fitzgerald employs a rich tapestry of symbols throughout "The Great Gatsby," each adding
depth to the narrative.

The Green Light: Located at the end of Daisy's dock, the green light symbolizes1.



Gatsby's hopes and dreams for the future, particularly his desire for Daisy. It
represents the unattainable nature of the American Dream.

The Valley of Ashes: A desolate area between West Egg and New York City, the2.
Valley of Ashes represents the moral and social decay resulting from the uninhibited
pursuit of wealth, contrasting sharply with the opulence of the Eggs.

The Eyes of Dr. T.J. Eckleburg: The billboard featuring the eyes symbolizes the3.
idea of an all-seeing moral authority, reflecting the characters' moral decay and the
emptiness of their pursuits.

Literary Devices

Fitzgerald's masterful use of literary devices enhances the narrative complexity and
deepens the reader's engagement with the text.

Imagery

Fitzgerald uses vivid imagery to evoke the extravagance of the 1920s, painting a picture of
Gatsby's lavish parties and the contrasting bleakness of the Valley of Ashes. This imagery
serves to highlight the disparities between wealth and poverty.

Foreshadowing

Throughout the novel, Fitzgerald employs foreshadowing to hint at future events, creating
a sense of inevitability. For instance, Gatsby’s tragic end is foreshadowed through subtle
clues that suggest the futility of his dreams.

First-Person Narrative

Nick Carraway's first-person narration provides a subjective lens through which the story
is told. His reflections and judgments add depth to the characters and events, allowing
readers to engage with the narrative on a personal level.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Upon its release, "The Great Gatsby" received mixed reviews and was not a commercial
success. However, its reputation grew significantly in the following decades, and it is now
considered one of the greatest American novels. Its exploration of themes such as the



American Dream and social stratification remains relevant today, making it a staple in
high school and college literature courses.

Adaptations

The novel has been adapted into several films, stage productions, and musicals, with the
most notable film adaptations being those released in 1974, starring Robert Redford, and
in 2013, directed by Baz Luhrmann. These adaptations have contributed to the novel's
enduring popularity and relevance.

Study Tips for "The Great Gatsby"

When studying "The Great Gatsby," consider the following tips to enhance your
understanding and analysis:

Read Actively: Take notes while reading to capture important themes, character1.
developments, and symbols.

Discuss with Peers: Engaging in discussions can provide new insights and2.
interpretations of the text.

Research Historical Context: Understanding the societal changes of the 1920s will3.
deepen your appreciation of the novel's themes and characters.

Analyze Literary Devices: Pay attention to Fitzgerald's use of symbolism, imagery,4.
and narrative style, as these elements contribute to the novel's meaning.

Reflect on Themes: Consider how the themes of the novel relate to contemporary5.
issues, making the text relevant to modern readers.

In conclusion, "The Great Gatsby" is a multifaceted novel that invites readers to explore
the complexities of the American Dream, class distinctions, and the nature of love and
identity. By utilizing these study notes, readers can gain a deeper understanding of
Fitzgerald's masterpiece and its enduring significance in American literature.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'The Great
Gatsby'?
The main themes include the American Dream, social class, love and relationships, and the
illusion of identity.



Who is the narrator of 'The Great Gatsby' and how does
this affect the story?
The narrator is Nick Carraway, whose perspective shapes the reader's understanding of
Gatsby and other characters, providing a level of insight and bias.

What role does symbolism play in 'The Great Gatsby'?
Symbolism is crucial; for example, the green light represents Gatsby's hopes and dreams,
while the Valley of Ashes symbolizes moral decay and social disparity.

How does F. Scott Fitzgerald portray the American
Dream in the novel?
Fitzgerald critiques the American Dream by showing its corrupting influence and the
emptiness of material success through the lives of characters like Gatsby and Daisy.

What is the significance of the setting in 'The Great
Gatsby'?
The setting, primarily in the 1920s Long Island, reflects the social stratification and excess
of the Jazz Age, highlighting the contrast between East Egg and West Egg.

How does the character of Jay Gatsby embody the
American Dream?
Gatsby represents the self-made man who rises from humble beginnings to immense
wealth, yet ultimately finds that his dreams are unattainable and hollow.

What are some key character relationships in 'The Great
Gatsby'?
Key relationships include Gatsby and Daisy, which symbolize lost love; Tom and Daisy
Buchanan, representing the corruption of wealth; and Nick's complex friendship with
Gatsby.
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