
The Great Gatsby Literature Guide

The Great Gatsby Literature Guide is an essential resource for students, teachers, and literature
enthusiasts seeking to understand F. Scott Fitzgerald's iconic novel. First published in 1925, "The
Great Gatsby" is often hailed as one of the greatest American novels, encapsulating the Jazz Age and
the American Dream's complexities. This guide will explore the novel's themes, characters, symbols,
and its historical context, providing a comprehensive understanding of this literary masterpiece.

Overview of the Novel

F. Scott Fitzgerald's "The Great Gatsby" is set in the summer of 1922, primarily on Long Island and
New York City. The narrative is told through the eyes of Nick Carraway, who becomes embroiled in
the lives of the wealthy elite, particularly his enigmatic neighbor, Jay Gatsby. The plot revolves
around Gatsby's unrelenting pursuit of his former lover, Daisy Buchanan, and the subsequent
exploration of themes such as love, wealth, and the American Dream.

Plot Summary

1. Introduction to Characters: The novel begins with Nick Carraway, a Yale graduate and veteran of
World War I, moving to West Egg, Long Island, where he rents a modest house next to Gatsby's
opulent mansion.

2. Gatsby's Parties: Gatsby is infamous for hosting extravagant parties, which attract numerous
guests, including Daisy, who is married to the wealthy but brutish Tom Buchanan.



3. Reunion of Gatsby and Daisy: With Nick's help, Gatsby and Daisy reunite, sparking a complex love
affair that challenges social norms and reveals deep-seated issues.

4. Conflict and Climax: The love triangle between Gatsby, Daisy, and Tom escalates, leading to a
confrontation that exposes the moral decay beneath the surface of wealth and privilege.

5. Tragedy and Conclusion: The novel culminates in tragedy, ultimately leading to Gatsby's demise
and Nick's disillusionment with the American Dream.

Themes

"The Great Gatsby" is rich with themes that critique the social dynamics of the 1920s. The major
themes include:

The American Dream

- Corruption of the Dream: Fitzgerald examines how the American Dream, which promises
prosperity and success, becomes corrupted by materialism and moral decay.
- Class Distinction: The novel highlights the divide between old-money aristocracy (represented by
Tom and Daisy Buchanan) and new-money individuals (like Gatsby), questioning the true nature of
success.

Love and Relationships

- Romantic Idealism vs. Reality: Gatsby's idealistic love for Daisy contrasts sharply with the reality of
their relationship, suggesting that nostalgia can distort one's perception of love.
- Infidelity and Betrayal: The relationships in the novel are marked by deceit and betrayal, reflecting
the moral ambiguity of the characters.

Identity and Self-Invention

- Jay Gatsby's Transformation: Gatsby's rise from humble beginnings to immense wealth is a
testament to self-invention, yet it raises questions about authenticity and the sacrifices made in
pursuit of an ideal.

Character Analysis

Understanding the characters is crucial to grasping the novel's complexities. Here are key
characters and their significance:



Jay Gatsby

- The Dreamer: Gatsby represents the idealistic pursuit of the American Dream but is ultimately a
tragic figure whose dreams lead to his downfall.
- Symbol of Hope: His mysterious background and relentless hope serve as central motifs,
showcasing the power and peril of dreams.

Nick Carraway

- The Narrator: As the novel's narrator, Nick provides a lens through which readers view the events,
offering both admiration and critique of Gatsby and the elite society.
- Moral Compass: Nick's integrity contrasts with the other characters’ moral ambiguity, positioning
him as a witness to the unfolding tragedy.

Daisy Buchanan

- The Object of Desire: Daisy embodies Gatsby's dream but also represents the superficiality and
emptiness of the upper class.
- Conflicted Character: Her indecisiveness and eventual choice reflect the limitations imposed by
societal expectations and personal desires.

Tom Buchanan

- Antagonist: Tom represents the old-money elite, characterized by arrogance and entitlement,
serving as a foil to Gatsby’s ambition.
- Moral Decay: His infidelity and violent tendencies illustrate the moral decay hidden beneath the
glittering surface of wealth.

Symbols

Fitzgerald employs a variety of symbols throughout the novel, enhancing its thematic depth.

The Green Light

- Hope and Desire: The green light at the end of Daisy's dock symbolizes Gatsby's unattainable
dreams and the broader concept of the American Dream.
- Illusion vs. Reality: It represents the gap between aspiration and reality, highlighting the futility of
Gatsby's pursuit.



The Valley of Ashes

- Moral and Social Decay: This desolate area between West Egg and New York City symbolizes the
consequences of the relentless pursuit of wealth and the moral decay of society.
- Contrast to Wealth: It underscores the disparity between the rich and the impoverished, reflecting
the darker side of the American Dream.

The Eyes of Dr. T.J. Eckleburg

- God’s Watchfulness: The billboard featuring the eyes of Dr. T.J. Eckleburg serves as a symbol of the
moral and spiritual emptiness of society, suggesting that a higher power is observing the characters'
actions.
- Loss of Spirituality: It represents the loss of spiritual values in the face of rampant materialism.

Historical Context

To fully appreciate "The Great Gatsby," it's vital to understand the historical backdrop of the 1920s,
known as the Jazz Age.

The Roaring Twenties

- Economic Prosperity: Following World War I, America experienced significant economic growth,
leading to a culture of excess and a fascination with wealth.
- Social Changes: The 1920s saw the rise of flappers, shifts in gender roles, and a challenge to
traditional values, all of which influence the novel’s characters and themes.

The American Dream's Evolution

- From Opportunity to Disillusionment: The American Dream, once associated with hard work and
opportunity, begins to morph into a pursuit of wealth and pleasure, leading to disillusionment by the
decade's end.

Conclusion

In conclusion, The Great Gatsby Literature Guide offers a comprehensive framework for
understanding F. Scott Fitzgerald's exploration of the American Dream, love, identity, and the moral
complexities of the 1920s. Through its rich symbolism, intricate character development, and
poignant themes, the novel continues to resonate, inviting readers to reflect on their own dreams
and the societal constructs that shape them. As a staple in literary studies, its relevance endures,
making it a crucial text for anyone seeking to explore the depths of American literature.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'The Great Gatsby'?
'The Great Gatsby' explores themes of the American Dream, class struggle, love and obsession, and
the moral decay of society during the 1920s.

Who is the narrator of 'The Great Gatsby' and what is their
significance?
The narrator is Nick Carraway, who provides a unique perspective on the events and characters,
serving as a moral compass and a bridge between the reader and the world of Gatsby.

How does F. Scott Fitzgerald use symbolism in 'The Great
Gatsby'?
Fitzgerald employs various symbols, such as the green light representing Gatsby's hopes and
dreams, the valley of ashes symbolizing moral decay, and the eyes of Dr. T.J. Eckleburg representing
the loss of spiritual values.

What role does social class play in the relationships depicted
in 'The Great Gatsby'?
Social class is a crucial element, influencing relationships and perceptions. The divide between East
Egg (old money) and West Egg (new money) highlights the tensions and prejudices based on wealth
and status.

What is the significance of the title 'The Great Gatsby'?
The title reflects the larger-than-life persona of Jay Gatsby and the idea of greatness, which is
intertwined with his tragic pursuit of wealth, love, and acceptance in a society that ultimately rejects
him.

How does the setting of the 1920s impact the story in 'The
Great Gatsby'?
The 1920s setting, marked by post-war prosperity and cultural change, provides a backdrop for the
characters' excesses and moral ambiguity, emphasizing the themes of decadence and
disillusionment.

What does the character of Daisy Buchanan represent in 'The
Great Gatsby'?
Daisy Buchanan represents the idealized version of love and the American Dream, but also embodies
the emptiness and superficiality of wealth and privilege.



How does the concept of the American Dream manifest in 'The
Great Gatsby'?
The American Dream is depicted as both an aspiration and an illusion, highlighting the idea that
wealth and success do not guarantee happiness or fulfillment, particularly through Gatsby's tragic
pursuit.

What is the significance of the ending of 'The Great Gatsby'?
The ending underscores the theme of unattainable dreams and the harsh realities of life, leaving
readers with a sense of melancholy and reflection on the emptiness of the American Dream.

How does Fitzgerald portray women in 'The Great Gatsby'?
Fitzgerald portrays women through complex and often critical lenses, showcasing characters like
Daisy and Jordan Baker who embody both empowerment and the constraints of societal expectations
in the 1920s.
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