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Study Guide for Great Gatsby

The study guide for Great Gatsby serves as an essential resource for students and readers aiming to
grasp the intricate themes, characters, and symbols in F. Scott Fitzgerald’s classic American novel.
Published in 1925, "The Great Gatsby" offers a poignant critique of the American Dream during the
Jazz Age, exploring themes of wealth, love, and social stratification. This guide will delve into key
aspects of the novel, including character analyses, thematic explorations, and significant symbols,
enhancing your comprehension and appreciation of this literary masterpiece.

Overview of The Great Gatsby

F. Scott Fitzgerald's "The Great Gatsby" is set in the summer of 1922 and follows the life of Jay
Gatsby, a wealthy and enigmatic figure known for his lavish parties and unyielding love for Daisy
Buchanan. The story is narrated by Nick Carraway, a Yale graduate who moves to West Egg, Long
Island, and becomes entangled in Gatsby's world of opulence and despair. Through Nick's eyes,
readers witness the moral decay hidden behind the glitzy facade of the Roaring Twenties.

Historical Context

Understanding the historical context of "The Great Gatsby" is crucial for grasping its themes and
characters:

- The Jazz Age: The 1920s, known as the Jazz Age, was characterized by a cultural revolution,
marked by jazz music, flappers, and a break from traditional values.

- Prohibition: The 18th Amendment prohibited alcohol, leading to underground speakeasies and
organized crime, which plays a significant role in Gatsby's rise to wealth.

- The American Dream: The novel critiques the notion of the American Dream, highlighting the
disillusionment that accompanies the pursuit of wealth and status.

Character Analysis

The characters in "The Great Gatsby" are richly developed and serve as representations of various
themes within the novel. Below is an analysis of the primary characters:

Jay Gatsby

- Background: Born James Gatz, Gatsby transforms himself into a wealthy socialite to win back his
lost love, Daisy Buchanan.
- Motivation: Gatsby's primary motivation is his desire for love and acceptance, leading him to



accumulate wealth and throw extravagant parties.
- Symbolism: He represents the American Dream's potential and its ultimate failure, as his wealth
does not bring him happiness or fulfillment.

Daisy Buchanan

- Background: Daisy is the beautiful and shallow socialite married to Tom Buchanan, and she is
Gatsby's former love.

- Conflicted Nature: While she embodies the allure of wealth, she is also depicted as superficial and
ultimately self-serving.

- Symbolism: Daisy represents both the idealized woman and the emptiness of the American Dream.

Nick Carraway

- Role: As the narrator, Nick serves as a moral compass and a bridge between Gatsby and the
reader.

- Perspective: Nick is both an insider and outsider, observing the decadence of the East Egg elite
while maintaining his Midwestern values.

- Symbolism: He represents the voice of reason amidst the chaos of the Jazz Age and serves as a
critique of the moral decay surrounding him.

Tom Buchanan

- Character Traits: Tom is portrayed as arrogant, aggressive, and deeply racist, embodying the old
money class.

- Conflict: His relationship with Daisy is complicated by his affair with Myrtle Wilson, leading to
tension and tragedy.

- Symbolism: Tom represents the corruption of wealth and the entitlement of the elite.

Myrtle Wilson

- Background: Myrtle is Tom's mistress, representing the desires and struggles of those in the lower
classes.

- Ambition: She seeks to escape her lower-class existence, believing that Tom's wealth will provide
her with a better life.

- Symbolism: Myrtle's tragic fate illustrates the perils of the American Dream and the consequences
of unfulfilled aspirations.

Themes

"The Great Gatsby" explores several themes that resonate with readers, highlighting the



complexities of human nature and society.

The American Dream

- Critique: The novel critiques the notion that anyone can achieve success through hard work.
Gatsby's rise and fall illustrate the illusion of the American Dream.

- Disillusionment: Characters such as Gatsby and Myrtle exemplify the disillusionment faced by
those who chase a dream that is ultimately unattainable.

Love and Relationships

- Idealization: Gatsby's love for Daisy is idealized and ultimately destructive, leading to tragedy.
- Infidelity: The relationships in the novel are marked by betrayal and superficiality, especially Tom's
affair with Myrtle and Daisy's emotional disconnection from Tom.

Class and Social Status

- East Egg vs. West Egg: The geographical divisions highlight the differences between old money
(East Egg) and new money (West Egg), with characters like Tom and Gatsby representing these
divisions.

- Social Stratification: The novel explores how social class affects personal relationships and the
characters' perceptions of themselves and others.

Symbols

Fitzgerald employs various symbols throughout "The Great Gatsby" to enhance its themes and
convey deeper meanings.

The Green Light

- Representation: The green light at the end of Daisy's dock symbolizes Gatsby's hope and dreams,
particularly his desire for a future with Daisy.

- Ambiguity: As the novel progresses, the light becomes a symbol of unattainable dreams and the
disillusionment of the American Dream.

The Valley of Ashes

- Description: The Valley of Ashes represents the moral and social decay resulting from the
uninhibited pursuit of wealth.



- Symbolism: It serves as a stark contrast to the opulence of East and West Egg, highlighting the
consequences faced by those left behind in the pursuit of the American Dream.

The Eyes of Doctor T.]. Eckleburg

- Symbolism: The large, disembodied eyes on a billboard symbolize the loss of spiritual values in
America and serve as a reminder of the moral decay surrounding the characters.

- Interpretation: Some interpret the eyes as representing the eyes of God, watching over the
characters and their moral transgressions.

Conclusion

The study guide for Great Gatsby provides a comprehensive overview of one of America's most
cherished novels. Understanding the characters, themes, and symbols enhances the reading
experience and fosters a deeper appreciation for Fitzgerald’s critique of the American Dream and
the societal values of the 1920s. As you engage with the text, consider how the characters' journeys
reflect the complexities of aspiration, love, and the pursuit of happiness, ultimately revealing the
profound disillusionment that lies beneath the surface of wealth and glamour. Whether you are
preparing for an exam, writing an essay, or simply wishing to engage more deeply with the text, this
guide serves as a valuable tool for navigating the rich tapestry of "The Great Gatsby."

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'The Great Gatsby'?

The main themes include the American Dream, class struggle, love and relationships, and the
illusion of the past.

How does Fitzgerald use symbolism in 'The Great Gatsby'?

Fitzgerald uses symbolism extensively, with elements like the green light representing Gatsby's
hopes and dreams, and the valley of ashes symbolizing moral decay and social inequality.

What role does the narrator, Nick Carraway, play in 'The Great
Gatsby'?

Nick Carraway serves as the narrator and moral center of the story, providing insight into the lives
of Gatsby and the other characters while also reflecting on his own values and judgments.

How does 'The Great Gatsby' reflect the social dynamics of the



1920s?

The novel reflects the social dynamics of the 1920s through its depiction of wealth, excess, and the
contrasting lives of the aristocratic East Egg residents versus the more ambitious West Egg
inhabitants.

What is the significance of the character Jay Gatsby in the
novel?

Jay Gatsby embodies the American Dream's promise and its ultimate failure; his rise from humble
beginnings to immense wealth highlights the era's ideals, while his tragic pursuit of love and
acceptance underscores the emptiness often found in that dream.
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