
the great gatsby book analysis
The Great Gatsby is a timeless classic that encapsulates the essence of the American
Dream and the complexities of love, wealth, and social status in the 1920s. Written by F.
Scott Fitzgerald and published in 1925, the novel has been the subject of extensive literary
analysis and criticism. Its rich symbolism, intricate character development, and underlying
themes resonate with readers even today. This article will delve into a comprehensive
analysis of The Great Gatsby, examining its characters, themes, symbols, and the socio-
historical context in which it was written.

Overview of the Plot

At its core, The Great Gatsby is a story of Jay Gatsby, a mysterious millionaire known for his
extravagant parties and unyielding love for Daisy Buchanan, a married woman. The
narrative is told through the eyes of Nick Carraway, Gatsby's neighbor and a Yale graduate
who provides a lens into the opulent world of East Egg and West Egg—a representation of
the divide between old money and new money.

- Setting: The novel is set in the summer of 1922, primarily in the fictional towns of West
Egg and East Egg on Long Island, New York.
- Key Characters:
- Jay Gatsby: The enigmatic protagonist who rises from humble beginnings to immense
wealth.
- Nick Carraway: The narrator and Gatsby's neighbor who offers a moral perspective on the
events that unfold.
- Daisy Buchanan: The beautiful but shallow object of Gatsby's affection, representing the
allure and ultimately the emptiness of wealth.
- Tom Buchanan: Daisy’s wealthy, brutish husband who embodies the arrogance of the old
money class.
- Jordan Baker: A professional golfer and Daisy's friend, who represents the new, liberated
woman of the 1920s.
- Myrtle Wilson: Tom's mistress, who embodies the struggles of the lower class and the
pursuit of the American Dream.

The narrative unfolds as Nick becomes entangled in Gatsby's world, revealing the dark
undercurrents of love, betrayal, and the American Dream.

Themes in The Great Gatsby

The Great Gatsby is rich with themes that explore the complexities of the American Dream,
the nature of love, and the moral decay of society in the 1920s.



The American Dream

One of the most prominent themes in the novel is the American Dream, which is portrayed
as an elusive and ultimately corrupt ideal.

- Wealth and Class: Gatsby's rise from poverty to immense wealth represents the American
Dream. However, Fitzgerald illustrates that this dream is often unattainable and filled with
disillusionment.
- Disillusionment: The characters pursue wealth and status, yet their lives are marked by
emptiness and despair. Gatsby's ultimate failure to win Daisy's love despite his riches
underscores the hollowness of the American Dream.
- Social Stratification: The divide between East Egg (old money) and West Egg (new money)
serves as a critique of the American class system, suggesting that wealth does not equate
to happiness or moral integrity.

Love and Relationships

The theme of love in The Great Gatsby is complex and multifaceted, often intertwined with
issues of wealth and status.

- Gatsby and Daisy: Gatsby's love for Daisy is idealized and obsessive, representing a
longing for the past. His belief that he can recreate their past romance highlights the futility
of trying to recapture lost time.
- Tom and Daisy: Their relationship is marked by infidelity and a lack of genuine affection,
showcasing the emptiness of their marriage and the moral decay of the upper class.
- Myrtle and Tom: Myrtle's relationship with Tom is driven by her desire for a better life,
ultimately leading to her tragic downfall.

Identity and Self-Perception

Identity plays a crucial role in the narrative, particularly in how characters perceive
themselves and how they are perceived by others.

- Gatsby's Reinvention: Jay Gatsby is a self-made man who transforms himself from James
Gatz, a poor farmer, into a wealthy socialite. This reinvention underscores the theme that
identity is fluid and often constructed through external perceptions.
- Nick's Perspective: As the narrator, Nick serves as a moral compass, offering insights into
the characters’ motivations and the societal values of the time. His disillusionment with the
lifestyle of the wealthy emphasizes the contrast between appearance and reality.

Symbolism in The Great Gatsby

Fitzgerald's use of symbolism enriches the narrative, adding depth to the story and its
themes.



The Green Light

Perhaps the most iconic symbol in the novel, the green light at the end of Daisy's dock
represents Gatsby's unattainable dreams and the hope for a future with Daisy.

- Hope and Desire: The green light embodies Gatsby's aspiration for love and success,
symbolizing the broader American Dream.
- Distance and Illusion: The light's distance from Gatsby signifies the elusiveness of his
dreams, suggesting that the pursuit of such ideals may lead to despair.

The Valley of Ashes

The Valley of Ashes is a desolate area that symbolizes the moral and social decay resulting
from the uninhibited pursuit of wealth.

- Industrialization: It reflects the consequences of the American Dream when it becomes
corrupted by materialism.
- Myrtle's Death: The Valley serves as the site of Myrtle's tragic death, further emphasizing
the theme of unattainable aspiration and the harsh realities of life for those who are not
part of the elite.

The Eyes of Dr. T.J. Eckleburg

The eyes on the billboard overlooking the Valley of Ashes symbolize the eyes of God,
watching over the moral decay of society.

- Judgment and Morality: They serve as a reminder of the moral emptiness of the characters
and the consequences of their actions.
- Lost Spirituality: The eyes reflect the loss of spiritual values in an increasingly materialistic
world.

Socio-Historical Context

Understanding the socio-historical context of The Great Gatsby enhances the reader's
appreciation of the themes and characters.

- The Roaring Twenties: The novel is set during a period marked by economic prosperity,
cultural change, and a sense of liberation following World War I. The excesses of the
decade are reflected in Gatsby's lavish parties and the characters' hedonistic lifestyles.
- Prohibition: The illegal nature of alcohol during Prohibition is a backdrop to Gatsby's
wealth, suggesting that his riches may not have been obtained through entirely honest
means.
- Class Distinctions: The novel critiques the rigid class structure of American society,
highlighting the differences between the old money elite and the newly wealthy.



Conclusion

The Great Gatsby remains a powerful exploration of the American Dream and its
discontents. Through its intricate characters, rich symbolism, and profound themes,
Fitzgerald crafts a narrative that critiques the excesses of the 1920s while revealing the
emptiness that often accompanies the pursuit of wealth and status. The relevance of the
novel continues to resonate with contemporary readers, as it raises questions about
identity, morality, and the true cost of ambition. In essence, The Great Gatsby serves as a
cautionary tale about the perils of chasing an idealized dream and the inevitable
disillusionment that follows.

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
moral decay of society. The novel critiques the idea of the American Dream by showcasing
the emptiness and corruption behind wealth and status.

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

What is the significance of the character Nick
Carraway?
Nick serves as the narrator and moral center of the novel. His perspective allows readers to
witness the extravagance and tragedy of Gatsby's life while also highlighting the flaws in
other characters and the society they inhabit.

How does 'The Great Gatsby' reflect the Roaring
Twenties?
The novel captures the essence of the Roaring Twenties through its depiction of lavish
parties, the rise of consumerism, and the pursuit of pleasure. It illustrates both the glamour
and the underlying disillusionment of the era.

What role does social class play in 'The Great Gatsby'?
Social class is a central theme, influencing characters' relationships and identities. Gatsby's
struggles to be accepted by the old money class, represented by Tom and Daisy Buchanan,



highlight the rigid class divisions and prejudices of the time.

How does the character of Jay Gatsby embody the idea
of the American Dream?
Gatsby is a self-made millionaire who represents the pursuit of the American Dream
through wealth and success. However, his tragic end illustrates the corruption and
disillusionment that can accompany that pursuit.

What is the role of women in 'The Great Gatsby'?
Women in the novel, such as Daisy Buchanan and Jordan Baker, reflect the changing roles
in society during the 1920s. They grapple with issues of independence and societal
expectations, yet often remain defined by their relationships with men.

What is the significance of the setting in 'The Great
Gatsby'?
The setting, primarily in West Egg and East Egg, reflects the divide between new money
and old money. The contrasting locations symbolize the broader social stratifications and
the pursuit of the American Dream in the 1920s.
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