The Great Gatsby Revision Notes (from BBC Higher Bitesize Revision)

Themes

On the surface, 'The Great Gatsby' is a story of the thwarted love between a man and a woman. The true themes of the novel, however, are much more complex than this.

Love

To describe the relationship between Gatsby and Daisy as 'love' would be inaccurate. At best, it could be argued to be a case of unrequited love on Gatsby's part. Most people would see Gatsby's feelings towards Daisy as being extremely unhealthy. He had a short relationship with her as a young man which he never gets over. The idea of her (and winning her back) becomes the obsession which dominates his life. Even when he is finally reunited with her, Nick says she must have, “"tumbled short of his dream"”. Yet his devotion to her remains undiminished.

Although Gatsby gets what he wants in being reunited with Daisy, it seems that he acknowledges that achieving this goal is not as satisfying as he would have hoped:

“"'If it wasn't for the mist we could see your home across the bay,' said Gatsby. 'You always have a green light that burns all night at the end of your dock'... Now it was again a green light on a dock. His count of enchanted objects had diminished by one."”

The American Dream in the Jazz Age

The action of the novel takes place in a geographically small part of the Northeast – specifically the area in and around New York City. But the novel is about America as a whole – particularly the America of the early 20th century. The overarching themes of the novel could be said to be those of the American Dream and the Jazz Age, and more specifically about the clash of these two ideas in America in the 1920s.

The American Dream
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There is no single definition of what this term means, but arguably one of the most noteworthy utterances of the sentiment came from James Truslow Adams in 'The American Epic'. He described the USA as:

“"that dream of a land in which life should be better and richer and fuller for everyone, with opportunity for each according to ability or achievement."”
But the root of the idea could said to be found in the American Declaration of Independence of 1776 which stated:

“"all men… are endowed by their creator with certain inalienable rights... [including] life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness"”.

The Jazz Age
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The name is derived from the increasing popularity of jazz music in the 1920s, but is taken to refer to a period of time in which there were great advancements in technology and significant economic growth.

This combination led to increased consumerism - there were more things to buy and more money to buy them with.

At the same time, there was a noticeable relaxing of the old social mores and 'modern' developments in the arts.

However, these two ideas, the American Dream and the Jazz Age, come into conflict.

 

Through his depiction of the Jazz Age in The Great Gatsby, Fitzgerald demonstrates how the American Dream failed in various ways:

· 

Jazz Age characters such as the Buchanans are the inheritors of the Dream in its material sense – they have enormous wealth but they lack any purpose or vision in their lives. In the aftermath of the First World War, with so many young men dying in the war, old religious certainties were questioned. This led some survivors to adopt a 'live for the day' attitude.

· 

Jay Gatsby (or James Gatz, to give him his real name) could be said to represent the pure, or original, form of the American Dream. We see his sense of aspiration in his boyhood schedule for self improvement. As a teenager, he was further inspired by the figure of Dan Cody – a man who fulfilled the American Dream in its traditional form prospecting in the Nevada silver fields and the Yukon.

· 

The evolution of James Gatz to Jay Gatsby that concludes in the 1920s represents a corrupted version of the American Dream. Gatsby owns a palatial home full of expensive things and throws lavish parties. In the material sense, he has achieved the American Dream. But just beneath the surface we discover this dream is built on a foundation of lies and corruption. Gatsby's personality and personal history are invented, while his money comes from criminal activities. He justifies all this to himself as a means to an end - his reunion with Daisy.

· 

What differentiates Gatsby from other characters is that he still has a dream, “"an extraordinary gift of hope"”. It is this that sets him apart from the others and which makes Nick admire him: “"You're worth the whole damn bunch put together."” Ironically, though, the object of his dream is a woman who isn't worth it, and the objective of his dream – “"to wed his unutterable visions to her perishable breath"” - is impossible to achieve.



At the end of the book, the idea of Gatsby's dream is specifically merged with the birth of the American Dream – the arrival of the Dutch sailors and their wonder at the “"fresh, green breast of the New World."” The “"transitory enchanted moment [when] man must have held his breath in the presence of this continent"” is equated with “"Gatsby's wonder when he first picked out the green light at the end of Daisy's dock."” Fitzgerald leaves the reader with the thought that, while both these dreams may have failed, people could continue to strive for the unattainable and “"stretch out our arms further"”.

Loss of Moral Values

We see Nick becoming increasingly judgemental throughout the novel. By the end he sees the people he has been associating with in the East as morally bankrupt and he returns to the Midwest so as not to be exposed to their superficial ways.

Nick ultimately accepts that his moral values are conservative, mid-Western ones. He begins the book by saying that he abides by his father's dictum in withholding criticism if he is not in full possession of the facts, and he is therefore “"inclined to reserve all judgements"”. But he goes on to say that his tolerance “"has a limit"”.

However, there remains a certain confusion and ambiguity to Nick's moral code. At one point in chapter eight, he simultaneously expresses disapproval of Gatsby and says something kind to him: “"'They're a rotten crowd,' I shouted across the lawn. 'You're worth the whole damn bunch put together.' I've always been glad I said that. It was the only compliment I ever gave him, because I disapproved of him from beginning to end."” Another example of the paradox of Gatsby (in Nick's eyes) is that his lifestyle was funded by “"corruption"” but his dream was “"incorruptible"”.

Although Gatsby does have a biological father in Henry Gatz, Gatsby is a created persona and so he doesn't really have a father. Or perhaps, Gatsby can be viewed as being his own father: after all, at the end of the novel, Nick remembers Gatsby standing outside his “"ancestral"” home. Either way, unlike Nick, whose aunts and uncles talk over every step of his career, Gatsby has no family to disappoint.

The novel is full of characters who are, by most standards, immoral people:

· 

Gatsby made his money through criminal activity and lies about his past.

· 

Jordan cheats at golf and lies regularly, even over really mundane things.

· 

Wolfshiem is a criminal, e.g. bootlegging, gambling, fixing sporting events.

· 

Tom cheats on his wife repeatedly and bullies and assaults people.

· 

Daisy accepts Tom's infidelity, but then cheats on him herself.



People at Gatsby's parties spread scandalous rumours about him.

Perception versus reality

Many characters in the novel perceive things in a way that is not accurate.

Daisy

The most obvious example is that of Gatsby's view of Daisy. He holds an idea of Daisy in his mind, but the reader can see that she is not a worthy object of worship. But Nick believes that even Gatsby can't maintain the dream. When Daisy doesn't get in contact with him after the accident, he imagines that Gatsby “"shivered as he found what a grotesque thing a rose is"”. The symbolism of the flower clearly suggests he feels disillusioned with Daisy.

The eyes of Doctor T. J. Eckleburg

These giant eyes also symbolise the idea of false perception. They are the remains of an ancient advertisement for a company that no longer exists, they loom emptily over the wasteland that is the valley of ashes. In his grief, George Wilson confuses them with the eyes of God. But Fitzgerald is satirising commercialism/capitalism being the new religion.

Social class

To begin with Daisy either overlooks, or doesn't notice or care that Gatsby fails to conform to how a gentleman should behave.
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Ultimately she does choose Tom over Gatsby because of Gatsby's connections to the criminal underworld and his lack of connections with the upper class.

Tom, on the other hand, is very much of the upper classes, and has always been this way:

“"Even at college his freedom with money was a matter for reproach… he'd left Chicago and come East in a fashion which rather took your breath away; for instance, he'd brought down a string of polo ponies from Lake Forest."”
 

Gatsby attempts to pass himself off as belonging to the old money set, for example, by calling people 'old sport'. But these attempts are a failure. Nick observes that his “"elaborate formality of speech just missed being absurd"”; Tom laughs at the suggestion that he studied at Oxford, picking up on the fact that Gatsby does not wear the 'right' clothes': “"An Oxford man… Like hell he is! He wears a pink suit."” He also fails to pick up on subtle social signals, such as when he is invited home for lunch by the Sloanes and they don't really want him to come.

During this same scene Gatsby is alienated from the Sloanes and the Buchanans by the fact that he doesn't own a horse. This emphasises the old money/nouveau riche divide – they still ride and take part in traditional games such as polo, but Gatsby owns expensive modern vehicles, for example, a Rolls Royce car and a hydroplane.

The vulgarity of his West Egg house: “"an imitation of some Hôtel de Ville in Normandy, with a tower on one side, spanking new under a thin beard of raw ivy"” contrasts with the tasteful Colonial opulence of the Buchanans' mansion in the more exclusive East Egg.

Other class divisions are emphasised, too: Myrtle Wilson would like to move in Tom's social circles but this would never be possible. It has been said that in the novel there are three classes: 'old money', 'new money' and 'no money' (e.g. the Wilsons).

CHARACTERISATION

Jay Gatsby

Gatsby is the eponymous hero of the book and is the main focus. However, although Gatsby has some qualities which are typically heroic, other aspects of his character are closer to the typical villain, e.g. he is a liar and probably a criminal.

Self made man

Gatsby is a classic example of a self-made man. But he can also be understood to be a self-made man in a non-typical sense - he invented the glamorous persona of 'Jay Gatsby'. Born James Gatz, to “"shiftless and unsuccessful farm people'"” in North Dakota it seemed that he virtually disowned his family. For instance, he told Nick that his parents were dead. Gatsby retains our sympathy, however, because he does not have a mercenary nature.

Gangster

It is hinted that Gatsby made his fortune through gambling and bootlegging. He has obviously been a close associate of the sinister Meyer Wolfshiem, the 'man who fixed the World Series in 1919'. During his parties he is frequently told that people in cities such as Chicago and Philadelphia are trying to contact him - these places were centres of organised crime in the 1920s. However, his activities remain shadowy, if murky, and we are not aware of any victims or any involvement in violence. Thus Gatsby never alienates the reader, and, paradoxically, emerges as an honourable man.

Dreamer

Nick comments on Gatsby's 'extraordinary gift for hope'. Gatsby's memorable first appearance in the book is in the moonlight, stretching out his arm yearningly. He even seems to be 'trembling' with emotion. Gatsby's dream is always expressed as a noble emotion, conveyed by the use of the language of Arthurian legend: “"he had committed himself to the following of a grail."” Nick describes Gatsby's 'sensitivity to the promises of life' as a unique and admirable quality.

Lover

Gatsby is devoted to Daisy. He buys a mansion in Long Island and throws lavish parties, actively encouraging gate-crashers, in the hope that she might one day appear at one. His love for her, although physical, is also spiritual and altruistic. His bashfulness when he meets her again is comic and endearing, and he is at his most heroic when he takes the blame for Myrtle's death in order to spare Daisy from any difficulties.

The 'Great' Gatsby

Gatsby is “"great"” because of the magnitude of his dream. Nick is touched by Gatsby's “"wonder"” and “"belief"”, and is reminded of the positive feelings of the first Dutch settlers in New England, arriving at “"a fresh, green breast of the new world."” Gatsby remains optimistic and true to his dream. However, there is more than a touch of irony in the use of “"great"”, as Daisy is so unworthy of his adoration, and when Gatsby dies, nobody attends his funeral.

Nick Carraway

Nick is the narrator. The story is told in flashback, through his eyes, looking back on the events of two years earlier (1922). Nick guides our views of Gatsby, for example, by telling us at the start that he “"turned out all right at the end."”
Reliable narrator

Nick tells us his father taught him to “"reserve all judgements"” on people, since they may not have shared his “"advantages"”. Nevertheless, he says his tolerance has “"a limit"”, which is intriguing as an introduction. Modest and unassuming, one of the few things Nick takes pride in is his honesty: “"I am one of the few honest people I have ever known"”. We thus expect a fair and unbiased account of events from him.

Midwesterner

Nick comes from the Midwest of the USA (possibly Minnesota – although this is not specifically said) and moves East to pursue a career working in the finance industry. The Midwest is associated with traditional, conservative values, unlike the more glamorous, racy lifestyle of New York.

An 'everyman'

In some senses Nick can be seen as an 'everyman' – a normal person observing how the rich live and play. But his own family are 'well-to-do' (they own a wholesale hardware business), and his cousin Daisy is rich. He is also a graduate of Yale, one of the most prestigious and expensive universities in the USA.

Observer and participant

Nick spends a lot of time, particularly at the beginning of the novel, observing and reporting on the action, rather than being involved in it directly. But he does become a participant too – he has the classic supporting role as the hero's friend, while his girlfriend is the heroine's friend.

A moral voice

Nick seems more genuine and caring than some of the other characters. When he first goes to a party at Gatsby's, he seeks Gatsby out (presumably to thank him for his invitation), while the others at the party gossip about Gatsby and enjoy themselves.

Similarly, after Gatsby's death, Nick is the only one who shows concern. Nick can therefore be seen as the moral compass of the story. He refuses Gatsby's offer of a dubious scheme that could make him “"a nice bit of money"”. When he meets Jordan, nothing happens between them at first because of the “"interior rules that act as brakes on my desires…"”.

But it could also be argued that he's not a very effective moral compass. While Nick prides himself on his honesty, he pursues a relationship with a woman he states to be “"incurably dishonest"”. He enjoys Jordan's company as she is beautiful (in an unusual, non-conventional way) and a celebrity – so he is willing to make the excuse that “"dishonesty in a woman is a thing you never blame deeply"”. His feelings for her are not clear – he says, “"I wasn't actually in love, but I felt a sort of tender curiosity"”.

Nick's feelings for Jordan perhaps mirror his feelings for life in the north-east as a whole, i.e. when he goes to a party in New York, he says he is “"simultaneously enchanted and repelled by the inexhaustible variety of life"”.

Daisy Buchanan

The reality of Daisy

Daisy is charming but manipulative. Nick notes how she gazes at him as if “"there was no one in the world she so much wanted to see"”, adding drily, “"That was a way she had."” Daisy is lazy and rather passive – she doesn't bother to stand when Nick arrives, joking that she is “"paralysed with happiness"” to see him.

Perhaps this attitude extends to her husband's infidelity, which she tolerates, an attitude which baffles Nick. Yet her life of luxury seems to leave her bored and dissatisfied:“" 'What'll we plan? What do people plan?'"”
Daisy seems to lack any strength of character or courage. She flees the scene when she accidentally kills Myrtle, and allows Tom go on believing that it was Gatsby who was driving.

Daisy's world

Coming from Louisville, Kentucky - which is in the geographic area of the USA classed as 'the South' - Daisy could be seen as conforming to the old-fashioned southern model of femininity: she hopes that her daughter grows up “"a fool - that's the best thing a girl can be in this world, a beautiful little fool."” Daisy's attitude could alternatively be viewed as a shrewd (albeit cynical) one. In a world dominated by men, intelligence in a woman could lead to frustration and unhappiness.

Daisy has always been sheltered by money. After her initial fling with Gatsby, she “"vanished into her rich house, into her rich, full life, leaving Gatsby nothing"”; she survived, “"gleaming like silver, safe and proud above the hot struggles of the poor"”.

The image of Daisy

Daisy is presented initially as an ethereal, almost angelic presence, reclining elegantly with Jordan on a couch, each wearing a long white flowing dress, “"fluttering as if they had just been blown back in after short flight around the house"”. Daisy is constantly linked to the colour white. Her name suggests a pristine white flower. When she was a young woman, she “"dressed in white, and had a little white roadster"”.

Daisy's feelings for Gatsby

Jordan tells Nick that when Daisy's family prevented her from seeing Gatsby off to war, she protested by not speaking to them “"for several weeks"”. This relatively short period of time suggests her feelings were not very deep. A year later, Daisy was rumoured to be engaged to someone else, and a few months after that she married Tom, although according to Jordan, Daisy had doubts the night before the wedding after receiving a letter from Gatsby.

When she rekindles her affair with Gatsby, she seems to be greatly moved by the opulence of Gatsby's home and possessions – she buries her head in his expensive shirts and sobs about their beauty. Jordan had said to Nick that 'Daisy ought to have something in her life'. We are unsure if Daisy finds the affair simply a diversion, or even a means of revenge on Tom, who is constantly unfaithful to her.

But the best she can say to Gatsby when he forces her to choose between him and Tom is that she loves him as well. When Gatsby tries to persuade her to leave Tom, she backs down: Nick comments, “"she had never, all along, intended doing anything at all."

Tom Buchanan

Tom is a character with few redeeming qualities. He represents the worst aspects of the super-rich in American society whose money insulates them from the normal constraints of law or morality. Nick describes them as “"careless people – they smashed up things and creatures and then retreated back into their money."”
Wealth and privilege

The first image of Tom is one of ownership and domination in front of his vast mansion: “"Tom Buchanan in riding clothes was standing with his legs apart on the front porch"”. Nick describes how the extent of his wealth “"rather took your breath away"”. It has been entirely inherited – he doesn't work for a living and presumably never has.

The description of him as “"Tom Buchanan of Chicago"” suggests his high status and sense of entitlement. He despises Gatsby for his lack of background, dismissing him as “"Mr Nobody from Nowhere"”, an insult that seems to destroy Gatsby in Daisy's eyes. Although he was educated at Yale, he seems limited intellectually, but made his mark there in sport where he was a famous player in their (American) football team. Nick describes him as “"one of those men who reach such an acute limited excellence at twenty-one that everything afterward savours of anti-climax."”
Immorality and promiscuity

Tom is an compulsive womaniser, with a preference for lower class women whom he treats with contempt and violence. He breaks Myrtle's nose, Daisy complains he has hurt her little finger, and, in the past, he caused a chambermaid he was having an affair with to break her arm after crashing his car, while he himself, typically, was unscathed.

He does, however, seem to love Daisy in his own, possessive fashion, recalling moments of tenderness during the confrontation at the Plaza Hotel: “"the day I carried you down from the Punch Bowl to keep your shoes dry."”
Physical power

Tom comes over as an intimidating figure, as he still retains the powerful physique of the star football player – “"a cruel body"”, according to Nick. As well as frequently hurting people, he also bullies the people around him. He imposes his will on Nick and “"insists"” with a “"determination... that bordered on violence"” that Nick meet his mistress Myrtle.

His practised brutality is captured in the way he assaults Myrtle: “"Making a short deft movement, Tom Buchanan broke her nose with his open hand."”
Although cuckolding him, he treats Wilson with unabashed disdain, knowing that Wilson cannot retaliate as he needs his business. He seems to enjoy the confrontation with Gatsby at the Plaza hotel, “"exulting and laughing"” afterwards.

Racist and sexist

Tom is a racist: he supports the ideas put forward in a book called “"'The Rise of the Coloured Empires'"”, describing it as “"scientific stuff"”. He is a male chauvinist, complaining of Jordan and Daisy that they “"run around"” too much.

Minor characters

Jordan Baker

Celebrity

Jordan is well known for being a golf champion. Nick had had seen her photograph in magazines many times: “"everyone knew her name"”. Nick admits he is flattered to escort her.

Beauty

Jordan is attractive, but in a non-conventional way, perhaps even somewhat : “"like a young cadet"”.

Fitzgerald uses striking imagery to express Jordan's tanned, healthy beauty: “"slender golden arm"”, “"hair the colour of an autumn leaf"”; and, humorously: “"her voice came over the wire as something fresh and cool as if a divot from a green golf-links had come sailing in at the office window."”
She represents a new type of woman, with more freedom than those of previous generations.

Dishonesty

Nick describes her as “"incurably dishonest"” and remembers hearing a “"critical, unpleasant story"” about her when he first meets her, and recalls later that she was accused of cheating in a golf tournament. She also lied about ruining a friend's leather car upholstery.

At first Nick is too dazzled by her fame to condemn her for this.

Recklessness

Jordan drives so close to some workmen she “"flicked a button on one man's coat"”, an incident which anticipates the death of Myrtle. Nick teases Jordan about being a “"rotten driver"”. This becomes a metaphor for her careless attitude to life and other people.

After Myrtle's death, Jordan wants to go on socialising, and reproaches Nick for wanting to go home, saying “"'It's only half past nine'"”. This causes the scales to fall from Nick's eyes and he ends the relationship soon after.

Myrtle

Lack of privilege

Myrtle (and her husband George) represent the lower classes. They live in the 'valley of ashes', an area literally and symbolically impoverished, a great contrast to the luxury of the mansions of Long Island. George tries to imprison her when he learns of her infidelity, and it is in her attempt to escape that she is killed.

Contrast with Daisy

Myrtle is described as having a raw sexuality, perhaps something that wouldn't be found in refined women of the upper classes like Daisy, who is cool and ethereal. Myrtle dresses in strong colours: dark blue and brown, which contrast with Daisy's signature colour, white. Myrtle's rowdy drinks party in chapter two is like a caricature of Daisy's elegant dinner party in chapter one.

Aspiration

Myrtle is attracted to the handsome, powerful (physically and socially) Tom, and is immensely dissatisfied with her husband. She enjoys playing the 'lady of the manor' in the flat Tom rents for her: “"'I told that boy about the ice.' Myrtle raised her eyebrows in despair at the shiftlessness of the lower orders."” However, Myrtle's pretentions are as ridiculous as the overlarge furniture with its “"scenes of Versailles"”.

Victim

Myrtle is a victim of the selfish exploitation of the upper classes, but she is not a sympathetic character, being herself hard and heedless of others' feelings.

George Wilson

Unsuccessful

George owns an ailing garage located in the 'valley of ashes'. Nick describes the interior as “"unprosperous and bare"” with the only car visible being the “"dust-covered wreck of a Ford which crouched in a dim corner"”. This image, while symbolising much about Wilson's pathetic life, ominously prophecises Myrtle's death.

Tom patronises Wilson and tantalises him with the prospect of business. Myrtle despises him for his lack of material success.

Contrast with Tom

Whereas Tom comes across as strong, forceful and energetic, Wilson seems weak and demotivated, described as “"blond, spiritless and anaemic."”
The men do have some things in common though. They share a love for Myrtle, and each fears losing his wife.

Jealous

Although Wilson is portrayed as a weak man, he loves his wife and is tormented by knowing she is unfaithful. He dreams of taking her away – to somewhere unknown in the West - in order to save their marriage. His jealousy drives him to extreme action: he locks Myrtle into a room above the garage.

Tragic

George develops as a tragic figure in his grief over losing Myrtle, rocking himself back and forth and muttering incoherently. He is intent on avenging Myrtle's death and finding the driver of the yellow car. Tipped off by Tom as to the identity of the owner, his “"ashen, fantastic figure"” stalks Gatsby and shoots him. He then turns his gun on himself. Like Myrtle, George is ultimately a victim of the hedonism of the rich.

Meyer Wolfshiem

Criminal

Meyer Wolfshiem is an underworld figure, who associates with gangsters such as “"Rosy Rosenthal"” and is involved in various illegal activities. Gatsby tells Nick he is famous for having “"fixed the 1919 World Series"”. His character was based on Arnold Rothstein, a real life gambler whom Fitzgerald had met. Wolfshiem clearly illustrates Gatsby has criminal connections as he knows Gatsby well.

It would be regarded as particularly reprehensible to fix a baseball game as this is regarding as the American sport. Nick says, “"It never occurred to me that one man could start to play with the faith of fifty million people – with the single-mindedness of a burglar blowing a safe."”
Jewish caricature

While richly comic, the portrait may disturb readers of post-Holocaust generations as it mocks Wolfshiem's ethnic appearance with his “"expressive nose"” and his Jewish accent: “"a business gonnection"”. However, this anti-Semitic tone is endemic in many pre-World War II English writers from John Buchan, reaching back through Dickens to Shakespeare. All the upper-class characters in the novel are WASPs, who were considered the elite in the US at that time.

Plot device

Wolfshiem provides a source of information about Gatsby to Nick (and the reader), filling in the missing details of Gatsby's rags to riches career path after the war. He is an example of the type of fair-weather friends who have surrounded Gatsby: after the shooting he initially refuses to speak to Nick and then subsequently declines to come to Gatsby's funeral. This reveals the selfishness and callousness of this kind of society.

SETTING

n the novel, the settings relate to the themes of the book, in addition to providing a backdrop against which the reader can imagine the characters.

The main action of the book takes place in and around Long Island, New York. However, there are flashbacks and many references to the Midwest.

The main characters in the book all originate from this area. The narrator, Nick Carraway describes the book as:

“"a story of the West…Tom and Gatsby, Daisy and Jordan and I, were all Westerners."”
Nick says he comes from a “"Middle-Western city"”, which may be assumed to be Minneapolis in Minnesota, although it is never named.

Tom Buchanan comes from Chicago and he and Daisy lived there before moving East.

 

 

The Midwest of America is associated with an upright, conservative lifestyle and strong family values.

By the 1920s, Midwestern society had remained unchanged for generations. Nick describes his city as one where “"dwellings are still called through decades by a family's name"”.

While this creates a secure environment, it can also appear stifling and old-fashioned, e.g. he describes “"all my aunts and uncles"” talking over his change of career.

He had been educated in New England and had been to Europe during the First World War. When he came back, the Midwest seemed to him “"like the ragged edge of the universe"”.

However, Nick comes to appreciate his own area after becoming disgusted with the soulless immorality of the East. He recalls how much he enjoyed the “"sharp wild brace"” of the cold air when returning home at Christmas. After his involvement with the events of summer 1922, Nick turns his back on the East.

Gatsby also comes from the Midwest, specifically North Dakota, a relatively poor, agricultural area on the northern edge of the Midwest. He too abandons it in favour of the more glamorous East.

NEW YORK /  LONG ISLAND

In the novel, New York represents a more vibrant, modern lifestyle. With a more shifting and varied population, moral values are much more lax than in the Midwest. In the 1920s it was the centre of the film industry which was associated with an 'anything goes' lifestyle.

At first Nick Carraway embraces the freedom that life in New York seems to offer, but he later rejects it. In the final chapter he admits that '“"even when the East excited me most... even then it had always for me a quality of distortion."”
He describes a scene from one of his “"fantastic dreams"” in which four well-dressed men are carrying a stretcher on which lies a drunken woman in a white evening dress whose hand “"sparkles cold with jewels"”. They take her to “"the wrong house. But no one knows the woman's name and no one cares."” This vision sums up the basic heartlessness of New York society in which Nick has detected a moral vacuum. This is the society which attends Gatsby's parties, but ignores his funeral.

East Egg v West Egg

Based on real settlements called East and West Hampton, these are two very wealthy residential areas on Long Island, separated by a bay.
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Gatsby's house is in West Egg, which Nick, aware he is oversimplifying, describes as 'the less fashionable' of the two, although he adds that the differences between the areas are 'bizarre and not a little sinister'.

Although Gatsby's house is huge and lavish, it is tasteless, showing his lack of real sophistication. Nick sneers at it for being unattractive and looking like a copy of a Normandy Hôtel de Ville.

This suggests its design is inappropriately grandiose for a dwelling house. It is significant that it is an imitation, as Gatsby himself is an imitation. The fact it is obviously new is a negative feature because it means it has a lack of heritage, something Tom mocks Gatsby for when he calls him “"Mr Nobody from Nowhere"”.

Fitzgerald's use of personification in the phrase “"a thin beard of raw ivy"” is effective in again demanding comparison with its occupant. The image is comic, but also suggests youth and vulnerability, as well as a wish for concealment – just as Gatsby is concealing his real self.

Nick's house, which he mocks as a “"small eyesore"”, is also in West Egg. However, Nick has admitted his family are 'well-to-do' and his poverty is only assumed. When he describes his little house as “"squeezed between two huge places"”, this looks forward to Nick being caught in the emotional crossfire between Gatsby and the Buchanans.

Daisy and Tom live in East Egg, which is much more exclusive and where the old money set live. The phrase “"indiscernible barbed wire"” used in chapter eight sums up the social barrier between the two 'Eggs' which even money can't penetrate. While East Egg is also expensive and luxurious, it is beautiful: “"the white palaces of fashionable East Egg glittered along the water..."”.

The word 'palaces' evokes connotations of royalty, and although they have no titles, the Buchanans are the American equivalent of aristocrats. 'Glittered' perhaps suggests hardness and impenetrability as well as beauty. The use of plurals suggests that with the Buchanans, money is no object: following on from a huge lawn are “"sundials and brick walks and burning gardens"”. Nick is enchanted by his first view of their house: “"the front was broken by a line of French windows, glowing now with reflected gold."”
The Buchanans' house is the epitome of good taste: 'Georgian colonial' suggests an illustrious ancestral background, although we learn later Tom actually bought the house from “"an oil man"”. Daisy's drawing room seems as delicate and charming as Daisy herself on first appearance: “"a bright rosy-coloured space, fragilely bound into the house"” …with a “"frosted wedding-cake"” of a ceiling and a '“"wine-coloured"” rug.

However, Nick's description includes discordant notes: the breeze blowing through the open windows causes the curtains to “"whip and snap"” and a picture to “"groan"”. These sharp, negative monosyllables hint at the tensions in the household. Most significantly, Daisy's house has a private dock on the water with a “"green light"”. It is this which comes to symbolise Gatsby's dream.

THE VALLEY OF THE ASHES

The 'valley of ashes' lies between Long Island and New York and the Wilsons live on the edge of this area. It is a desolate industrial wasteland, bounded on one side by “"a small foul river"”. Fitzgerald uses an agricultural image to stress its barren nature through contrast: “"a fantastic farm where ashes grow like wheat into ridges and hills and grotesque gardens"”. The “"spasms of bleak dust"” which drift over the area turn everything grey so the men who work on the railroad there are themselves “"ash-grey"”.

The imagery of dust and ashes recalls death – the people who are condemned to live and work there inhabit a kind of living death, shut out from the wealth that more privileged people such as the Buchanans enjoy.

'Ashes' also has connotations of penitence and humiliation. Tom humiliates Wilson both verbally and by his actions - he is having an affair with his wife. Myrtle despises Wilson for his poverty.

 

As well as revealing the huge gulf between the haves and have-nots in America in the 1920s, in the valley of ashes Fitzgerald also hints at the spiritual barrenness of American society, which is materialistic and lacking in morals or decency. Nick says he always finds the area “"vaguely disquieting"”, reflecting his feelings about the moral decay that it suggests.

George Wilson's garage

George Wilson's garage is a “"small block of yellow brick sitting on the edge of the waste land"”. Its interior is described by Nick as “"unprosperous and bare"”, which reflects the plight of its owner who is one of society's losers. Nick describes the garage as “"contiguous to absolutely nothing"” which symbolises George's prospects. Although a sign on the garage claims cars are “"bought and sold"”, the only car visible inside is the “"dust-covered wreck of a Ford"”. This looks ahead to the car accident which claims Myrtle's life.

The Eyes of Doctor T. J Eckleburg

A particular feature of the valley of ashes is the billboard on which are portrayed two disembodied “"blue and gigantic"” eyes, with “"retinas one yard high"”. The eyes look out through “"a pair of enormous yellow spectacles"”.
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The oculist, Doctor T.J. Eckleburg, whose business they advertise, has probably now himself sunk down “"into eternal blindness"”, or else moved away and forgotten about the advert.

The eyes continue to stare broodingly across the “"dumping-ground"”. This is a disturbing image, suggesting that the denizens of the valley have been similarly forgotten and abandoned. When Myrtle dies, George addresses the eyes as if they are the eyes of God, emphasising the hopelessness of his situation, as if he is placing his faith in a faded commercial advertisement from which no help will ever come.

The image of the vacant eyes also anticipates Gatsby “"watching over nothing"” when he waits outside Daisy's house after the accident, ironically concerned for her safety when it is his own life which is soon to be cut short.

Myrtle's apartment

Tom has bought a small apartment in 158th Street in New York where he can meet his mistress, Myrtle. The first description of the building as “"a long white cake of apartment-houses"” echoes Daisy's room with its “"wedding cake frosted"” ceiling. However, although Myrtle feels very proud of her apartment (she casts a “"regal"” glance at it) it is clear Tom has not spent much money on it.

It is on the top floor of the block, which is usually the cheapest, and it is very tiny: “"a small living-room, a small dining-room, a small bedroom and bath."” The repetition of 'small' shows that Tom, who is very wealthy, has spent the minimum.

There is some comedy in the description of the over large furniture which people trip over, with its “"scenes of ladies swinging in the gardens of Versailles."” The ridiculousness of the furniture shows Tom's contempt for Myrtle, and Myrtle's pride in her apartment is both comic and pathetic - she will ultimately become a victim of Tom's selfishness.

The Suite at the Plaza Hotel

The important confrontation between Gatsby and Tom takes place here. The room is described as “"large and stifling"”, the heat a metaphor for the emotional tension that is building.

Nick had already described the weather as “"broiling"”, noting in the train on his way to Daisy's that the “"straw seats of the car hovered on the edge of combustion."”
Nick notes how the “"compressed heat exploded into sound"” as they hear the Mendelssohn's Wedding March from the ballroom below.

This seems like a mocking comment on Tom and Daisy's relationship as both are engaged in adulterous affairs.

Stylistic devices used in "The Great Gatsby"

Among the most interesting stylistic devices used by F. Scott Fitzgerald in 'The Great Gatsby' are:

· 1.      First-person narrative - in 'The Great Gatsby', this role is carried out by Nick Carraway.

· 2.     Symbolism
3. Imagery

First person narrative

The role of Nick Carraway

The story is told through the eyes of Nick and the first two pages of the novel are crucial to an understanding of his role. In these pages we see:

· 

Nick's qualities as a narrator. He is “"inclined to reserve all judgements, a habit that has opened up many curious natures to me."” We see many characters telling their stories to him. For instance Daisy confides in him, “"I've had a very bad time, Nick, and I'm pretty cynical about everything."” Similarly, in chapter two, “"Myrtle pulled her chair close to mine, and suddenly her warm breath poured over me the story of her first meeting with Tom."” Later, Gatsby also tells him about his past.

· 

The story is told retrospectively. The book begins by telling us that Nick will end up disillusioned with the East: “"I wanted no more riotous excursions with privileged glimpses into the human heart."”
· 

Nick's overall assessment of Gatsby is given in advance of the story: “"Gatsby turned out all right at the end."”
Thus, although the details are not revealed, the novel begins at the end of a sequence of events which the rest of the book goes on to trace in depth.

Detachment and involvement

Nick is not only the narrator of the story; he is also a participant in it. Throughout the novel he is aware of his ambivalent status, sometimes feeling part of the action and sometimes feeling an outsider. This state of being simultaneously detached and involved is the key point about Nick's role in the book.

The clearest statement of his position comes near the end of chapter two at the gathering at the apartment in New York used by Tom and Myrtle: “"…each time I tried to go I became entangled in some wild, strident argument which pulled me back, as if with ropes, into my chair. . . I was within and without, simultaneously enchanted and repelled by the inexhaustible variety of life."”
Nick's involvement in the action can be illustrated in many ways:



Early on, we are told that he is related to Daisy and he had known Tom in his student days.



He is a neighbour of Gatsby.



He becomes involved with Jordan Baker in chapter four, even though he is fully aware of her dishonesty. “"I put my arm around Jordan's golden shoulder and drew her toward me and asked her to dinner."”


Although Nick has found by chapter four that Gatsby 'has little to say', Gatsby then goes on to tell him about his past and involve him in his scheme to woo Daisy.



Nick offers him support and advice and rebukes him: “"You're acting like a little boy…. Daisy's sitting in there all alone."”


In chapter five Nick turns down Gatsby's offer to involve him in his business: “"because the offer was obviously and tactlessly for a service to be rendered, I had no choice except to cut him off there."”


At the end of the chapter he feels detached: “"[Gatsby and Daisy] had forgotten me. . . I went out of the room and down the marble steps into the rain, leaving them there together."”


In chapter six Gatsby discusses Daisy's reactions to his party and expresses his desire to 'repeat the past'.



In the climactic confrontation in chapter seven, Nick's role is less significant: he is reduced to a bystander.



By the time of Gatsby's funeral at the end of the book, it is clear that Nick was the only person Gatsby could rely on. “"I found myself on Gatsby's side, and alone."”Paradoxically, his involvement with Gatsby finally isolates him from the others.

Nick's assessment of Gatsby

A further important aspect of Nick's role is that he directs the reader's sympathies. From chapter five onwards, the closing pages of each chapter trace the development of Nick's thoughts about Gatsby's dream. In the course of these chapters, Nick's understanding of Gatsby's mind grows, and we see again Nick's ambivalent responses to him, best summed up in chapter eight when he tells Gatsby: “"You're worth the whole damn bunch put together' but then adds: 'I disapproved of him from beginning to end."”
Suggestion: re-read the last couple of pages of each chapter from five onwards. This will add to your understanding of Nick's role in the story and his growing appreciation that although Gatsby's dream was flawed, he was still to be admired because 'he believed in the green light.'

Symbolism

The Eyes of Doctor T. J Eckleburg

A particular feature of the 'valley of ashes' described at the start of chapter two (see the setting notes for further details) is the faded advertisement portraying a pair of 'blue and gigantic' eyes looking through a pair of enormous spectacles.

The oculist who placed the 'Eyes' there has either gone out of business, or 'forgot them and moved away', but the huge eyes remain, staring emptily out over the wasteland.

Later, in chapter eight, Wilson, although he is not a man with any religious faith, tells his neighbour Michaelis that “"'God sees everything'... Michaelis saw with a shock that he was looking at the eyes of Doctor T. J. Eckleburg"”. He has to remind Wilson “"'That's an advertisement.'"”
Various interpretations of the symbolic significance of the eyes have been put forward. The fact that “"they look out of no face"” symbolises the emptiness and lack of hope in the valley of ashes. Equally, they may suggest that belief in God has been replaced by capitalism and materialism.

The image of the watching eyes which continue to brood over the desolate landscape is a haunting one, suggesting that the licentious behaviour of the jazz age is being assessed and judged, but the fact that there is no soul behind the eyes conveys a troubling sense that nothing will be done to amend matters. The idea of the advertisement being forgotten anticipates the way in which Gatsby himself will be consigned to oblivion by the people who make free with his hospitality.

Weather

In chapter five changes in the weather correspond with the development of the characters' moods. On the day arranged for the meeting of Gatsby and Daisy there was pouring rain: Gatsby is worried that she will not come and he is described as “"pale as death"”. When things go well, “"he literally glowed... a new well-being radiated from him"”. Correspondingly, the rain stopped and “"there were twinkle-bells of sunshine in the room."”
Later in the chapter, however, it begins to rain again and Gatsby tells Daisy that the mist obscures the green light across the bay, symbolising the fading of the dream.

 

 

In chapter seven, heat is used as a symbol for the emotional climax of the novel. The weather is described as broiling. Nick notes the “"shimmering hush at noon"” as he returns from New York in the train before going to Daisy's house.

He mentions how the “"straw seats of the car (railway carriage) hovered on the edge of combustion."” He means that the seats have got so hot it seems they will burst into flames. This example of hyperbole suggests the emotional heat to follow as Daisy's affair with Gatsby is about to be discovered by Tom, and a furious confrontation will take place between the two men in the Plaza Hotel.

THE GREEN LIGHT
Nick first sees Gatsby stretching his arms towards a green light at the end of Daisy's dock. Here, the green light is a symbol of hope.

After meeting up with Daisy in chapter five, the light ceases to be the emblem it once was, “"the colossal significance of that light had now vanished forever... now it was again a green light on a dock."” This symbolises the destruction of Gatsby's dream. By the end of chapter seven Gatsby is “"watching over nothing."”
Nevertheless, at the end of the novel Nick's final thought is that “"Gatsby believed in the green light"” and that the human race will continue to strive for the unattainable.

 

Green also has connotations of life, growth and fertility, as in the Dutch sailors' discovery of the “"fresh, green breast of the new world"”, suggesting that hopes and dreams for the future are necessary for life.

Colour

In addition to green representing hope and vitality, other repeated references to colours have symbolic significance.

· 

The hopelessness of the valley of ashes described in chapter two is emphasised by the predominance of grey.

· 

White is frequently mentioned in descriptions of Daisy. At the age of eighteen she was “"dressed in white, and had a little white roadster"”. White has connotations of purity and innocence, and the use of this colour in connection with Daisy relates to Gatsby's idealised view of her, although she is not as innocent and pure as he thinks she is.

· 

Similarly, yellow and gold are associated with money. Gatsby's station wagon picking up the old money partygoers is “"like a brisk yellow bug"”; at the party there are two girls in twin yellow dresses; Gatsby wears a gold-coloured tie to meet Daisy. Significantly, his showy car is yellow.

· 

But yellow also features in Doctor T. J. Eckleburg's advertisement with the “"pair of enormous yellow spectacles"” and it is the yellow car that knocks down Myrtle. Some literary critics have accordingly suggested that if yellow represents money, it also symbolises the destructive nature of wealth and materialistic values.

Many other individual descriptions involve similes and metaphors which are related to the symbols discussed above.

For example, in addition to the spectacles, there are other frequent references to sight and blindness.

For example, Nick calls the man in Gatsby's library who later turns up at Gatsby's funeral 'Owl Eyes', and in the car accident in chapter three Owl Eyes is “"blinded by the glare of the headlights"”, signifying his confusion.

Nick refers metaphorically to his view of events in terms of sight imagery. In chapter six he says “"now I was looking … through Daisy's eyes. It is invariably saddening to look through new eyes at things upon which you have expended your own powers of adjustment."”
While it would be easy enough to go through the novel in a mechanical way finding numerous examples of metaphorical language for their own sake, it is much more useful to concentrate on images that relate to the themes and ideas in the book.

Here are just two of many examples:

· 

“"The only completely stationary object in the room was an enormous couch on which two young women were buoyed up as though upon an anchored balloon. They were both in white, and their dresses were rippling and fluttering as if they had just been blown back in after a short flight around the house."” This description of Daisy and Jordan in chapter one contains similes that refer to movement. The two figures are so lightweight that they seem to be floating and the imagery here reinforces the idea that the characters live restless, dissatisfied and aimless lives.



The last line of the book reads: “"So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past."” The image of rowing a boat against the current signifies both determination to keep hoping for the future and the impossibility of succeeding. It recalls other descriptive passages involving water such as Gatsby, full of hope, stretching out his arms “"towards the dark water"” in chapter one.

