
the great gatsby study notes

the great gatsby study notes provide an essential guide for understanding one of the most iconic novels in
American literature, F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby. These study notes explore the novel’s complex
themes, rich symbolism, and detailed character analysis, helping readers grasp the social and historical
context of the 1920s Jazz Age. By examining the narrative structure and literary devices, these notes
clarify the author's critique of the American Dream and the moral decay beneath the glamorous surface of
the Roaring Twenties. This comprehensive overview also includes insights into major plot points, motifs,
and the significance of setting, all of which are crucial for academic study or literary appreciation. Students,
educators, and literature enthusiasts can benefit from these well-organized notes that enhance
comprehension and critical thinking about The Great Gatsby. The following outlines the key sections
covered in these study notes.

Plot Summary and Narrative Structure

Main Characters and Character Analysis

Themes and Motifs

Symbolism in The Great Gatsby

Historical and Social Context

Literary Devices and Style

Plot Summary and Narrative Structure
The Great Gatsby unfolds through the perspective of Nick Carraway, a young man from the Midwest who
moves to West Egg, Long Island, during the summer of 1922. The narrative follows Nick’s interactions
with his mysterious and wealthy neighbor, Jay Gatsby, who is famous for hosting lavish parties. The plot
centers around Gatsby’s obsessive pursuit of Daisy Buchanan, Nick’s cousin, who is married to Tom
Buchanan. Tensions arise as secrets about Gatsby’s past and the moral ambiguity of the characters come to
light, culminating in tragedy. The novel’s structure is linear but framed by Nick’s reflective narration,
which provides insight into the characters and events with a tone of retrospection and critique.



Chronological Overview
The novel progresses over several months, beginning with Nick’s arrival in West Egg and ending with
Gatsby’s death and the aftermath. Key events include Gatsby’s parties, the rekindling of Gatsby and Daisy’s
relationship, confrontations between Tom and Gatsby, and the climactic car accident that leads to Myrtle
Wilson’s death and Gatsby’s murder. This chronological flow supports the development of tension and
thematic exploration throughout the novel.

Narrative Point of View
Nick Carraway’s first-person narration is essential to understanding the story’s reliability and bias. As an
observer and participant, Nick provides a nuanced perspective that combines admiration, skepticism, and
moral judgment. His role as narrator shapes the reader’s interpretation of Gatsby and other characters,
making the narrative voice a critical element of the novel’s impact.

Main Characters and Character Analysis
The Great Gatsby features a cast of complex characters whose interactions reveal the social dynamics and
underlying tensions of the Jazz Age. Each character embodies different aspects of the American Dream,
wealth, and morality.

Jay Gatsby
Gatsby is the enigmatic millionaire whose extravagant lifestyle masks his humble origins and deep longing
for Daisy. His idealism and determination to recreate the past define his character, while his mysterious
wealth and parties symbolize the excesses of the era. Gatsby’s tragic flaw is his inability to accept reality,
making him both a romantic hero and a figure of critique.

Daisy Buchanan
Daisy represents beauty, wealth, and the unattainable ideal for Gatsby. Her charm and voice captivate
Gatsby, but her shallowness and indecisiveness reveal the limitations of the American Dream. Daisy’s role
as a symbol of materialism and carelessness highlights the moral decay beneath the surface glamour.

Nick Carraway
Nick serves as the moral center and narrator of the novel. His Midwestern values contrast with the
decadence of the East Coast elite. Throughout the story, Nick grapples with his fascination and



disillusionment with Gatsby and the Buchanans, ultimately serving as a witness to their downfall.

Tom Buchanan
Tom embodies old money, entitlement, and arrogance. His aggressive behavior and racist attitudes
underscore the social tensions and hypocrisies prevalent in the 1920s. Tom’s infidelity and dominance
create conflict and highlight the corrupting influence of wealth and privilege.

Themes and Motifs
The Great Gatsby explores several enduring themes that provide insight into American society and human
nature during the 1920s. These themes are interwoven with recurring motifs that reinforce the novel’s
messages.

The American Dream
The novel critically examines the American Dream as an ideal of success and happiness achieved through
hard work. Gatsby’s rise from poverty to wealth exemplifies this dream, but the story reveals its
hollowness, corruption, and unattainability for many.

Class and Social Status
Social stratification is a persistent theme, illustrated by the contrast between East Egg and West Egg
residents, representing old and new money. The novel exposes the rigid class distinctions and the moral
decay hiding behind wealth and status.

Love and Desire
Romantic longing, obsession, and betrayal drive much of the plot. Gatsby’s love for Daisy is idealized and
unrealistic, while Tom and Daisy’s marriage reflects cynicism and carelessness. These dynamics highlight
the complexities of human relationships and the impact of societal expectations.

Motifs in the Novel

Cars: Symbolize wealth, status, and recklessness.



Parties: Represent excess, superficiality, and social spectacle.

Colors: Use of green, yellow, and white to signify hope, corruption, and illusion.

The Valley of Ashes: A symbol of decay and moral desolation.

Symbolism in The Great Gatsby
Symbolism is a fundamental literary device in The Great Gatsby, enriching the narrative with layers of
meaning. Fitzgerald uses symbols to critique society and deepen thematic content.

The Green Light
The green light at the end of Daisy’s dock is one of the novel’s most significant symbols. It represents
Gatsby’s hopes and dreams for the future, particularly his desire to reunite with Daisy. The light’s elusive
nature reflects the unattainability of Gatsby’s dream and the broader American Dream.

The Eyes of Doctor T. J. Eckleburg
These faded billboard eyes overlooking the Valley of Ashes symbolize the loss of spiritual values and the
presence of moral judgment in a corrupt world. They serve as a haunting reminder of the emptiness
behind the characters’ pursuits.

The Valley of Ashes
This desolate area between West Egg and New York City represents social decay and the consequences of
industrialization. It contrasts sharply with the opulence of the Eggs, highlighting the disparity between
wealth and poverty.

Historical and Social Context
Understanding the historical background of the 1920s is crucial for interpreting The Great Gatsby. The
novel captures the essence of the Jazz Age, marked by economic prosperity, cultural change, and social
tensions.



The Roaring Twenties
The decade was characterized by rapid industrial growth, consumerism, and a break from traditional
values. Jazz music, flapper culture, and prohibition influenced the social atmosphere depicted in the novel.

Economic Disparity
Despite widespread wealth, many Americans experienced poverty and hardship, a contrast vividly
portrayed through the novel’s settings and characters. This disparity fuels the novel’s critique of the
American Dream and social mobility.

Gender Roles and Morality
The era saw evolving attitudes toward gender and morality, with women gaining more social freedom yet
still constrained by societal expectations. Characters like Daisy and Jordan Baker reflect these complexities.

Literary Devices and Style
Fitzgerald’s writing style in The Great Gatsby employs a range of literary techniques that enhance the
novel’s thematic depth and emotional impact.

Symbolism and Imagery
The novel is rich with vivid imagery and symbolic elements that evoke the mood and underline key
themes. Fitzgerald’s descriptive language creates a sensory experience that immerses readers in the Jazz
Age setting.

Foreshadowing
Foreshadowing is used to build suspense and hint at the novel’s tragic conclusion. Early references to
tension and conflict prepare readers for the unfolding drama.

Irony
Irony pervades the narrative, particularly in the contrast between appearance and reality. Characters’
actions often contradict their words or social roles, emphasizing the novel’s critique of superficiality.



Symbolic Use of Color
Colors such as green, yellow, white, and blue carry symbolic weight throughout the novel, reinforcing
themes of hope, corruption, purity, and illusion.

Concise and Poetic Prose
Fitzgerald’s economical yet lyrical prose style contributes to the novel’s enduring appeal, balancing
narrative clarity with poetic resonance.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes highlighted in The Great Gatsby study notes?
The main themes often highlighted include the American Dream, class and social status, love and
relationships, wealth and materialism, and the decline of morality in the 1920s.

How do study notes summarize the character of Jay Gatsby?
Study notes typically describe Jay Gatsby as a mysterious and wealthy man who is deeply in love with
Daisy Buchanan. He is portrayed as a symbol of the American Dream, embodying hope and ambition, but
also deception and tragedy.

What is the significance of the setting in The Great Gatsby according to
study notes?
The setting, primarily Long Island's East Egg and West Egg, symbolizes the social divisions of the time.
East Egg represents old money and established wealth, while West Egg represents new money and social
ambition, highlighting the novel's exploration of class differences.

How do study notes explain the use of symbolism in The Great Gatsby?
Common symbols discussed include the green light at the end of Daisy's dock, representing Gatsby's hopes
and dreams; the eyes of Doctor T. J. Eckleburg, symbolizing moral decay and the loss of spiritual values;
and the Valley of Ashes, illustrating social and moral decay.

What narrative perspective is used in The Great Gatsby, and why is it



important?
The novel is narrated by Nick Carraway, whose perspective is crucial because he provides an outsider's
view of Gatsby and the other characters, offering a more objective and reflective account of the events and
themes.

How do study notes address the historical context of The Great Gatsby?
Study notes often emphasize the Roaring Twenties setting, highlighting the era's economic prosperity,
cultural change, Prohibition, and social upheaval, all of which influence the characters' behaviors and the
novel's critique of American society.

Additional Resources
1. The Great Gatsby: A Reader's Guide
This guide offers an in-depth analysis of F. Scott Fitzgerald's masterpiece, exploring its themes, characters,
and symbolism. It helps readers understand the social and historical context of the 1920s that shaped the
novel. The book also provides chapter-by-chapter summaries and critical essays to enhance comprehension.

2. Understanding The Great Gatsby: A Student Casebook to Issues, Sources, and Historical Documents
This casebook presents key documents and critical perspectives related to The Great Gatsby. It includes
historical background on the Jazz Age, the American Dream, and Prohibition. The book is designed to
support students in developing a nuanced understanding of the novel’s cultural and literary significance.

3. The Cambridge Companion to F. Scott Fitzgerald
This companion volume features essays by leading scholars on Fitzgerald’s life and works, with significant
focus on The Great Gatsby. It covers themes such as wealth, identity, and the American Dream, offering
scholarly insight for advanced study. The book situates the novel within Fitzgerald’s broader literary career
and the modernist movement.

4. Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby: A Literary Reference
This reference book provides detailed explanations of characters, settings, and motifs found in The Great
Gatsby. It acts as a useful tool for students needing clarification of complex elements in the text. The entries
are concise yet comprehensive, making it an excellent study companion.

5. The Great Gatsby SparkNotes
A popular study guide that includes summaries, character analyses, and thematic discussions. SparkNotes
breaks down each chapter to facilitate easier comprehension and review. It also offers quizzes and essay
topics to help students prepare for exams or writing assignments.

6. Reading The Great Gatsby: An Interpretative Guide
This book delves into various interpretations and critical approaches to The Great Gatsby. It encourages



readers to engage with the text on multiple levels, examining symbolism, narrative style, and historical
context. The guide is ideal for both beginner readers and those seeking deeper literary analysis.

7. F. Scott Fitzgerald: The Great Gatsby and Other Works
A collection that includes the full text of The Great Gatsby alongside Fitzgerald’s other notable writings.
This edition often features annotations and explanatory notes that clarify difficult passages. It serves as a
comprehensive resource for understanding the author’s style and themes.

8. The American Dream in The Great Gatsby
Focused specifically on the theme of the American Dream, this book investigates how Fitzgerald critiques
this ideal through his characters and plot development. It discusses the socio-economic realities of the 1920s
and their influence on the narrative. The analysis helps readers appreciate the novel’s enduring relevance.

9. Teaching The Great Gatsby: A Practical Guide
Designed for educators, this guide offers lesson plans, discussion questions, and activities centered around
The Great Gatsby. It provides strategies for engaging students with the text and addressing its complex
themes. The book is a valuable resource for enhancing classroom instruction and student interaction.
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