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AN INTRODUCTION TO THE
GREAT GATSBY AND ITS
ENDURING MYSTERY

Few  nove l s  have  captu red  the
imagination of readers quite like F. Scott
Fitzgerald’s  masterpiece,  The  Great
Gatsby.  Published  in  1925,  this  slim
volume has grown far beyond its initial
reception  to  become a  cornerstone  of
American literature.  For  anyone asking
The Great Gatsby What Is It About,
the  answer  i s  bo th  s imp le  and
extraordinarily complex. On the surface,
i t  i s  the  s tory  o f  a  wea l thy  and
mysterious man named Jay Gatsby who
throws lavish parties in pursuit of a lost
love. But beneath that glittering surface
lies  a  profound  exploration  of  the
American Dream, social  class,  identity,
and the devastating cost of  obsession.
This article will take you deep into the
novel,  examining  its  plot,  characters,
themes,  and lasting significance,  so  you
can  truly  understand  what  this  iconic
story is all about.

THE CORE PLOT: A LOVE STORY
WRAPPED IN MYSTERY

At its heart, the narrative of The Great
Gatsby is told through the eyes of Nick
Carraway,  a  young  man  from  the
Midwest who moves to New York in the
summer of 1922. He rents a small house
in the fashionable village of West Egg,
Long Island, right next door to a colossal
mansion  owned  by  the  enigmatic  Jay

Gatsby.  Across  the  bay,  in  the  more
aristocratic East Egg, lives Nick’s cousin,
Daisy  Buchanan,  and  her  wealthy,
arrogant  husband,  Tom.
Nick  quickly  becomes  drawn  into  the
world of the ultra-rich. He attends one of
Gatsby’s  legendary  parties,  where  the
host  is  a  shadowy  figure  of  rumor  and
speculation.  No  one  really  knows  who
Gatsby is, how he made his fortune, or
why  he  throws  such  extravagant
celebrations.  As  Nick  gets  to  know
Gatsby,  he  discovers  the  driving  force
behind  everything:  Gatsby’s  obsessive
love for Daisy, whom he met and fell in
love with  five years  earlier  before  going
off to war.
Gatsby has built  his  entire  life  around
the  dream of  winning  Daisy  back.  He
bought  his  mansion  specifically  to  be
across the bay from her, and his parties
are  designed  to  attract  her  attention.
With Nick’s help, Gatsby and Daisy are
reunited.  Their  affair  begins,  and  for  a
brief  moment,  Gatsby’s  dream  seems
within reach.
However, the story takes a tragic turn.
Tom Buchanan, suspicious and enraged,
confronts Gatsby in a tense showdown in
a New York hotel room. Daisy, unable to
renounce  her  husband  and  her
comfortable  social  position,  becomes
emotionally paralyzed. On the drive back
to Long Island, Daisy, driving Gatsby�s
car, accidentally strikes and kills Myrtle
Wilson, Tom’s mistress. Gatsby takes the
blame to protect Daisy. In the final act of
tragedy,  Myrtle’s  husband,  George
Wilson, believing Gatsby to be the lover
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who killed his wife, shoots Gatsby dead
in  his  swimming  pool  and  then  kills
himself.  The  novel  ends  with  Gatsby’s
lonely  funeral,  attended  by  almost  no
one, and Nick’s disgusted return to the
Midwest.

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT: THE
JAZZ AGE AND THE ROARING
TWENTIES

Understanding what The Great Gatsby
is about requires looking at the world in
which it was written. The novel is set in
the  summer  of  1922,  a  period  of
unprecedented  economic  prosperity  in
the United States. The era, often called
the Jazz  Age or  the Roaring Twenties,
was characterized by:

Economic Boom: The stock
market was soaring, and new
industries like automobiles and
radio were creating immense
wealth.
Social Change: Prohibition had
banned alcohol, leading to a
flourishing underground culture of
speakeasies and bootleggers.
Women had gained the right to
vote and were challenging
traditional roles as flappers.
Moral Fluidity: The old Victorian
values were being replaced by a
new hedonism focused on
pleasure, money, and status.
The Rise of the New Rich: New
wealth from bootlegging, stocks,
and industry was challenging the
old aristocratic families.

Fitzgerald himself lived through this era.
He and his wife Zelda became symbols
of  the  Jazz  Age,  known  for  their
glamorous  parties  and  tumultuous
lifestyle. Fitzgerald observed the excess,
the corruption, and the hollow pursuit of

wealth with a critical eye. The novel is
both a celebration and a critique of this
dazzling but superficial world.
The contrast between West Egg and East
Egg in  the novel  is  a  direct  reflection of
this social tension. West Egg represents
the new rich—people who have made
their  fortunes  recently  and  lack  the
social refinement of old money. East Egg
r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  o l d
aristocracy—families  with  inherited
wealth,  social  status,  and an ingrained
sense of superiority. Gatsby, despite his
immense  wealth,  can  never  truly  be
accepted by the East Egg elite because
he was not born into it.

MAJOR CHARACTERS AND THEIR
SIGNIFICANCE

The  characters  in  the  novel  are  not
merely  people;  they  are  symbols  of
larger  forces  at  work  in  American
society.  To  grasp  The  Great  Gatsby
What Is It About, you must understand
what each character represents.

Jay Gatsby: The
Man Who
Became a Myth
Born James Gatz to poor farmers in North
Dakota, Gatsby reinvents himself as the
wealthy, sophisticated Jay Gatsby. He is
the  embodiment  of  the  American
Dream—the idea that  anyone can rise
from poverty to greatness through hard
work  and  determination.  However,
Gatsby’s dream is corrupted. His wealth
comes  from  il legal  activities  l ike
bootlegging, and his entire persona is a
carefully  constructed  illusion.  Gatsby
represents the tragic pursuit of an ideal
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that can never be attained. He is both
magnificent  and  pathetic,  a  man  who
believes he can repeat the past and buy
his  way  into  a  world  that  will  never
accept him.

Nick Carraway:
The Moral
Compass
Nick  is  the  narrator  of  the  story.  He
comes from a well-to-do Middle Western
family  but  is  not  as  wealthy  as  the
Buchanans or Gatsby. He is an observer,
a man who tries to remain objective but
is drawn into the drama. Nick represents
a  traditional  sense  of  morality  and
decency. He is the only character who
truly  sees  Gatsby  for  who  he  is—flawed
and deluded, yet somehow noble in his
capacity  for  hope.  Nick’s  journey  is  a
coming-of-age story as well;  he enters
the  world  of  the  East  Coast  elite  and
leaves it  disillusioned and sickened by
their carelessness.

Daisy Buchanan:
The Golden Girl
Daisy  i s  the  ob ject  o f  Gatsby’s
obsession.  She  is  beautiful,  charming,
and  wealthy,  but  she  is  also  shallow,
fickle,  and  ultimately  selfish.  Daisy
represents  the  allure  of  wealth  and
social status. She is drawn to Gatsby’s
devotion and his romantic idealization of
her, but when it comes down to a choice,
she chooses the safety and comfort of
her  marriage  to  Tom over  a  life  with
Gatsby. She is a tragic figure in her own
right, trapped by the very privilege she

enjoys.

Tom Buchanan:
The Brutal
Aristocrat
Tom is everything Gatsby is not. He is
born  into  immense wealth  and power,
and he uses them with arrogant, casual
cruelty.  He  has  no  need  to  earn  his
status;  it  is  simply  his  birthright.  Tom
represents  the  corruption  of  the  old
aristocracy—physically  imposing,
intellectually lazy, and morally bankrupt.
He  is  a  hypocrite,  carrying  on  an  affair
while condemning Gatsby as a criminal.

Jordan Baker:
The New Woman
Jordan  is  a  professional  golfer  and  a
friend  of  Daisy’s.  She  is  cynical,
dishonest, and detached. She represents
the modern, independent woman of the
1920s, but also the moral emptiness of
the era. Her relationship with Nick fades
away  as  he  realizes  how  hollow  her
world is.

THE CORE THEMES: WHAT THE
NOVEL IS REALLY ABOUT

The American
Dream: Promise
and Corruption
The most powerful theme in the novel is
the critique of the American Dream. The
traditional  narrative  says  that  anyone



4

4 The Great Gatsby What Is It About 2026-05-05

can achieve success through hard work.
Gatsby  achieves  incredible  financial
success,  but  the novel  questions what
that  success  actually  means.  Gatsby’s
wealth is built on crime, and it cannot
buy him the one thing he truly wants:
love,  acceptance,  and  a  place  in  the
society  of  old  money.  Fitzgerald
suggests that the American Dream has
been corrupted by materialism and class
divisions.  The  dream is  not  a  path  to
fulfillment;  it  is  an  illusion  that  leads  to
emptiness and tragedy.

Class and Social
Stratification
The novel is a sharp critique of class in
America. Despite the myth of a classless
society,  Fitzgerald  shows  that  the  old
social  hierarchies are very much alive.
The geography of  the novel  reinforces
this: West Egg for the new rich, East Egg
for the old rich, and the Valley of Ashes
for the poor. Gatsby can acquire money,
but he cannot acquire the social status
that comes from birth. Tom and Daisy,
despite  their  moral  fai lures,  are
protected by their class. The poor, like
George and Myrtle Wilson, are crushed
by the system.

Love, Obsession,
and the Past
Gatsby’s love for Daisy is not really love
for  her  as  a  person;  it  is  love  for  an
idealized  memory.  He  has  spent  five
years  constructing  a  fantasy  of  Daisy,
and the real woman can never live up to
it.  His  quest  to  repeat  the  past  is
doomed  from  the  start.  This  theme
speaks to the human tendency to cling

to illusions and the painful truth that the
past cannot be recaptured.

Appearance vs.
Reality
Every  character  in  the  novel  is  hiding
something. Gatsby hides his true identity
and his  criminal  past.  Daisy  hides her
unhappiness behind a façade of charm.
Tom  hides  his  affair.  The  East  Egg  set
hides  its  moral  decay  behind  elegant
manners.  The  novel  is  about  the  gap
between how people present themselves
and who they really are.

The Carelessness
of the Rich
One  of  the  most  famous  lines  in  the
novel is Nick’s observation that Tom and
Daisy  are  “careless  people”  who
“smashed up things and creatures and
then retreated back into their money or
their  vast  carelessness”  leaving others
to clean up the mess. This is a damning
indictment of the wealthy elite, who live
without  consequences for  their  actions
while others suffer.

SYMBOLISM IN THE GREAT
GATSBY

Fitzgerald was a master of  symbolism,
and the novel is rich with images that
carry deep meaning.

The Green Light
The green  light  at  the  end  of  Daisy’s
dock is the most famous symbol in the
novel.  Gatsby  gazes  at  it  longingly
across the bay. It represents his dream
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of Daisy and his desire for a future with
her.  It  also  symbolizes  the  American
Dream itself—always just out of reach,
shimmering  on  the  horizon,  forever
elusive.  At  the end of  the novel,  Nick
reflects  that  we  are  all  like  Gatsby,
reaching  for  a  green  light,  forever
striving toward something we can never
quite attain.

The Eyes of Dr.
T.J. Eckleburg
These giant eyes on a fading billboard in
the  Valley  of  Ashes  watch  over  the
desolate  landscape.  They  have  been
interpreted as the eyes of God, watching
a world that has lost its moral compass.
They are a silent witness to the suffering
and  corruption  of  the  characters,  yet
they do nothing. The eyes represent the
absence  of  divine  justice  in  a  world
driven by money and selfishness.

The Valley of
Ashes
This desolate wasteland between West
Egg and New York City is the home of
the  poor  and  working  class.  It  is  the

literal and symbolic waste product of the
wealthy’s  pursuit  of  pleasure.  It
represents  the  social  cost  of  the
American Dream and the poverty  that
the rich choose to ignore.

Gatsby’s
Mansion and
Parties
Gatsby’s  mansion  is  a  symbol  of  his
wealth and his insecurity. It is a gaudy,
oversized  display  designed  to  attract
Daisy’s attention. The parties, with their
hundreds  of  uninvited  guests,  are  a
hollow substitute  for  the  intimacy  and
love Gatsby craves. They represent the
emptiness  of  the  Jazz  Age  pursuit  of
pleasure.

The Color
Symbolism
Fitzgerald  uses  color  throughout  the
novel. Green represents hope and envy
(the green light, the green breast of the
New World). Gold and yellow represent
wealth, but also corruption (the golden
tie


