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The Great Gatsby: What Is It About?

When you first hear the phrase “The Great Gatsby,” most people think of glittering parties, a mysterious millionaire,

and a tragic love story set in the roaring twenties. Yet, the novel’s true depth goes far beyond the surface of

speakeasies and jazz. It is a nuanced exploration of ambition, identity, and the elusive American Dream, all woven

together by F. Scott Fitzgerald’s lyrical prose. In this article, we’ll answer the question “The Great Gatsby what is it

about?” by unpacking the plot, characters, themes, and cultural impact of this timeless masterpiece.

Setting the Stage: The Jazz Age and the Roaring Twenties

Fitzgerald set The Great Gatsbyduring the summer of 1922, a period marked by unprecedented economic

prosperity, rapid urbanization, and a cultural shift that embraced modernity. The novel’s fictional Long Island towns

—West Egg and East Egg—mirror real locations like the affluent enclaves of the Hamptons and the bustling

metropolis of New York City. These settings serve as a backdrop for the social stratification and moral ambiguity

that define the era.

West Egg vs. East Egg: A Tale of New Money and Old Money

•  West Egg represents newly acquired wealth—wealth that is flashy but lacks the social pedigree of the old 

aristocracy.

•  East Egg symbolizes established wealth, where families have inherited fortunes and social status.

•  The contrast between the two Eggs highlights the tension between ambition and tradition, a recurring motif in 

the narrative.

Plot Overview: The Life of Jay Gatsby

At the heart of the novel is Jay Gatsby, a man who has turned his modest beginnings into a glittering persona.

Through the eyes of narrator Nick Carraway, we see the rise, fall, and ultimate tragedy of a man whose life is built

on love, illusion, and the relentless pursuit of a dream.

Act One: Nick Carraway’s Arrival

Nick, a Midwesterner studying to become a lawyer, rents a modest house in West Egg. He quickly becomes

acquainted with his neighbor, the enigmatic Jay Gatsby, who throws extravagant parties every weekend. Nick’s

curiosity leads him to learn more about Gatsby’s background, setting the stage for the novel’s central mystery.

Act Two: The Love Triangle

1.  Gatsby’s Love for Daisy Buchanan—Gatsby’s infatuation with Daisy, a woman he met five years earlier, 

drives his obsession and motivates his attempts to reinvent himself.

2.  Daisy’s Marriage to Tom Buchanan—Daisy marries Tom, a wealthy, arrogant man who embodies the old 

money aristocracy.

3.  Nick’s Role—Nick becomes the conduit between Gatsby and Daisy, arranging a meeting that sets the novel’s 

climax in motion.

Act Three: The Climax and Tragedy



After a tense confrontation in a hotel suite, Gatsby’s dream begins to unravel. In a tragic twist, Daisy accidentally

kills Gatsby’s driver, Myrtle Wilson, and then drives away. Gatsby is shot by George Wilson, who believes Gatsby

was responsible for Myrtle’s death. The novel ends with Nick reflecting on the emptiness of the American Dream

and the moral decay of the elite.

Character Profiles: More Than Just Names

Jay Gatsby: The Enigma of the American Dream

Gatsby’s life is a study in ambition and reinvention. From James Gatz to Jay Gatsby, he embodies the idea that

anyone can shape their destiny, but at what cost? His opulent parties are a façade, a desperate attempt to win back

Daisy and prove his worth.

Daisy Buchanan: Beauty, Desire, and Moral Compromise

Daisy is often portrayed as the object of Gatsby’s affection, yet she also represents the seductive allure of wealth

and status. Her indecision and eventual choice to stay with Tom highlight the conflict between love and security.

Tom Buchanan: Old Money, Power, and Moral Decay

Tom is a symbol of the entrenched class system. His arrogance and infidelity expose the hypocrisy of the wealthy

elite, whose moral compass is as flawed as their fortunes.

Nick Carraway: The Unreliable Yet Insightful Narrator

Nick’s perspective as an outsider allows him to observe the decadence of the Jazz Age. His moral judgment and

eventual disillusionment provide the reader with a grounded viewpoint amid the novel’s extravagance.

Key Themes: More Than a Love Story

The American Dream: Ideal vs. Reality

Fitzgerald critiques the myth that anyone can achieve success through hard work alone. Gatsby’s rise to wealth is

achieved through questionable means, and his ultimate failure underscores the hollowness of the dream.

Identity and Self-Made Man

Gatsby’s reinvention from James Gatz to Jay Gatsby is a testament to the power of self-creation. However, his new

identity is also a mask that hides his origins, raising questions about authenticity.

Love and Obsession

Gatsby’s love for Daisy is portrayed as both pure and obsessive. His fixation leads him to neglect the present,

clinging to a romanticized past.

Social Stratification and Class Conflict

The novel exposes the rigid class divisions between East Egg’s aristocracy and West Egg’s nouveau riche,

highlighting the tension and resentment that arise from these disparities.

Symbolism: The Eyes of Doctor T. J. Eckleburg, The Green Light, and More

•  Doctor T. J. Eckleburg’s Eyes—a billboard that watches over the moral decay of the characters.

•  The Green Light—symbolizes Gatsby’s unattainable dreams and the hope that drives him.

•  The Valley of Ashes—a barren wasteland that represents the moral and social decay hidden behind the glitter 

of wealth.



Literary Significance and Critical Reception

When The Great Gatsbywas first published in 1925, it received mixed reviews. Some critics praised Fitzgerald’s

lyrical style, while others dismissed the novel as superficial. Over time, however, it has become regarded as one of

the greatest American novels of the twentieth century.

Influence on American Literature

Fitzgerald’s exploration of identity, ambition, and the American Dream paved the way for future writers to examine

similar themes. His use of symbolism and vivid imagery has inspired countless authors.

Modern Relevance

In today’s world, the novel’s critique of materialism and the pursuit of wealth remains relevant. The story serves as

a cautionary tale about the dangers of chasing an idealized future while ignoring present realities.

Adaptations: From Page to Screen

Film Adaptations

The novel has been adapted into several films, most notably the 1974 version starring Robert Redford and the

2013 adaptation directed by Baz Luhrmann, featuring Leonardo DiCaprio as Gatsby. Each film captures the novel’s

lavish aesthetic while offering a unique interpretation of its themes.

Stage and Television Adaptations

Stage productions have also brought the story to life, often emphasizing the novel’s dramatic elements. Television

adaptations, such as the 1974 TV movie starring Robert Redford, further demonstrate the story’s adaptability

across media.

Why Read The Great Gatsby Today?

Reading The Great Gatsbyoffers more than a glimpse into the 1920s. It invites readers to reflect on the nature of

ambition, the importance of authenticity, and the consequences of living in a world where appearance often

outweighs substance.

•  Historical Insight—understand the social dynamics of the Jazz Age.

•  Literary Appreciation—experience Fitzgerald’s masterful prose and symbolic storytelling.

•  Personal Reflection—consider how the novel’s themes resonate in contemporary society.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of The Great Gatsby

In answering “The Great Gatsby what is it about?” we uncover a narrative that is as much a love story as it is a 

social critique. Through the rise and fall of Jay Gatsby, Fitzgerald exposes the fragility of dreams and the moral 

compromises that often accompany ambition. The novel’s setting in the Jazz Age, its complex characters, and its 

profound themes create a tapestry that continues to captivate readers and scholars alike. Whether you’re revisiting 

a classic or discovering it for the first time, The Great Gatsbyoffers a timeless exploration of the human condition—

one that remains as relevant today as it was nearly a century ago.
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