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Introduction to The Great Gatsby Study Notes

F. Scott Fitzgerald's The Great Gatsby remains one of the most frequently studied novels in high
school and college literature courses. First published in 1925, this concise yet deeply layered work
offers a penetrating critique of the American Dream, class structure, and the illusion of love in the Jazz
Age. For students seeking to master the text, well-organized The Great Gatsby study notes are
essential tools for unpacking its dense symbolism, complex characters, and timeless themes. This
article  provides  comprehensive  and  easy-to-follow  study  notes  designed  to  deepen  your
understanding  and  enhance  your  academic  performance.

Whether you are preparing for an exam, writing an essay, or simply trying to grasp the novel's deeper
meanings,  these  notes  will  guide  you  through  every  significant  element.  We  will  explore  character
motivations, thematic connections, and critical symbols, all while maintaining a focus on what makes
this novel a masterpiece of American literature.

Overview of The Great Gatsby: Setting and Context

Before  diving  into  specific  characters  and  chapters,  it  is  crucial  to  understand  the  world  Fitzgerald
creates. The novel is set in the summer of 1922, a period of unprecedented economic prosperity and
social change in America. The story unfolds primarily in two fictional locations on Long Island: West
Egg and East Egg.

West Egg represents the "new rich"—individuals who have acquired wealth recently and often
lack the social graces of the established upper class. Jay Gatsby lives here.
East Egg symbolizes the "old money" aristocracy, families whose wealth has been inherited for
generations. Tom and Daisy Buchanan reside here.
The Valley of Ashes, a desolate industrial wasteland between West Egg and New York City,
represents the moral and social decay hidden beneath the surface of wealth.
New York City serves as a backdrop for much of the drama, a place of excitement, anonymity,
and moral ambiguity.

Understanding  this  geography  is  essential  because  it  maps  directly  onto  the  novel's  central  conflict
between old money and new money,  authenticity and illusion.  As you compile your The Great
Gatsby study notes, pay careful attention to how Fitzgerald uses setting to reinforce theme.

Character Analysis: Who is Who in The Great Gatsby

A thorough grasp of the characters is the foundation of any effective study guide. Each character in
the novel serves a specific purpose, often representing a broader social or philosophical idea.

Jay Gatsby (James Gatz)

Gatsby is the embodiment of the American Dream gone awry. Born into poverty, he reinvents himself
as a mysterious and extravagantly wealthy man. His entire existence is dedicated to one goal: winning
back  Daisy  Buchanan,  the  woman  he  loved  five  years  earlier.  Gatsby's  tragic  flaw is  his  inability  to
accept that the past cannot be repeated. He believes that wealth can erase time and buy love, making
him both a romantic idealist and a deeply deluded figure. For your study notes, remember that Gatsby
is simultaneously a symbol of hope and a cautionary tale about obsession.

Nick Carraway (The Narrator)

Nick is both a participant in and an observer of the story. As the narrator, he provides the reader with
a moral lens through which to judge the events.  He comes from the Midwest,  which represents
traditional  values,  and  he  is  drawn to  the  excitement  of  the  East  while  being  repulsed  by  its
corruption. Nick is the only character who shows genuine care for Gatsby, and his final judgment—that
Gatsby is "worth the whole damn bunch put together"—is central to the novel's meaning.

Daisy Buchanan

Daisy  is  the  object  of  Gatsby's  obsession.  She  is  beautiful,  charming,  and  utterly  superficial.  Daisy
represents the allure and the emptiness of the upper class. She is drawn to wealth but lacks the
courage to leave her comfortable, hypocritical life. Her voice, which Nick famously describes as "full of
money," hints at her materialism. In your study notes, consider Daisy as a symbol of the corruption
that wealth and privilege can breed.

Tom Buchanan

Tom is  Daisy's  husband and the novel's  primary antagonist.  He is  a brute,  arrogant,  and racist
individual who represents the brutality of the old money aristocracy. Tom's wealth has made him
entitled and cruel, and he feels no remorse for his actions. He is the physical embodiment of the wall
that separates Gatsby from his dream.

Jordan Baker

Jordan is a professional golfer and Daisy's friend. She is cynical, dishonest, and self-centered. Jordan
serves  as  a  foil  to  Daisy  and  a  romantic  interest  for  Nick.  Her  casual  dishonesty  reflects  the  moral
decay of the society Fitzgerald critiques.

George and Myrtle Wilson

George Wilson lives and works in the Valley of Ashes. He is a hardworking but downtrodden man who
represents the forgotten lower class. His wife, Myrtle, is Tom's mistress. She is desperate to escape
her lower-class existence and is vulgar and ambitious. Their fates underscore the tragic consequences
of the wealthy characters' carelessness.

Key Themes in The Great Gatsby

Themes are the backbone of any literary analysis. Your The Great Gatsby study notes  should
include a clear explanation of the novel's major themes, as they are the most frequently tested topics
in exams and essays.

The American Dream

The novel presents a powerful critique of the American Dream. Gatsby achieves immense wealth, but
he does so through illegal means (bootlegging and shady business deals). Moreover, his wealth does
not bring him happiness or acceptance. Fitzgerald suggests that the American Dream is an illusion,
especially for those who are not born into privilege. The green light at the end of Daisy's dock
symbolizes this ever-elusive dream.

Class and Social Stratification

The  divide  between  old  money  and  new  money  is  a  central  conflict.  The  Buchanans  represent  the
entrenched upper class, and they ultimately destroy Gatsby to protect their own social position. The
novel argues that class barriers are nearly impossible to overcome, no matter how much wealth one
accumulates.

Love and Obsession

Gatsby's love for Daisy is less about her as a person and more about what she represents: wealth,
status, and a lost past. This is not true love but obsessive nostalgia. Fitzgerald contrasts this with the
shallow, transactional relationships of Tom and Daisy, suggesting that genuine love is absent from this
world.

Vision, Illusion, and Reality

Gatsby's entire life is built  on a carefully constructed illusion. From his fake Oxford story to his
extravagant parties designed to attract Daisy, he lives in a world of his own making. The novel
explores the tension between how things appear and how they truly are.

Important Symbols to Track in Your Study Notes

Symbolism is one of the most important literary devices in The Great Gatsby. Including a dedicated
section in your study notes will help you quickly identify and analyze these symbols in essays.

The Green Light: Located at the end of Daisy's dock, the green light represents Gatsby's hopes
and dreams for the future. It is a symbol of the American Dream and the unattainable nature of
his goal.
The Eyes of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg: These faded eyes on a billboard in the Valley of Ashes are
often interpreted as the eyes of God watching over a morally bankrupt world. They represent the
absence of divine justice.
The Valley of Ashes: A physical and moral wasteland, the valley symbolizes the decay of
society and the cost of the pursuit of wealth.
Gatsby's Parties: These lavish events represent the emptiness of the wealthy lifestyle. People
come and go without invitation, use Gatsby's hospitality, and spread rumors about him, yet they
rarely show any genuine interest in him.
East Egg vs. West Egg: These two locations symbolize the class divide. East Egg is inherited
wealth and social superiority; West Egg is new money and social awkwardness.

Chapter-by-Chapter Summary for Quick Reference

When studying a novel, having condensed summaries of each chapter can be immensely helpful. Here
are concise notes for key chapters of The Great Gatsby.

Chapters 1-3: Introduction to the World

Nick Carraway moves to West Egg and visits his cousin Daisy and her husband Tom in East Egg. He
meets  Jordan  Baker  and  learns  about  Tom's  affair  with  Myrtle  Wilson.  Nick  attends  one  of  Gatsby's
extravagant  parties  and  finally  meets  the  mysterious  host.  These  chapters  establish  the  setting,
introduce  the  major  characters,  and  set  up  the  central  mysteries  surrounding  Gatsby.

Chapters 4-6: The Past Revealed

Gatsby takes Nick to lunch in New York and tells him a fabricated story about his past. Nick learns the
truth about Gatsby's background: he was born James Gatz, fell in love with Daisy in 1917, and has
built his fortune in part through criminal activity. Gatsby and Daisy reunite at Nick's house, and their
affair  begins.  These chapters are critical  for  understanding Gatsby's motivation and the depth of  his
obsession.

Chapters 7-9: The Tragedy Unfolds

The  simmering  tensions  come  to  a  head.  Tom  confronts  Gatsby  about  his  affair  with  Daisy.  Daisy,
driving Gatsby's car, accidentally hits and kills Myrtle Wilson. Gatsby takes the blame to protect Daisy.
George Wilson, believing Gatsby killed Myrtle, murders Gatsby and then kills himself. The novel ends
with Nick arranging Gatsby's funeral, which almost no one attends. The Buchanans retreat into their
wealth, leaving the wreckage behind them.

Essential Quotes for Analysis

Memorizing and analyzing key quotes is a proven strategy for top marks. Here are several essential
quotations to include in your The Great Gatsby study notes.

"Gatsby believed in the green light, the orgastic future that year by year recedes before us."1.
(Final line) - This quote encapsulates Gatsby's hopeful but tragic pursuit of an unattainable
dream.
"Her voice is full of money." (Nick) - A perfect line that links Daisy's charm directly to her2.
materialism and social status.
"They were careless people, Tom and Daisy—they smashed up things and creatures and then3.
retreated back into their money or their vast carelessness... and let other people clean up the
mess they had made." (Nick) - This is the novel's most direct condemnation of the wealthy elite.
"Can't repeat the past? ... Why of course you can!" (Gatsby) - This line reveals Gatsby's tragic4.
delusion and his refusal to accept reality.
"You always look so cool. You resemble the advertisement of the man." (Daisy to Gatsby) - This5.
highlights how Daisy sees Gatsby as a product or an image, not a real person.

Study Strategies for Mastering The Great Gatsby

Knowing the content is only half the battle. Using the right study strategies can make your review
sessions  far  more  effective.  Here  are  several  tips  to  help  you  get  the  most  out  of  your  The  Great
Gatsby study notes.

Create a Character Web

Draw a  diagram connecting  all  the  major  characters.  Draw lines  between characters  who have
relationships, and write a brief note about the nature of that relationship. This visual tool will help you
see the dynamics of the story at a glance.

Use Active Recall

Instead of simply re-reading your notes, close them and try to recall the major themes, symbols, and
character traits from memory. Write down everything you remember,  then check your notes for



accuracy. This method significantly improves retention.

Practice Writing Thesis Statements

For each major theme, write a sample thesis statement. For example: "In The


