ENGLISH: THE GREAT GATSBY

How does the novel show that behind the glamour of the world in which Gatsby moves lie
forces that are shallow and destructive?

In his novel “The Great Gatsby”, F. Scott Fitzgerald uses the narration of Nick Carraway as a
mouthpiece for his critique of America in the 1920s. Intertwined in the plot, characters, symbols and
themes is the authorial intent to expose the profound absence of morality amongst the rich. It is
demonstrated that although this world presents itself as successful and wealthy, there is an
underlying moral depravity which degrades the integrity of the upper classes and reduces the
emblem of the American Dream to a hedonistic, materialistic desire. The deceptive nature of the
true colours of people behind a facade of exciting wealth is characterised by several symbols such
as the car and the colour yellow. The revelation is also made in the progress of the plot as Nick
develops as a character and becomes the outlet for Fitzgerald’s social commentary.

Fitzgerald unfailingly describes the glamorous lifestyle of the rich upper classes of both West Egg
(the old money) and East Egg (the new money) where Gatsby is renowned for his extravagant
parties. It is shown that crowds flock “uninvited” to Gatsby’s parties “like moths” — they are attracted
to the light and the pleasures which accompany it. They behave “according to the rules of an
amusement park” and indulge in a pleasure-seeking, purposeless and “restless” whirl of alcohol and
extravagant material goods. Amidst jazz and reinvention of America in the “Roaring Twenties”,
prohibition was in place and alcohol was banned. In this context, the constant indulgence and
consumption of alcohol at all the parties and social gatherings in the novel demonstrates the
carelessness and distance from rules and laws of the “rotten crowd”. It can be said that this
disrespect and indifference to social standards is similarly applied to moral standards and makes
society devoid of compassion, responsibility and moral obligation. This is the world which Gatsby
and Nick find themselves in. Interestingly, Gatsby is never a real part of this world; he only ‘moves’
amongst the hedonism which characterised the 1920s in America.

In stark contrast to the material richness of society at that time is the undercurrent of moral poverty
which reveals a shallow and careless community. The novel is bursting with examples of Jordan’s
“‘incurable dishonesty” and “cheating”, the frequent violent fights which undermine an individuals’
respect and the simplistic pursuit of happiness and of “gay, exciting things” by Daisy. However, the
most prominent instance of immorality is embodied by the “dismal” attendance at Gatsby’s funeral.
Tom and Daisy are described as “careless” people but this label can be applied to everyone who
attended Gatsby’s parties but could not make it to his funeral. Nick is rightly angry about this, feeling
that it is Gatsby and himself “against everyone else”. He comments that this “septic” dishonesty is
all very “confused and careless” and this becomes the impetus for breaking up with Jordan.
Although he was once “simultaneously enchanted and repelled”, the overwhelming shallowness of
Jordan, not unlike the rest of society, is all too ugly for Nick. He moves back to the West, feeling that
he wants the world “to be uniform” and “stand at a sort of moral attention forever” because morality
in the East was so markedly absent despite the “gorgeous” affront of money and luxury.

Fitzgerald further reveals that the moral “waste land” symbolised by the “valley of ashes” becomes
destructive and leads to the disintegration of Gatsby’s dream and ultimately, perhaps the American
Dream too. The “dismal scene” where ashes “grow like wheat” strongly symbolises the growth of
moral decadence. It is a real “waste land” where even God has been discarded and is distant,
symbolised by the blue eyes of “Doctor T.J. Eckleburg” in yellow glasses. The colour yellow is
initially associated with money and the glamour of the 1920s. It is the colour used to describe the
dresses worn by guests at Gatsby’s parties and also Gatsby’s car. But it is Gatsby’s yellow car
which kills Myrtle underneath the yellow glasses, near the “yellow brick” of the buildings of Wilson’s
garage. So yellow represents money and wealth of a “golden girl” but also the destruction and death
which inevitably accompanies it. Gatsby’s death occurs under the “yellowing leaves” and hence it is
evident that Fitzgerald employs symbols within the novel to depict the deceptiveness of the
destructive nature of glamour. While yellow represents money, it leads to death. The accompanying
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symbol of the car which denotes material wealth and is owned by the very rich — Gatsby and Tom,
but not the poor “spiritless” George who struggles to buy a car to earn a living — also leads to death,
with the death of Myrtle and also the “great” dream of Gatsby. The entourage of Nick, Jordan, Tom,
Daisy and Gatsby drive to New York where the dream disintegrates. It is the car which leads them
onwards to the dream’s destruction. Hence, it is evident that symbols play an important role in
Fitzgerald’s intent to expose the destructive nature of immorality behind the exciting beauty of
wealth.

In conclusion, Fitzgerald uses a variety of techniques in the novel to subtly convey his social
commentary on the 1920s in America. He uses descriptive language to bring the wealth and
glamour to life and then conveys the careless and shallow moral depravity in the themes of
hedonism and immorality present throughout the novel. In addition to this, it is through the symbols
and motifs that the deceptive nature of the world is revealed. The dual symbolism of the colour
yellow and the car can be interpreted as representing both money and death. Amongst these, the
greatest destruction becomes the disintegration of Gatsby’s dream and that of America, “receding
while we are borne ceaselessly into the past”.
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