The Great Gatsby
Book Study Guide

Overview: The Roaring Twenties: The 1920s were an age of dramatic social and political change. For the first time, more Americans lived in cities than on farms. The nation’s total wealth more than doubled between 1920 and 1929, and this economic growth swept many Americans into an affluent but unfamiliar “consumer society.” People from coast to coast bought the same goods (thanks to nationwide advertising and the spread of chain stores), listened to the same music, did the same dances and even used the same slang! Many Americans were uncomfortable with this new, urban, sometimes racy “mass culture”; in fact, for many–even most–people in the United States, the 1920s brought more conflict than celebration. However, for a small handful of young people in the nation’s big cities, the 1920s were roaring indeed. 

The "New Woman”
The most familiar symbol of the “Roaring Twenties” is probably the flapper: a young woman with bobbed hair and short skirts who drank, smoked and said what might be termed “unladylike” things, in addition to being more sexually “free” than previous generations. In reality, most young women in the 1920s did none of these things (though many did adopt a fashionable flapper wardrobe), but even those women who were not flappers gained some unprecedented freedoms. They could vote at last: The 19th Amendment to the Constitution had guaranteed that right in 1920. Millions of women worked in white-collar jobs (as stenographers, for example) and could afford to participate in the burgeoning consumer economy. The increased availability of birth-control devices such as the diaphragm made it possible for women to have fewer children. And new machines and technologies like the washing machine and the vacuum cleaner eliminated some of the drudgery of household work.

The Birth of Mass Culture

During the 1920s, many Americans had extra money to spend, and they spent it on consumer goods such as ready-to-wear clothes and home appliances like electric refrigerators. In particular, they bought radios. The first commercial radio station in the U.S., Pittsburgh’s KDKA, hit the airwaves in 1920; three years later there were more than 500 stations in the nation. By the end of the 1920s, there were radios in more than 12 million households. People also went to the movies: Historians estimate that, by the end of the decades, three-quarters of the American population visited a movie theater every week.

But the most important consumer product of the 1920s was the automobile. Low prices (the Ford Model T cost just $260 in 1924) and generous credit made cars affordable luxuries at the beginning of the decade; by the end, they were practically necessities. In 1929 there was one car on the road for every five Americans. Meanwhile, an economy of automobiles was born: Businesses like service stations and motels sprang up to meet drivers’ needs.

The Jazz Age

Cars also gave young people the freedom to go where they pleased and do what they wanted. (Some pundits called them “bedrooms on wheels.”) What many young people wanted to do was dance: the Charleston, the cake walk, the black bottom, the flea hop. Jazz bands played at dance halls like the Savoy in New York City and the Aragon in Chicago; radio stations and phonograph records (100 million of which were sold in 1927 alone) carried their tunes to listeners across the nation. Some older people objected to jazz music’s “vulgarity” and “depravity” (and the “moral disasters” it supposedly inspired), but many in the younger generation loved the freedom they felt on the dance floor.

Prohibition

During the 1920s, some freedoms were expanded while others were curtailed. The 18th Amendment to the Constitution, ratified in 1919, had banned the manufacture and sale of “intoxicating liquors,” and at 12 A.M. on January 16, 1920, the federal Volstead Act closed every tavern, bar and saloon in the United States. From then on, it was illegal to sell any “intoxication beverages” with more than 0.5% alcohol. This drove the liquor trade underground–now, people simply went to nominally illegal speakeasies instead of ordinary bars–where it was controlled by bootleggers, racketeers and other organized-crime figures such as Chicago gangster Al Capone. (Capone reportedly had 1,000 gunmen and half of Chicago’s police force on his payroll.)

To many middle-class white Americans, Prohibition was a way to assert some control over the unruly immigrant masses who crowded the nation’s cities. For instance, to the so-called “Drys,” beer was known as “Kaiser brew.” Drinking was a symbol of all they disliked about the modern city, and eliminating alcohol would, they believed, turn back the clock to an earlier and more comfortable time.

The "Cultural Civil War"

Prohibition was not the only source of social tension during the 1920s. The Great Migration of African Americans from the Southern countryside to Northern cities and the increasing visibility of black culture—jazz and blues music, for example, and the literary movement known as the Harlem Renaissance—discomfited some white Americans. Millions of people in places like Indiana and Illinois joined the Ku Klux Klan in the 1920s. To them, the Klan represented a return to all the “values” that the fast-paced, city-slicker Roaring Twenties were trampling.

Likewise, an anti-Communist “Red Scare” in 1919 and 1920 encouraged a widespread nativist, or anti-immigrant, hysteria. This led to the passage of an extremely restrictive immigration law, the National Origins Act of 1924, which set immigration quotas that excluded some people (Eastern Europeans and Asians) in favor of others (Northern Europeans and people from Great Britain, for example).

These conflicts–what one historian has called a “cultural Civil War” between city-dwellers and small-town residents, Protestants and Catholics, blacks and whites, “New Women” and advocates of old-fashioned family values–are perhaps the most important part of the story of the Roaring Twenties.

Character List:

Nick Carraway - The novel’s narrator, Nick is a young man from Minnesota who, after being educated at Yale and fighting in World War I, goes to New York City to learn the bond business. Honest, tolerant, and inclined to reserve judgment, Nick often serves as a confidant for those with troubling secrets. After moving to West Egg, a fictional area of Long Island that is home to the newly rich, Nick quickly befriends his next-door neighbor, the mysterious Jay Gatsby. As Daisy Buchanan’s cousin, he facilitates the rekindling of the romance between her and Gatsby. The Great Gatsby is told entirely through Nick’s eyes; his thoughts and perceptions shape and color the story.

Jay Gatsby - The title character and protagonist of the novel, Gatsby is a fabulously wealthy young man living in a Gothic mansion in West Egg. He is famous for the lavish parties he throws every Saturday night, but no one knows where he comes from, what he does, or how he made his fortune. As the novel progresses, Nick learns that Gatsby was born James Gatz on a farm in North Dakota; working for a millionaire made him dedicate his life to the achievement of wealth. When he met Daisy while training to be an officer in Louisville, he fell in love with her. Nick also learns that Gatsby made his fortune through criminal activity, as he was willing to do anything to gain the social position he thought necessary to win Daisy. Nick views Gatsby as a deeply flawed man, dishonest and vulgar, whose extraordinary optimism and power to transform his dreams into reality make him “great” nonetheless.

Daisy Buchanan - Nick’s cousin, and the woman Gatsby loves. As a young woman in Louisville before the war, Daisy was courted by a number of officers, including Gatsby. She fell in love with Gatsby and promised to wait for him. However, Daisy harbors a deep need to be loved, and when a wealthy, powerful young man named Tom Buchanan asked her to marry him, Daisy decided not to wait for Gatsby after all. Now a beautiful socialite, Daisy lives with Tom across from Gatsby in the fashionable East Egg district of Long Island. She is sardonic and somewhat cynical, and behaves superficially to mask her pain at her husband’s constant infidelity.

Tom Buchanan - Daisy’s immensely wealthy husband, once a member of Nick’s social club at Yale. Powerfully built and hailing from a socially solid old family, Tom is an arrogant, hypocritical bully. His social attitudes are laced with racism and sexism, and he never even considers trying to live up to the moral standard he demands from those around him. He has no moral qualms about his own extramarital affair with Myrtle, but when he begins to suspect Daisy and Gatsby of having an affair, he becomes outraged and forces a confrontation.

Jordan Baker - Daisy’s friend, a woman with whom Nick becomes romantically involved during the course of the novel. A competitive golfer, Jordan represents one of the “new women” of the 1920s—cynical, boyish, and self-centered. Jordan is beautiful, but also dishonest: she cheated in order to win her first golf tournament and continually bends the truth.

Myrtle Wilson - Tom’s lover, whose lifeless husband George owns a run-down garage in the valley of ashes. Myrtle herself possesses a fierce vitality and desperately looks for a way to improve her situation. Unfortunately for her, she chooses Tom, who treats her as a mere object of his desire.

George Wilson - Myrtle’s husband, the lifeless, exhausted owner of a run-down auto shop at the edge of the valley of ashes. George loves and idealizes Myrtle, and is devastated by her affair with Tom. George is consumed with grief when Myrtle is killed. George is comparable to Gatsby in that both are dreamers and both are ruined by their unrequited love for women who love Tom.

Owl Eyes - The eccentric, bespectacled drunk whom Nick meets at the first party he attends at Gatsby’s mansion. Nick finds Owl Eyes looking through Gatsby’s library, astonished that the books are real.

Klipspringer - The shallow freeloader who seems almost to live at Gatsby’s mansion, taking advantage of his host’s money. As soon as Gatsby dies, Klipspringer disappears—he does not attend the funeral, but he does call Nick about a pair of tennis shoes that he left at Gatsby’s mansion.

Meyer Wolfsheim - Gatsby’s friend, a prominent figure in organized crime. Before the events of the novel take place, Wolfsheim helped Gatsby to make his fortune bootlegging illegal liquor. His continued acquaintance with Gatsby suggests that Gatsby is still involved in illegal business.

Plot Overview

Nick Carraway, a young man from Minnesota, moves to New York in the summer of 1922 to learn about the bond business. He rents a house in the West Egg district of Long Island, a wealthy but unfashionable area populated by the new rich, a group who have made their fortunes too recently to have established social connections and who are prone to garish displays of wealth. Nick’s next-door neighbor in West Egg is a mysterious man named Jay Gatsby, who lives in a gigantic Gothic mansion and throws extravagant parties every Saturday night.  Nick is unlike the other inhabitants of West Egg—he was educated at Yale and has social connections in East Egg, a fashionable area of Long Island home to the established upper class. Nick drives out to East Egg one evening for dinner with his cousin, Daisy Buchanan, and her husband, Tom, an erstwhile classmate of Nick’s at Yale. Daisy and Tom introduce Nick to Jordan Baker, a beautiful, cynical young woman with whom Nick begins a romantic relationship. Nick also learns a bit about Daisy and Tom’s marriage: Jordan tells him that Tom has a lover, Myrtle Wilson, who lives in the valley of ashes, a gray industrial dumping ground between West Egg and New York City. Not long after this revelation, Nick travels to New York City with Tom and Myrtle. At a vulgar, gaudy party in the apartment that Tom keeps for the affair, Myrtle begins to taunt Tom about Daisy, and Tom responds by breaking her nose.

As the summer progresses, Nick eventually garners an invitation to one of Gatsby’s legendary parties. He encounters Jordan Baker at the party, and they meet Gatsby himself, a surprisingly young man who affects an English accent, has a remarkable smile, and calls everyone “old sport.” Gatsby asks to speak to Jordan alone, and, through Jordan, Nick later learns more about his mysterious neighbor. Gatsby tells Jordan that he knew Daisy in Louisville in 1917 and is deeply in love with her. He spends many nights staring at the green light at the end of her dock, across the bay from his mansion. Gatsby’s extravagant lifestyle and wild parties are simply an attempt to impress Daisy. Gatsby now wants Nick to arrange a reunion between himself and Daisy, but he is afraid that Daisy will refuse to see him if she knows that he still loves her. Nick invites Daisy to have tea at his house, without telling her that Gatsby will also be there. After an initially awkward reunion, Gatsby and Daisy reestablish their connection. Their love rekindled, they begin an affair.

After a short time, Tom grows increasingly suspicious of his wife’s relationship with Gatsby. At a luncheon at the Buchanans’ house, Gatsby stares at Daisy with such undisguised passion that Tom realizes Gatsby is in love with her. Though Tom is himself involved in an extramarital affair, he is deeply outraged by the thought that his wife could be unfaithful to him. He forces the group to drive into New York City, where he confronts Gatsby in a suite at the Plaza Hotel. Tom asserts that he and Daisy have a history that Gatsby could never understand, and he announces to his wife that Gatsby is a criminal—his fortune comes from bootlegging alcohol and other illegal activities. Daisy realizes that her allegiance is to Tom, and Tom contemptuously sends her back to East Egg with Gatsby, attempting to prove that Gatsby cannot hurt him.

When Nick, Jordan, and Tom drive through the valley of ashes, however, they discover that Gatsby’s car has struck and killed Myrtle, Tom’s lover. They rush back to Long Island, where Nick learns from Gatsby that Daisy was driving the car when it struck Myrtle, but that Gatsby intends to take the blame. The next day, Tom tells Myrtle’s husband, George, that Gatsby was the driver of the car. George, who has leapt to the conclusion that the driver of the car that killed Myrtle must have been her lover, finds Gatsby in the pool at his mansion and shoots him dead. He then fatally shoots himself.

Nick stages a small funeral for Gatsby, ends his relationship with Jordan, and moves back to the Midwest to escape the disgust he feels for the people surrounding Gatsby’s life and for the emptiness and moral decay of life among the wealthy on the East Coast. Nick reflects that just as Gatsby’s dream of Daisy was corrupted by money and dishonesty, the American dream of happiness and individualism has disintegrated into the mere pursuit of wealth. Though Gatsby’s power to transform his dreams into reality is what makes him “great,” Nick reflects that the era of dreaming—both Gatsby’s dream and the American dream—is over.

Vocabulary and Definitions by Chapter
Chapter 1

1. Feign: (V) -to imitate deceptively; to make believe; pretend. 

2. Supercilious: (Adj.) -having or showing arrogant superiority to and disdain of those one views as unworthy. 

3. Conscientious: (Adj.) -meticulous; careful; painstaking; particular. 

4. Incredulous: (Adj.) -indicating or showing unbelief. 

5. Reciprocal: (Adj.) -mutual; corresponding; matching; complementary; equivalent. 

6. Wan: (Adj.) -of an unnatural or sickly pallor; pallid; lacking color. 

7. Complacent: (Adj.) -often without awareness of some potential danger or defect; self-satisfied. 

8. Intimation: (V) -make known subtly and indirectly; hint. 

9. Anon: (Adv.) -in a short time; soon.

Chapter 2

1. Contiguous: (Adj.) -connecting without a break; uninterrupted. 

2. Facet: (N) -aspect; phase; side. 

3. Interpose: (V) -to step in between parties at variance; mediate. 

4. Apathetic: (Adj.) -not interested or concerned; indifferent or unresponsive. 

5. Languid: (Adj.) -lacking in spirit or interest; listless; indifferent. 

6. Imply: (V) -to indicate or suggest without being explicitly stated. 

7. Strident: (Adj.) -having a shrill, irritating quality or character. 

8. Deft: (Adj.) -nimble; skillful; clever. 

9. Clad: (Adj.) -dressed; covered.
Chapter 3

1. Permeate: (V) -to pass into or through every part of; to penetrate through the pores; to be diffused through; saturate. 

2. Innuendo: (N) -an indirect comment about a person or thing, especially of a disparaging or a derogatory nature. 

3. Erroneous: (Adj.) -containing error; mistaken; incorrect; wrong. 

4. Vehement: (Adj.) -strongly emotional; intense or passionate. 

5. Impetuous: (Adj.) -characterized by sudden or rash action, emotion, etc.; impulsive. 

6. Vacuous: (Adj.) -lacking in ideas or intelligence. 

7. Corpulent: (Adj.) -large or bulky of body; portly; stout; fat. 

8. Provincial: (Adj.) -having the manners, and viewpoints considered characteristic of unsophisticated inhabitants of a province; rustic;

9. Din: (N) -a loud, confused noise; a continued loud or tumultuous sound; noisy clamor.

Chapter 4

1. Knickerbocker: (N) -any New Yorker. 

2. Fluctuate: (V) -to change continually; shift back and forth. 

3. Sporadic: (Adj.) -appearing or happening at irregular intervals in time; occasional. 

4. Rajah: (N) -a king or prince in India; a minor chief or dignitary. 

5. Elicit: (V) -to draw or bring out or forth; educe; evoke. 

6. Valor: (N) -heroic courage; bravery. 

7. Somnambulatory: (Adj.) -related to sleep walking. 

8. Denizen: (N) -an inhabitant; a resident; one that frequents a particular place. 

9. Jaunty: (Adj.) -easy and sprightly in manner or bearing.

Chapter 5

1. Rout: (N) -an overwhelming defeat. 

2. Innumerable: (Adj.) -very numerous; incapable of being counted; countless. 

3. Ecstatic: (Adj.) -subject to or in a state of ecstasy; rapturous. 

4. Reproach: (V) -to find fault with (a person, group, etc.); blame. 

5. Serf: (N) -a slave. 

6. Obstinate: (Adj.) -inflexible; stubborn; not yielding. 

7. Exult: (V) -to show or feel a lively or triumphant joy; rejoice; be highly elated or jubilant. 

8. Hulking: (Adj.) -heavy and clumsy; bulky. 

9. Nebulous: (Adj.) -hazy, vague, indistinct, or confused.

Chapter 6

1. Laudable: (Adj.) -deserving praise; praiseworthy; commendable. 

2. Insidious: (Adj.) -intended to entrap or trick. 

3. Repose: (N) -peace; tranquility; calm. 

4. Debauch: (N) -an uninhibited spree or party. 

5. Antecedent: (N) -a preceding circumstance, event, object, style, phenomenon. 

6. Ingratiate: (V) -to establish (oneself) in the favor or good graces of others by deliberate effort. 

7. Dilatory: (Adj.) -tending to delay or procrastinate; slow; tardy. 

8. Desolate: (Adj.) -barren or laid waste; devastated; deprived or destitute of inhabitants; deserted; uninhabited; solitary; lonely. 

9. Elusive: (Adj.) -hard to express or define; cleverly or skillfully evasive.
Chapter 7

1. Lapse: (N) -a slip or error, often of a trivial sort; failure. (V) -to come to an end; stop. 

2. Insistent: (Adj.) -earnest or emphatic in dwelling upon, maintaining, or demanding something; persistent. 

3. Tentative: (Adj.) -unsure; uncertain; not definite or positive; hesitant. 

4. Tumult: (N) -uproar; disorder; highly distressing agitation of mind or feeling. 

5. Portentous: (Adj.) -ominous, predictive of future bad events. 

6. Irreverent: (Adj.) -not respectful; critical of what is generally accepted or respected. 

7. Vicarious: (Adj.) -taking the place of another person or thing; acting or serving as a substitute. 

8. Rancor: (N) -resentment or ill will; hatred; malice. 

9 Formidable: (Adj.) -of great strength; forceful; powerful

Chapter 8

1. Humidor: (N) -a container or storage room for cigars or other preparations of tobacco, fitted with means for keeping the tobacco suitably moist. 

2. Indiscernible: (Adj.) -cannot be seen or perceived clearly; imperceptible. 

3. Settee: (N) -a seat for two or more persons, having a back and usually arms, and often upholstered. 

4. Divot: (N) -a piece of turf gouged out with a club in making a stroke. 

5. Garrulous: (Adj.) -excessively talkative in a rambling, roundabout manner, esp. about trivial matters. 

6. Incoherent: (Adj.) -without logical or meaningful connection; disjointed; rambling. 

7. Conceivable: (Adj.) -imaginable; believable. 

8. Forlorn: (Adj.) -desolate or dreary; unhappy or miserable, as in feeling, condition, or appearance. 

9. Laden: (Adj.) -burdened; loaded down.

Chapter 9

1. Derange: (V) -to disturb the condition, action, or function of; to make insane. 

2. Surmise: (V) -to think or infer without certain or strong evidence; conjecture; guess. 

3. Superfluous: (Adj.) -being more than is sufficient or required; excessive; unnecessary or needless. 

4. Elocution: (N) -a person's manner of speaking or reading aloud in public. 

5. Unutterable: (Adj.) -unspeakable; beyond expression. 

6. Subtle: (Adj.) -difficult to perceive or understand. 

7. Ceaselessly: (Adv.) -without stopping or pausing; unendingly; incessantly
