Themes in The Great Gatsby

A theme is the general idea or insight about life that a writer wishes to convey in a literary work. Theme is generally not found in works written specifically for entertainment, but in works that comment about humanity and life. Most often the theme is implicit in the work and needs to be dug out and thought about by the reader.

· the corruption of the American dream

· reality versus illusion

· self-discovery

· carelessness/violence

The following quotations from The Great Gatsby all relate to one of the themes listed above. Choose three of the quotations below and decide which theme each quotation supports and explain how it does so within the context of the novel. Identify any other literary techniques. Also write down any questions that occur to you as you look at each passage. Look at the example below.  Due to length some passages have been shortened using ellipses.  You should find the whole quote in the book and respond to the entirety of the quotation.


“And after boasting this way of my tolerance, I come to the admission that it has a limit. Conduct may be founded on the hard rock or wet marshes but after a certain point I don’t care what it‘s founded on. When I came back from the East last autumn I felt that I wanted the world to be in uniform and at a sort of moral attention forever; 1 wanted no more riotous excursions with privileged glimpses into the human heart. Only Gatsby, the man who gives his name to this book was exempt from my reaction—Gatsby who represented everything for which I have an unaffected scorn.” p6

Themes: Self-discovery; reality vs. illusion 


Literary Techniques: Implied metaphors; paradox

Something happens—I’m not sure what yet—which causes Nick ‘s sense of detachment to narrow. He is beginning to make judgments about people. Gatsby is placed in a special category for Nick because he admires him even though Gatsby represents everything he dislikes.  Obviously Nick is discovering the difference between who he is and who he thinks he is.  Likewise, he is discovering that the world is not always what you want it to be.  

Is  Nick’s ability to withhold judgment a sign of his willingness to give people a chance or a symptom of detachment and disillusionment with humanity and life?

1. “I wanted to get out and walk eastward... simultaneously enchanted and repelled by the inexhaustible variety of life.” p40

2. “Myrtle pulled her chair close to mine...‘You can’t live forever; you can’t live forever.’” p 40

3. “My dear,’ she cried, ‘I’m going to give you this dress...so I won’t forget all the things I got to do.” p 40

4. “Some time toward midnight Tom Buchanan and Mrs. Wilson stood face to face…Tom Buchanan broke her nose with his open hand.” p 41

5. “He smiled understandingly…picking his words with care.” p 52

6. “It was on that same house party that we had a curious conversation about driving a car... That’s why I like you.” p 63

7. “‘Meyer Wolfsheim? No he’s a gambler... They can’t get him, old sport. He’s a smart man.’” p 78
