The Great Gatsby Study Questions


1. We see all the action of The Great Gatsby from the perspective of one character whose narration seems to be shaped by his own values and temperament. What is Nick Carraway like, what does he value, and how do his character and his values matter to our understanding of the action of the novel?
2. Early in the novel, Nick says of Gatsby that he “turned out all right at the end” (p.2) Later, however, after he tells Gatsby “You’re worth the whole damn bunch put together” (154) he abruptly calls this “the only compliment I ever gave him because I disapproved of him from beginning to end.” What does this curiously ambivalent admiration for Gatsby tell us about Nick, and especially about his relation to Gatsby’s “incorruptible dream?”
3. From his first appearance, Tom Buchanan is a mouthpiece of racism. For instance, he sees himself as one of the “Nordics” who “make civilization;” and who must prevent “these other races”from having “control of things” [p.13]. Elsewhere, he complains of the lack of “self-control” of people who “begin by sneering at family life and family institutions,” and threaten to “throw everything overboard and have intermarriage between black and white” [130]. How does Tom’s expression of such attitudes illuminate his character, his relations with Daisy, and his sense of his place in the world?
4. How is Wolfsheim, along with the anti-Semitism informing his characterization, important to shaping the conflicts of the novel?
5. One of the concluding images of The Great Gatsby is Nick’s description of “the old island here that flowered once for Dutch sailors’ eyes---a fresh, green breast of the new world.” (180). This imagery reminds us of the predominance in the novel of fantasies insistently associated with men. What is the place for Daisy, and for the novel’s female characters generally, in such fantasies? Are the dreams of the women in the novel consistent with those fantasies, or do we encounter any points of resistance?
6. The introduction of Myrtle and George Wilson underscores the importance of social class in the novel. How does their presence sharpen Fitzgerald’s characterization of the rich, and what might the resulting contrasts suggest about the role of class in shaping social experience in The Great Gatsby?
7. According to one of the characters in Azar Nafisi’s contemporary memoir, Reading Lolita in Tehran,, the only “sympathetic“ person in the novel is “the cuckolded husband, Mr. Wilson.” What aspects of The Great Gatsby might be offered as grounds for such a claim, and is the claim ultimately convincing?
8. At the end of Chapter Five, Nick makes much of the power of Daisy’s voice over Gatsby: “I think that voice held him most, with its fluctuating, feverish warmth, because it couldn’t be over-dreamed—that voice was a deathless song” (p.96). Later on, Gatsby observes that “Her voice is full of money,” an Nick develops the point: “That was it, I’d never understood before. It was full of money—that was the inexhaustible charm that rose and fell in it, the jingle of it, the cymbals’ song of it.” Is it possible for characters in Gatsby’s world to disentangle different kinds of value: In particular, do the social conventions and self-understandings of the main characters allow them to disentangle the material value associated with economic wealth, the value attributed to a human object of desire, the aesthetic value of a beautiful object, and the moral values by which one assesses a person’s character? Why, if it all, does this matter?
9. An intriguing exchange between Nick and Gatsby takes place near the end of Chapter Six: “I wouldn’t ask too much of her,” Nick says “You can’t repeat the past.” “Can’t repeat the past?” Gatsby cries out. “Why of course you can!” (p. 110). How does the past impinge upon the present in the lives of both Nick and Gatsby? Should we see Gatsby as eccentric in his view that one can not merely repeat, but change, the past by starting over?
10. At Gatsby’s funeral, Nick remembers “without resentment, that Daisy hadn’t sent a message

or a flower” [174]. Should Nick’s attitude surprise us, and how might it illuminate the world that

Gatsby, Nick, and Daisy inhabited, and the value of Gatsby’s “incorruptible dream” (154)?
11. What is the American Dream? How does Gatsby represent this dream? Does the novel praise or condemn Gatsby's dream? Has the American dream changed since Gatsby's time?

12. Think about the two worlds, the Midwest and the East, as Fitzgerald describes them, and what they represent for Nick and for Gatsby.
13. Compare and contrast Gatsby's social class with that of Tom and Daisy Buchanan. How does geography contribute to the definition of social class in The Great Gatsby?
14. What is Nick Carraway's role in the novel? Consider Nick's father's advice in chapter one: "Whenever you feel like criticizing anyone, just remember that all the people in this world haven't had the advantages that you've had." Does telling the story from Nick's point of view make it more believable?
15. What part of his past is Gatsby trying to recapture? Is he successful? Is there a person, feeling, or event in your past that you'd want to revisit?
16. What is the meaning of the title? In what way is Gatsby great?
17. Why did Nick become involved with Jordan, and why did he break off the relationship?
18. Discuss Fitzgerald's use of symbols, such as the eyes of Dr. T. J. Eckleburg, the green light on Daisy's dock, and the valley of ashes.
19.  What makes The Great Gatsby a classic novel? Why has it maintained its place in American literature?
20. Discuss elements of the Jazz Age that Fitzgerald includes in The Great Gatsby.

21. Does this novel have villains and heroes? Why, why not? If yes, who fits into these categories and why? 

22. Nick is both part of the action and acting as an objective commentator. Does this narration style work? Why, why not? 

23. How did Fitzgerald use weather to reflect the mood of the story? 

24. Again, why are we still reading a book written in the 1920's? What gives a book its longevity? And which of its themes are eternal in the American psyche.

Chapter 1 Questions
1. Notice how many times Fitzgerald uses the words hope, or dream. Why does he do this? 

2. Nick starts the novel by relaying his father's advice "Whenever you feel like criticizing anyone, just remember that all the people in this world haven't had the advantages that you've had." List Nick's advantages. Does he reserve judgement in the novel? 

3. Pay attention to time. What is the day and year during the first scene at Daisy's house? 

4. Describe Nick. What facts do you know about him, and what do you infer about him? What kind of a narrator do you think he will be? 

5. What image does the author use to describe Jordan Baker? What does it mean? 

6. How does Nick react to Jordan? 
7. What does Tom's behavior reveal about his character?

Chapter 2 Questions

8. Describe the "valley of ashes." What does it look like and what does it represent? 

9. Describe Mr. Wilson and Myrtle. Do they seem to fit into the setting? 

10. What more have you learned about Nick in this chapter? Is he similar or different than the people he spends his time with? 

11. Describe the violent act Tom committed against Myrtle. What does this reveal about him?

Chapter 3 Questions

12. Pay attention to Nick's judgements. What do they reveal about his character that he does this (especially in relation to his opening comments)? 

13. Describe Gatsby the first time Nick sees him. 

14. What rumors have been told about Gatsby? Why does Fitzgerald reveal rumors rather than fact? 

15. What does Nick think of Gatsby after meeting him? 

16. How is Gatsby different from his guests? 

17. Why does Nick choose to share his thoughts and feelings with Jordan? 

18. Nick thinks he's one of the few honest people he knows, why? Do you think he is honest?

Chapter 4 Questions

19. List all of the rumors told about Gatsby. 

20. Why does Fitzgerald list all of Gatsby's party guests? 

21. Why does Gatsby tell Nick about his life? Do you believe Gatsby? Does Nick? 

22. What role does Meyer Wolfsheim play in the novel? Why is there so much focus on his nose and what does this tell you about Fitzgerald's politics? 

23. What does Jordan's story of Daisy's marriage reveal about Daisy? 

24. Why did Gatsby want Daisy to see his house? 

25. Nick says, "There are only the pursued, the pursuing, the busy and the tired." What does Nick mean? How does each character in the novel fit into this schema? 

Chapter 5 Questions

26. Why does Gatsby deliver so many goods and services to Nick's house? 

27. Describe the effect of rain on the plot. 

28. Why does Gatsby offer Nick work? How does Nick feel about this? 

29. Explain the significance of the green light. 

30. Why does Gatsby get so many phone calls? What does this say about him?
Chapter 6 Questions

31. How truthful was Gatsby when he relayed the story of his life to Nick? Why does Fitzgerald tell the story of Jay Gatz now? 

32. Describe the meeting of Tom and Gatsby. What does this meeting reveal about them? 

33. Why did Daisy and Tom find Gatsby's party loathsome? 

34. How did Gatsby measure the success of his party? 

35. When Nick told Gatsby that "you can't repeat the past", Gatsby replied, "Why of course you can!" Do you agree with Nick or Gatsby?
Chapter 7 Questions

36. Who is Trimachio? Explain how this describes Gatsby. 

37. Describe Daisy and Gatsby's new relationship. 

38. Compare George Wilson and Tom. What did each man learn about his wife and how did they each react? 

39. If Daisy says she's never loved Tom, is there someone whom she thinks she loves? 

40. Describe the fight between Gatsby and Tom. What do these men think of each other? How are they similar and how are they different? 

41. What was significant about Nick's 30th birthday? 

42. What do you think Tom and Daisy were saying to each other in the kitchen? Do you think that Tom knew Daisy was driving the "death car"? Why, why not? 

43. At this point, how would you end the novel?
Chapter 8 Questions

44. How does Fitzgerald achieve a melancholic mood in the beginning of this chapter? 

45. How are seasons used in constructing this novel? 

46. Who is Dan Cody and what is his significance in Gatsby's life? 

47. How does Nick's statement "You're worth the whole bunch put together" show a change in Nick from the beginning of the novel? 

48. How does T. J. Eckleberg affect Mr. Wilson?
Chapter 9 Questions

49. Why did Nick take care of Gatsby's funeral? 

50. How was Jay Gatz's childhood schedule consistent with the adult Gatsby's behavior? 

51. Who attended Gatsby's funeral? How and why is this significant? 

52. What is the purpose of Nick's last meeting with Jordan? 

53. Why does Nick call Tom and Daisy "careless people"?

