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The Significance of Settings in The Great Gatsby

True dreams are in danger of being overtaken by simple greed. Wealth, idleness, and materialism can lead to the defilement of dreams. Fitzgerald uses various settings in his novel, The Great Gatsby, to illustrate his characters and to assert the theme of the corruption of the American Dream.


West Egg and East Egg represent the contrast between the ‘new money’ and the ‘old money’. “Twenty miles from the city a pair of enormous eggs, identical in contour … [exhibit] dissimilarity in every particular except shape and size” (Fitzgerald 9). The surface similarities of the two eggs represent the similarity in wealth between the East and West Eggers. The inhabitants themselves, however, are very different: the West Eggers had to work for their money, whereas the East Eggers enjoy the idle life of inherited money. Gatsby’s house in West Egg is “a factual imitation of some Hôtel de Ville in Normandy, with a tower on one side, spanking new under a thin beard of raw ivy, and a marble swimming pool and more than forty acres of lawn and garden” (9). He is characterized by his home; Gatsby, a West Egger, worked to come by his money, and his gaudy décor shows that he spends his newfound wealth to assert that he has wealth. On the other hand, Fitzgerald describes the Buchanans’ home as one of the “white palaces of fashionable East Egg” (10). The whiteness of East Egg represents the flippant attitude and false innocence of the Buchanans and others of the ‘new rich.’ In both the cases of Gatsby in West Egg and the Buchanans in East Egg, the home of the character is the façade they want the world to see. Gatsby wants an image of wealth and power so that he can obtain his ‘golden girl.’ Although Gatsby dreams of Daisy and stands longingly, “[stretching] out his arms toward the dark water in a curious way” (25), he can never cross the social barrier to obtain his ‘golden girl,’ just as he can never jump across the Sound to East Egg. This is a contradiction of the American dream, in which one can achieve all of one’s goals through hard work and perseverance. Gatsby earns his place in the society of ‘new money’ through the corrupt business of bootlegging. His social class, symbolized by his home in West Egg, prevents him from achieving his dream of obtaining Daisy’s love. The home of the Buchanans, on the other hand, a “cheerful red and white Georgian Colonial mansion overlooking the bay” (11), embodies the attainment of the American Dream: a perfect traditional home with a white-picket fence. However, the Buchanans, given their American Dream, are left idle with no goals in their life. Their idleness leads to the decay of their dream, as neither of them are satisfied with the lives they have in East Egg. The American Dream of East Egg is corrupted because there is nothing left to accomplish. Moreover, that Fitzgerald calls the two settings Eggs further implies the hollowness of the lives of the rich, both old and new. East Egg and West Egg, while similar in shape and amount of wealth, differ in that the new rich of West Egg will never achieve their dream due to the elitism of aristocracy, while the old rich of East Egg have no American Dream to reach.


The Valley of Ashes is the only place in the novel where the poor reside; without money to hide their corruption, they live in the land where the outward appearance is just as unsightly as the moral values that lie beneath. In the Valley of Ashes, “ashes take the form of houses and chimneys and … men who move dimly and already crumbling through the powdery air” (27). Just as ashes are the leftovers from fires, the inhabitants of the Valley are the leftovers of society. George Wilson, “a blonde, spiritless man, anaemic and faintly handsome” (29), is the personification of his home: hopeless, dim, and easily brushed aside. His perceptible lifelessness is at contrast with his wife’s vividness. Myrtle is portrayed with “an imperceptible vitality about her as if the nerves of her body were continually smoldering” (30). She is not dead and grey as is her home; rather, she must use her affair with Tom as an outlet for her liveliness. George voices both his dream and his wife’s when he says, “I want to get away” (130). When George Wilson says these words, he is expressing his wish to move away from the immoralities of the East, such as his wife’s affair with Tom. Myrtle simply wishes for wealth and power, both of which she does not have in the Valley of Ashes. Her ambition can be fed by her affair with Tom, but the complications of this immoral route to her goal will eventually lead to her death, as well as the end of both her dream and George’s. In the end, George Wilson is left alone in the lifeless Valley of Ashes, his simple American Dream of a moral life stripped away from him by the carelessness and depravity of others. George and Myrtle Wilson both wish to leave their lifeless home in the Valley of Ashes, but Myrtle’s debauchery and those of others bring their American Dream to an end.

Two settings are never home to any of the characters; the Plaza Hotel and the New York apartment, both of which appear only once throughout the novel, are where the rich conduct their unpleasant business. At the New York apartment, Tom and Myrtle live their lie without remorse. “Throwing a regal homecoming glance around the neighborhood, Mrs. Wilson gathered up her dog and her other purchases and went haughtily in” (33). Myrtle transforms from a lowly denizen of the Valley of Ashes to a lady of power. While Myrtle is temporarily achieving her American Dream of having wealth and power, Tom is ruining his American Dream of the perfect, white-picket-fence household. Contrary to what may seem so on the surface, Myrtle has not yet truly become a woman of power, even momentarily. “Some time toward midnight Tom Buchanan and Mrs. Wilson stood face to face discussing in impassioned voices whether Mrs. Wilson had any right to mention Daisy’s name” (41). When Tom is reminded of the life he is avoiding with Myrtle, Myrtle’s power diminishes and her role as one of Tom’s ‘possessions’ is revealed. As Tom and Myrtle go to the New York apartment to satisfy their immediate material and physical needs, they drift further from the realization of their American dreams. On the other hand, Tom, Daisy, Gatsby, Jordan, and Nick go to the Plaza Hotel seemingly on a whim, but their true motive is to keep the nefarious issue of Daisy and Gatsby away from the innocent façade of the Buchanans’ East Egg home. “She never loved you, do you hear?” (137) Gatsby cries as the dispute for Daisy begins. Gatsby tries here to obtain Daisy once and for all, but the confrontation turns into a catastrophe when Daisy does not have the desire to leave Tom and, in distress on the way home, drives Gatsby’s car into Myrtle on the way home. Both these settings are in the racy and lively city of New York, where the rich can leave behind what they cannot bring home. Both scenes end in acts of violence, which represent the shattered dreams of the characters. Finally, both events are caused by the pursuit of a dream but result in the self-destruction of the same corrupted dream. The scenes that take place in the Plaza Hotel and the New York apartment mirror each other, both exposing the corruption of dreams and then shattering them.

Throughout the novel Fitzgerald contrasts the licentiousness of the East with the integrity of the Midwest. Nick changes through the story to facilitate this juxtaposition of the two settings. In the beginning Nick views his past home in the Midwest as the uncultivated “ragged edge of the universe” (7). He leaves his home wanting adventure in a big city, but he returns not to a dull, unrefined farmland but to what he calls “my middle-west” (184), “where dwellings are still called through the decades by a family’s name” (184). This progression through locations shows Nick’s advancement towards his own American dream. Although he moves to the East to find a new life, he finds that he values honest principles more than the energy of a busy city, and in the end he wanted  “the world to be in uniform and at a sort of moral attention forever” (6), which is what he found in the East. Moving west has long been a symbol of the American Dream; pioneers looking for a new life established the Midwest as the land where dreams come true. Fitzgerald plays on this idea, adding to it that dreams come true in the Midwest because it has underlying moral values. The characters in the novel, all originally from the West, move to the East and taint their dreams with decadence, which leads to the failure of the dreams to come true.

F. Scott Fitzgerald uses settings to contrast different attributes of his characters. He juxtaposes East and West Egg to establish the difference in social classes, while the East and the West are contrasted to highlight the levels of morality in each setting. The New York apartment and the Plaza Hotel are paralleled to more distinctly illustrate the corruption of the American Dream, while events and characteristics of each setting support this theme. The settings in The Great Gatsby are descriptive of their inhabitants and are symbolic of the collapse of the characters’ dreams.
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