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The Significance of Settings in The Great Gatsby

Dreams can define a person. 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.


The settings of the novel and their inhabitants characterize each other. For example, West Egg is portrayed by Gatsby’s apparent opulence – his house 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” (Fitzgerald 9). Gatsby classifies West Egg with his gaudy décor, and he is in turn classified by his residence in West Egg as a man of ‘new money.’ He gazes across the Sound to where the Buchanans reside in the “white palaces of East Egg” (10). That Fitzgerald calls the two settings Eggs implies the hollowness of the rich. The whiteness of East Egg represents the flippant attitude and false innocence of the Buchanans and others of the ‘new rich.’ The two Eggs are “identical in contour and separated only by a courtesy bay” (9). In the same way, the inhabitants of the Eggs are alike in wealth but separated by the rift in social status. 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. Perhaps the most apparent instance where the setting defines the characters is in the Valley of Ashes, where “ashes take the form of houses and chimneys and … men who move dimly and already crumbling through the powdery air” (27). The Valley of Ashes is the only place in the novel where the poor reside; 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) defines the Valley not only with his perceptible lifelessness but also with his interpretation of the eyes of Dr. T. J. Eckleburg as the eyes of God. Wilson, the personification of his home: hopeless, dim, and easily brushed aside, deliberately demonstrates the link between setting and character. In his novel, Fitzgerald utilizes settings as an extension of the main characters.

At the end of the novel, almost every character leaves the setting they originally inhabited, implying that they no longer fit the stereotype the setting of their home imposes on them. Tom and Daisy lose the outward innocence they possess when they become involved in the deaths of Gatsby and Myrtle. The Buchanans’ money provides them with a solution to this dilemma; they leave East Egg for another home where they can again embody the ‘whiteness’ of their house, their dark past behind them and unknown to their new neighbors. Gatsby’s death reveals the fact that he has no more reason to live in West Egg; he has acquired as much wealth as he desired and Daisy has left him for good. Additionally, Nick tells Gatsby that he’s “worth the whole damn bunch put together” (162). Gatsby begins in the reader’s mind as one of the many rich idle fools, but as Nick discovers his story and motives, Nick’s, and in turn the reader’s, respect for Gatsby heightens. In the end, not only does Gatsby not have a purpose to stay in West Egg, but also does he transcend the reader’s image of the rich and thus no longer belong in West Egg. Myrtle, too, leaves her home, but in an unexpected way. “I want to get away. My wife and I want to go west” (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. In the end, however, his wife leaves the Valley of Ashes and he stays. 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. When George discovered his wife’s affair, she could no longer reside in the Valley and her liveliness results in her death when she runs into the street. George Wilson, on the other hand, is an “ashen, fantastic figure” (169), very characteristic of the Valley, through the entire novel. He suits his home and therefore does not leave. Finally, Nick leaves what he at first thought would be the rest of his life in the East. He changes throughout the novel from a young man looking for adventure in a busy city to a more mature one looking for “the world to be in uniform and at a sort of moral attention forever” (6). His opinion of the Midwest also changes from a view of the uncultivated “ragged edge of the universe” (7) to scenes of familiar, peaceful Christmastimes “where dwellings are still called through the decades by a family’s name” (184) Nick’s progression through the novel moves him back to the morally upright East which suits him in the 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 Plaza Hotel, Tom and Myrtle live their lie without remorse. While Myrtle is achieving her American Dream of having wealth and power, Tom is ruining his American Dream of the perfect, white-picket-fence household. The scene ends when Tom punches Myrtle, an act which ultimately leads to the end of both their hopes. 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. Here Gatsby wants a certain truth to come out: that Daisy only ever loved him. 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.

The characters in the novel experience the corruption of their American Dream, which is symbolized by their moving away from their homes. Tom and Daisy contaminate their dream when they try to obtain a good marriage only for appearance and find happiness elsewhere. Their infidelity is their demoralization, and in order to save their status they must move away, leaving their mess behind in New York. 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 base route to her goal will eventually lead to her death. Gatsby’s home symbolizes his American Dream of gaining wealth; his dream is polluted when he mixes his desire for material gain with love. He competes with Tom for Daisy and, in the end, his artificial love for Daisy, his ‘golden girl’ of wealth and class, cannot defeat the true status and stability that Tom can offer her. Nick, too, moves to the East in search of a new life in the busy city of New York. However, he matures into a man who values morality and a peaceful life more than the energy of New York. Nick contrasts the Midwest with the East, establishing the Midwest as the place of morality. 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 taint their dreams with decadence, which leads to the failure of the dreams to come true.

The characters in The Great Gatsby and their respective homes describe each other by way of social class and surface characteristics. Characters leave their homes when their true underlying qualities are found not to match the surface features that were definitive of their homes. The characters’ departure from home symbolizes the corruption and downfall of their American Dreams. Signs of this downfall are apparent in the scenes at the Plaza Hotel and the New York apartment. The settings in The Great Gatsby are descriptive of their inhabitants and are symbolic of the collapse of the characters’ dreams.
