
Example 4 
 
Question: 2004, question 6 
 
Text: “The Great Gatsby” 
 
“The Great Gatsby” by F, Scott Fitzgerald is an intricately patterned, yet simple novel 
set on the East coast of America during the roaring twenties.  Fitzgerald very 
effectively uses setting to portray the excitement and hysteria of the 1920s, the 
decadence of the upper classes, characters in the novel and the sterility of society.  
The setting in this complex novel plays a significant part in the reader’s appreciation 
of the novel, as it develops and highlights issues throughout the text as a whole. 
 
Firstly, setting is used to portray the excitement and hysteria of the 1920s.  Through 
Gatsby’s parties we are shown the glitz and the glamour of this period.  It is a “many-
coloured, many keyed commotion”.  His parties are likened to a “menagerie”, where 
fun is had by all and anything goes. Here, they “conduct themselves according to the 
rules of behaviour associated with amusement parks”.  The war is over and they are 
experiencing a period of unprecedented wealth and investment in America.  This 
decade of “crazy Sundays”, an issue in the novel, can be far greater appreciated by its 
being set in context at Gatsby’s parties, where there are excited “whisperings”, 
“champagne and stars”.  It is a tempting image in beautiful “blue gardens” and the 
romance and excitement of their situation resonates throughout the book. 
 
However, there is a dark side to all the partying at Gatsby’s parties, where the setting 
reveals the decadence of the upper classes.  They are driven by materialism and 
superficial values, concerned only by themselves and their money.  After the parties, 
servants are left to “repair the ravages of the night before”, as the upper classes have 
created a trail of destruction.  While some cannot afford their lifestyles they ship in 
“five crates of oranges and lemons from a fruiterer in New York” – exotic 
extravagance in the extreme.  The next day they leave as “pulpless halves” – a symbol 
of their superficial, empty lives, decay and destruction.  It is a grotesque image, which 
contributes to our appreciation of the gravity of their actions.  This decadence is 
something beyond excitement and beauty – it is dangerous.  They are “careless 
people”, concerned only by their “white palaces” that “glitter” and “excitement”.  
Even the music which sets the scene (traditionally music is associated with culture 
and soul), is “yellow cocktail music” – yet another symbol of their lust for “gold”.  
They are depicted “weeping”, “having fights” and roaring drunk”.  It is a setting of 
“violent confusion”.  The upper classes are out of control and there is no sign of them 
calming down. 
 
In addition to this, Fitzgerald reveals characters through setting, inevitably providing 
us with a greater understanding of the characters and as a result the text as a whole.  
The “great” Gatsby, in fact is not “Jay Gatsby of West Egg, Long Island”, but “James 
Gatz of North Dakota”.  This is highlighted by his house, which is a “factual imitation 
of some Hôtel de Ville in Normandy” and “spanking new” like both his money and 
his persona.  The Buchanans, on the other hand, dwell in the very “fashionable” East 
Egg, a microcosm of East America in contrast with West Egg and West America.  
Their house is “red and white” – red “like new money from the mint” and “white” 
symbolising the white supremacy that Tom, from the self-proclaimed “dominant race” 



stands for.  It is a “Georgian Colonial mansion” showing that unlike Gatsby, their 
money is not “new” and they come from a family with a great, long history.  Above 
all, setting is used to reveal character in that it separates Nick, the narrated who is 
blessed with “fundamental decencies”, and the “gorgeous” Gatsby who both live in 
West Egg from the values and inhabitants of East Egg – the Buchanans, who 
“smashed up things and creatures”.  By physically separating them, the author 
significantly affects out appreciation of the text as a whole by emphasising their 
separation on a moral scale.  As a result out sympathy inevitably lies with the 
inhabitants of West Egg and we are encouraged to criticise the decadence of East Egg. 
 
Perhaps the greatest significance of the setting is to portray the theme of moral 
degeneration, by displaying the sterility of society.  The “Valley of Ashes” is a 
“solemn dumping ground”, a symbol of the upper classes destruction and the way that 
they abuse the “ash-grey men” of this “desolate area of land”.  People like the 
Buchanans expect others to “Clean up their mess” and as result of their materialism, 
decadence and moral ambiguity, they are creating a sterile, soulless society.  The 
“Valley of Ashes” is an even more disturbing symbol of moral degeneration, as it is 
described in terms of “farms” and “grotesque gardens”.  These twisted metaphors help 
us to appreciate that the problem is “growing” – “civilisation’s going to pieces” and 
the sterile society is expanding.  The view is bleak. 
 
The use of setting in “The Great Gatsby” is essential to the success of such a subtle 
novel.  Fitzgerald employs setting to help us better appreciate the significance of the 
mood in the 1920s, they key issues of the decadence of the upper classes, the depth 
and symbolism of the main characters and the main theme – moral degeneration.  
Through this combination of ideas, joined together by setting, a well-crafted, thought-
provoking novel is born. 
 


