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When Too Much is Not Enough: The Great Gatsby

Symbolism in The Great Gatsby

FROM SYMBOLISM.ORG

From Symbolism of Place: the place of elements
Of course the symbolism of the elements has been an important symbolism within the context of individual works of literature. This topic in itself is far too broad to examine here but we might mention a familiar example of element symbolism. In The Great Gatsby the elements serve to represent the parts of the world over which Gatsby attempts to control. Ernest Lockridge makes this point in the Introduction to the book Twentieth Century Interpretations of The Great Gatsby where he writes:

"...money gives Gatsby control over three of the four medieval ‘elements’: his ‘gorgeous car’ masters earth and, symbolically, air (‘with fenders spread like wings we scattered light through half Astoria.’), his ‘hydroplane’ masters air and water. What he finally cannot master is the fourth element, fire, Heraclitean symbol of change, which metaphorically destroys him. It is after ‘almost the last, certainly the warmest’ day of the summer, in an atmosphere of ‘broiling’ heat, that Gatsby dies. Summer moves brutaly into fall, life into death."

Fitzgerald's Gatsby employs the basic elements to provide this type of place symbolism in the story.

From Wall Street Journal and the World's Greatest Ad
Are we making too much of the context of time and the season Spring? We don't think so. By just the fifth word in the ad, the writer has managed to slip in one of the most emotion charged words in our language - the word "Spring". It has been the subject of almost all of our great works of literature in the twentieth century. In The Wasteland T.S.Eliot talks about this period:

"April is the cruellest month, breeding
Lilacs out of the dead land, mixing
Memory and desire, stirring
Dull roots with spring rain."

Eliot captures this special time as a transition time between the past of winter and the hope of summer, between memory and desire. In the beginning of one of America's most famous novels The Great Gatsby Fitzgerald also establishes the context of spring as a time background for the novel:

"I came East...in the spring of twenty-two. The practical thing was to find rooms in the city, but it was a warm season...And so with the sunshine and the great bursts of leaves growing on the trees...I had the familiar conviction that life was beginning over again with summer."

He is somewhat like Nick Carraway in The Great Gatsby who is both inside and outside of life at the same time. The Publisher is both an observer of the story he relates and at the same time a participant in this story. He is a first person narrator, a second person narrator and a third person voice. Nick comments on this funny inside and outside space:

"...high over the city our line of yellow windows must have contributed their share of human secrecy to the casual watcher in the darkening streets, and I was him too, looking up and wondering. I was within and without, simultaneously enchanted and repelled by the inexhaustible variety of life."
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