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A Formalist Literary Critique of Fitzgerald's "The Great Gatsby"

In F. Scott Fitzgerald's "The Great Gatsby," the pursuit of the American Dream takes
center stage amidst the glittering excess of the 1920s Jazz Age. This classic novel is not only
a compelling narrative but also a literary treasure trove of symbolism, narrative structure,
characterization, and language. Through a formalist lens, this analysis will delve into the
novel's formal elements, shedding light on how Fitzgerald's masterful use of these literary
devices contributes to a deeper understanding of the characters and themes. In particular, we
will explore the rich tapestry of symbolism and imagery, the intricate narrative structure and
point of view, the nuanced characterization through dialogue, and the eloquent writing style
that encapsulates the era's extravagance. Through this formalist critique, we will uncover how
Fitzgerald's craftsmanship weaves a complex narrative that transcends its time, leaving a

lasting impression on readers and scholars alike.

SYMBOLISM AND IMAGERY

One of the most captivating aspects of F. Scott Fitzgerald's "The Great Gatsby" is his adept
use of symbolism and imagery, which infuse the narrative with layers of meaning and evoke
a sense of the novel's era. For instance, the green light at the end of Daisy's dock, first
introduced in Chapter 1, symbolizes Gatsby's unattainable dreams and his relentless pursuit

of a mirage of success and love (Fitzgerald 21). This recurring symbol not only represents
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Gatsby's desire but also the elusive nature of the American Dream itself. Additionally, the
Valley of Ashes, depicted as a desolate wasteland between the glamour of West Egg and New
York City, serves as a stark visual contrast that symbolizes the moral and social decay lurking
beneath the surface of the Roaring Twenties (Fitzgerald 27). Fitzgerald's use of these symbols
and images not only enriches the narrative but also underscores the central themes of

aspiration, disillusionment, and the corrupting influence of wealth and excess.

NARRATIVE STRUCTURE AND POINT OF VIEW

Fitzgerald's skillful manipulation of narrative structure and point of view contributes
significantly to the novel's depth and impact. "The Great Gatsby" is narrated in the first
person by Nick Carraway, who serves as both a participant and an observer of the events
unfolding around him (Fitzgerald 9). This narrative choice allows readers to gain insights into
the characters' motivations and relationships while also emphasizing Nick's subjective
perspective. Furthermore, Fitzgerald employs a non-linear narrative structure, employing
flashbacks and retrospection to unveil the mysteries surrounding Jay Gatsby and the complex
web of relationships in the story. One notable example occurs in Chapter 4 when Nick
recounts Gatsby's past and his transformation from James Gatz to the enigmatic figure he has
become (Fitzgerald 64). These narrative techniques not only heighten the suspense but also
mirror the fragmented nature of memory and the elusive nature of the American Dream itself.
By presenting the story through Nick's eyes and employing this intricate narrative structure,
Fitzgerald invites readers to question the reliability of the narrator and to explore the themes

of perception and reality, echoing the uncertainty and disillusionment that pervades the novel.
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CHARACTERIZATION AND DIALOGUE

Fitzgerald's artful construction of characters through dialogue contributes significantly to the
novel's depth and realism. The characters in "The Great Gatsby" are not merely vehicles for
the plot but intricate personalities shaped by their words and interactions. For instance, the
character of Jay Gatshy is revealed not only through his actions but also through his carefully
chosen words and elusive expressions. In a telling moment at one of his extravagant parties,
Gatsby is described as a man who "smiled understandingly, much more than understandingly.
It was one of those rare smiles with a quality of eternal reassurance in it" (Fitzgerald 48).
This portrayal through dialogue goes beyond a mere physical description and delves into the
enigmatic allure that defines Gatsby's character. Similarly, Tom Buchanan's blunt and often
confrontational dialogue highlights his arrogance and his dismissive attitude towards others,
particularly his wife Daisy (Fitzgerald 12). Daisy, on the other hand, is characterized by her
ethereal and sometimes nonsensical utterances, reflecting her shallow and somewhat fragile
nature (Fitzgerald 14). Fitzgerald's use of dialogue not only deepens our understanding of the
characters but also underscores the novel's themes of social class, identity, and the facades
people present to the world. Through these nuanced exchanges, he paints a vivid and complex
portrait of the Jazz Age society, allowing readers to glimpse the inner lives of the characters

and their struggles in a changing world.

WRITING STYLE AND LANGUAGE

Fitzgerald's writing style and his masterful use of language serve as the canvas upon which
the vivid world of "The Great Gatsby" is painted. His prose is characterized by its lyrical
beauty and evocative imagery, transporting readers to the opulent and decadent world of the
1920s. For instance, his description of Gatsby's mansion as "a colossal affair by any

standard...with a tower on one side, spanking new under a thin beard of raw ivy, and a marble



[Surname] 4

swimming pool, and more than forty acres of lawn and garden” showcases his ability to
create rich, sensory landscapes through language (Fitzgerald 9). Moreover, Fitzgerald
employs metaphors and similes that infuse the narrative with layers of meaning. In a poignant
metaphor, he likens Gatsby's unrequited love for Daisy to "his Platonic conception of
himself" (Fitzgerald 101), highlighting not only the depth of Gatsby's feelings but also the
idealized image he has created. Additionally, his use of color imagery, such as the recurrent
"green light™ and the "yellow cocktail music,” enhances the novel's themes and atmosphere
(Fitzgerald 21, 52). This eloquent and deliberate use of language does more than describe; it
conveys emotions, ideas, and the essence of an era. Through his exquisite prose, Fitzgerald
captures the allure and the emptiness of the Jazz Age, making "The Great Gatsby" a timeless

literary masterpiece that resonates with readers across generations (Fitzgerald 48).

CONCLUSION

In F. Scott Fitzgerald's "The Great Gatshy," the intricate interplay of symbolism, narrative
structure, characterization, and language reveals a tapestry of meaning that extends far
beyond the glittering facade of the Jazz Age. Through the green light at the end of Daisy's
dock, the enigmatic narrative voice of Nick Carraway, the revealing dialogue of its
characters, and Fitzgerald's eloquent prose, we are transported into a world of longing,
illusion, and disillusionment. This formalist critique has showcased how Fitzgerald's
meticulous craftsmanship intertwines these formal elements to convey a timeless message
about the elusive nature of the American Dream and the profound impact of wealth and
excess on the human spirit. "The Great Gatsby" stands as a testament to the power of
literature to illuminate the complexities of the human experience, leaving us with a lasting

appreciation for its artistry and insight. As we depart the opulent parties and shadowy
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alleyways of this literary masterpiece, we carry with us not only the echoes of the Jazz Age

but also the enduring resonance of its themes and characters.
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