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THE ENIGMATIC FIGURE OF WEST
EGG: WHO IS GATSBY IN THE
GREAT GATSBY?

F.  Scott  Fitzgerald’s  masterpiece,  The
Great  Gatsby,  revolves  around  one  of
literature’s  most  intriguing  characters:
Jay Gatsby.  From the moment readers
are  introduced  to  the  mysterious
millionaire who throws lavish parties on
Long Island’s West Egg, we are drawn
into a story of wealth, obsession, and the
elusive  American  Dream.  But  who  is
Gatsby, really? On the surface, he is a
man of immense fortune, known for his
extravagant  gatherings  and  enigmatic
presence. Yet, as the narrative unfolds
through  the  eyes  of  narrator  Nick
Carraway, we discover that Gatsby is far
more  complex  — a  self-made  man,  a
hopeless  romantic,  and  ultimately,  a
tragic  figure  shaped  by  his  past  and
driven  by  an  unattainable  dream.
To answer the question “Who is Gatsby
in  The  Great  Gatsby?”  we  must  peel
back  the  layers  of  his  constructed
identity.  He  is  not  simply  a  wealthy
socialite; he is Jay Gatz, a poor boy from
North  Dakota  who  reinvented  himself.
This  article  delves  deep  into  Gatsby’s
character,  exploring  his  origins,  his
motivations, the persona he crafted, and
the symbolic meaning he carries within
Fitzgerald’s novel. Understanding Gatsby
is  key  to  understanding  the  novel’s
critique  of  the  American  Dream,  class
mobility, and the illusion of reinvention.

THE MYSTERY OF THE MAN:
GATSBY’S PUBLIC PERSONA

When  we  first  meet  Gatsby,  he  is  a
figure  of  speculation  and  rumor.
Neighbors and partygoers whisper about
his past: some say he is a German spy,
others claim he killed a man, and a few
believe  he  is  related  to  the  British
aristocracy.  Gatsby  deliberately
cultivates this aura of mystery. He rarely
attends  his  own  parties  but  watches
from the shadows, a silent observer of
the  revelry  he  funds.  This  aloofness
makes  him  both  fascinating  and
inaccessible  —  the  perfect  social
enigma.
Gatsby’s mansion, with its marble floors,
lavish gardens, and endless champagne,
is  a  stage  for  his  performance.  Every
detail, from his pink suits to his gleaming
Rolls-Royce,  is  carefully  chosen  to
pro ject  an  image  o f  o ld -money
sophistication.  However,  as  Nick
Carraway observes, there is something
“gorgeous” yet “raw” about Gatsby. He
speaks  in  stiff,  formal  phrases  (“old
sport”)  and  carries  himself  with  an
almost  theatrical  dignity.  This  is  the
pub l i c  Ga t sby :  a  man  who  has
successfully transformed himself  into a
symbol of wealth and glamour.
Yet the mystery is precisely what makes
Gatsby  so  compelling  to  the  other
characters.  They  are  drawn  to  him
because  they  want  to  know the  truth
behind the facade. As readers, we share
this curiosity. Who is Gatsby beneath the
glittering surface? Fitzgerald masterfully
withholds his backstory until the middle
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of  the  novel,  allowing  the  mystery  to
deepen.

The Name
Change: From
Jimmy Gatz to
Jay Gatsby
One  of  the  most  telling  details  about
Gatsby is his original name. He was born
James  Gatz  in  North  Dakota  to  poor,
unsuccessful  farming  parents.  His
transformation began at age seventeen,
when  he  met  the  wealthy  copper
magnate  Dan  Cody  aboard  his  yacht.
Gatsby abandoned his old identity and
created a new one: Jay Gatsby. As Nick
recounts, “Jay Gatsby” was the persona
“he invented” — a projection of the self
he wanted to become.
Th i s  r e i nven t i on  i s  cen t ra l  t o
understanding  who Gatsby  is.  He  is  a
man  who  re fused  to  accept  the
circumstances of his birth. In his mind,
the  accident  of  being  born  poor  and
unconnected did not define him. Instead,
he  believed  in  the  possibility  of  self-
creation,  an idea deeply rooted in the
A m e r i c a n  D r e a m .  G a t s b y ’ s
transformation,  however,  comes  at  a
cost.  He  severs  ties  with  his  past,
including  his  parents,  and  builds  his
entire  identity  on  a  foundation  of  lies
and  half-truths.  He  becomes  a  figure
who  exists  in  the  present,  constantly
reaching  toward  an  idealized  future,
while  his  past  remains  a  carefully
guarded  secret.

THE DRIVING FORCE: GATSBY’S

LOVE FOR DAISY BUCHANAN

To fully  understand “Who is  Gatsby in
The Great Gatsby,” we must examine his
ultimate motivation:  his  love for  Daisy
Buchanan. Gatsby met Daisy in Louisville
in  1917,  when  he  was  a  young  army
lieutenant. She was a beautiful, wealthy
“golden girl,” and he fell deeply in love
with her. For Gatsby, Daisy represented
everything  he  lacked  —  class,  status,
and a sense of belonging. Their romance
was cut short by World War I, and Daisy
eventually  married  Tom  Buchanan,  a
man of old money and social standing.
Gatsby’s return to West Egg is not about
mere  nostalgia;  it  is  a  deliberate
campaign to win Daisy back. He buys his
mansion  directly  across  the  bay  from
Daisy’s home in East Egg, and his parties
are designed to lure her into his orbit.
When Nick Carraway arranges a meeting
between Gatsby  and  Daisy,  the  scene
becomes one of  the  most  poignant  in
literature.  Gatsby  is  nervous,  almost
childlike.  He  knocks  over  a  clock,
symbolizing  his  desperate  attempt  to
stop time and recreate the past.
For Gatsby, Daisy is not simply a woman
but  a  symbol.  He  has  built  his  entire
fortune and identity around the idea of
being worthy of her. As Nick observes,
Gatsby’s goal is to “repeat the past” —
to erase the five years of separation and
return  to  the  moment  when  he  first
kissed her. This obsession is both noble
and tragic. Gatsby’s love is pure in its
intensity,  but  it  is  also  delusional.  He
cannot see that Daisy is not the same
person she was years ago. She is now a
married  woman  with  a  daughter,
entrenched  in  the  world  of  East  Egg
privilege. She loves Gatsby, but not with
the  all-consuming passion  he  feels  for
her.
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The Green Light:
Symbol of
Gatsby’s Dream
The green  light  at  the  end  of  Daisy’s
dock is the novel’s most famous symbol,
and  it  is  inseparable  from  Gatsby’s
identity.  Gatsby gazes at it  across the
bay,  his  arms  outstretched,  as  if
reaching for  an impossible  future.  The
green  light  represents  Daisy,  but  also
the broader ideal of success, wealth, and
social  acceptance.  It  is  the  American
Dream made tangible — a shimmering,
alluring beacon that always seems just
out of reach.
For Gatsby, the green light is both a goal
and an illusion. He believes that if he can
possess  Daisy,  he  can  possess  that
dream. But as the novel progresses, the
light loses its magic. After he and Daisy
are  reunited,  Nick  notices  that  the
“colossal  significance  of  that  light  had
now vanished forever.”  Gatsby here is
revealed as a man who has confused the
object of his desire with the desire itself.
His  identity  is  so  entwined  with  the
pursuit of Daisy that once he seems to
have  her ,  h is  purpose  becomes
uncertain. This is the tragic irony of his
character.

GATSBY AS TRAGIC HERO: THE
FLAWED DREAM

In classic literary terms, Gatsby can be
seen  as  a  tragic  hero.  He  possesses
greatness — his ambition, his capacity
for hope, his commitment to his vision —
but  he  is  also  flawed.  His  flaw,  or
hamartia, is his inability to see reality.
He believes that wealth and status can
erase  the  past  and  that  love  can  be

recaptured in its original form. He trusts
people too easily, especially Daisy, and
he refuses to acknowledge the corrupt
foundations  of  his  fortune.  Gatsby
acquired  his  wealth  through  illegal
means — bootlegging and dealings with
Meyer Wolfsheim, a notorious gangster.
This  ta inted  wealth  mirrors  the
corruption of the American Dream itself.
Gatsby’s downfall is precipitated by his
willingness to take the blame for Daisy
after she accidentally kills Myrtle Wilson
(Tom’s mistress). In doing so, he shields
Daisy,  hoping  she  will  finally  leave  Tom
for  him.  But  Daisy  chooses  Tom’s
security  over  Gatsby’s  passionate
romance.  Gatsby  ends  up  shot  by
George  Wilson,  Myrtle’s  grieving
husband,  who  mistakenly  believes
Gatsby was both her lover and her killer.
Gatsby dies alone in his pool, the phone
never  ringing with the call  from Daisy
that  never  comes.  His  funeral  is
attended by only a handful of people —
a stark contrast to the crowds that once
filled his parties.
This ending forces us to reconsider who
Gatsby really was. For all his wealth and
spectacle,  he  was  fundamentally
isolated.  He  had  no  true  friends,  no
family, and no lasting connection except
to a woman who was never truly his. His
life  was  a  magnificent  facade  built  on  a
foundation  of  longing  and  deceit.  Yet,
despite  his  flaws,  Gatsby  earns  Nick’s
admiration. In the final lines of the novel,
Nick reflects that Gatsby was “worth the
whole damn bunch put  together” — a
man who, unlike the callous Buchanans,
had the capacity for wonder and hope.

THE SOCIOLOGICAL LENS:
GATSBY AS A SYMBOL OF CLASS
AND THE AMERICAN DREAM

Beyond  the  personal  story,  Gatsby
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represents  broader  social  forces  in
1920s America. The novel explores the
rigid  class  system  of  the  East  Coast,
where old money (East Egg) looks down
on  new  money  (West  Egg).  Gatsby’s
attempts to enter the world of Daisy and
Tom are ultimately doomed because he
lacks the right pedigree. No amount of
wealth  can  erase  his  origins.  Tom
Buchanan  calls  Gatsby  out  as  a  “Mr.
Nobody  from  Nowhere,”  revealing  the
deep-seated  class  prejudice  that  the
American Dream supposedly overcomes.
Gatsby’s story is a cautionary tale about
the  illusion  of  meritocracy.  He  worked
hard and attained immense wealth, but
he  could  never  fully  gain  the  social
acceptance  he  craved.  The  dream  he
chased was not just Daisy but a place in
a world  that  would  never  truly  accept
him. This is why the question “Who is
Gatsby in The Great Gatsby” resonates
beyond the pages  of  the  novel.  He is
every person who has ever felt like an
outs ider  and  t r ied  to  re invent
themselves  to  fit  in.  He  is  the
embodiment  of  hope  and  tragedy
intertwined.

Gatsby’s
Enduring Legacy
in Literature
Nearly  a  century  after  its  publication,
The Great Gatsby remains a beloved and
studied  novel,  and  Gatsby  himself
remains  a  cultural  archetype.  He
appears  in  countless  adaptations,
references,  and discussions.  The name
“Gatsby”  has  become shorthand  for  a
lavish,  mysterious,  and  doomed  figure.
In modern contexts, we use “Gatsby” to
descr ibe  someone  who  th rows

extravagant parties or who constructs a
glamorous but fragile identity. His story
speaks to the perennial human desire for
reinvention and the painful  recognition
that  some  dreams  are  better  left
unfulfilled.
Fitzgerald  wrote  that  Gatsby  “sprang
from his Platonic conception of himself.”
This means Gatsby invented a version of
himself  that he believed could achieve
the ideal. In many ways, we all engage
in  a  similar  process  —  shaping  our
identities, presenting curated versions of
ourselves to the world. Gatsby’s tragedy
is that his creation was so complete that
he lost touch with reality. He could not
dist inguish  between  the  man  he
pretended to be and the man he actually
was.

CONCLUSION: WHO IS GATSBY IN
THE GREAT GATSBY?

In  the  end,  Jay  Gatsby  is  a  man  of
contradictions. He is both a dreamer and
a liar,  a romantic and a bootlegger,  a
symbol of hope and a victim of his own
delusion. He is the poor boy from North
Dakota who rose to staggering heights
only to fall in the most tragic way. The
greatness of Gatsby lies not in his wealth
or  his  parties  but  in  his  capacity  to
dream — and in his heartbreaking failure
to  recognize  when  that  dream  has
become  impossible.
As  readers,  we are  left  to  ponder  the
central  questions:  Can  we  ever  truly
reinvent  ourselves?  Is  love  powerful
enough to erase the past? And what is
the price of chasing an illusion? Gatsby’s
story  offers  no  easy  answers,  but  it
remains  one  of  the  most  poignant
explorat ions  of  these  themes  in
American  literature.  To  truly  know
Gatsby is to understand the allure of the
green light,  the seduction of  a perfect
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vision, and the profound emptiness that
can  lie  beneath  the  surface  of  the
extraordinary life. He is, as Nick says, “a

creature that hadn’t once looked up from
his dream,” and in that sense, he is both
magnificent and doomed.


