
what are symbols in the great gatsby
what are symbols in the great gatsby are profound literary devices that deepen the
novel's themes of wealth, class, love, and the American Dream. F. Scott Fitzgerald
masterfully weaves these symbolic elements throughout his iconic work, inviting readers to
look beyond the surface narrative and understand the underlying criticisms of the Jazz Age.
From the enigmatic green light across the bay to the desolate expanse of the Valley of
Ashes, each symbol serves as a crucial lens through which the characters' aspirations,
disillusionments, and moral decay are viewed. This article will meticulously explore the key
symbols in The Great Gatsby, dissecting their individual meanings and their collective
contribution to the novel's timeless message. We will examine how these powerful images –
including the eyes of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg, the distinct geographical settings of East and
West Egg, and the pervasive use of color – enhance the narrative and provide enduring
insights into the human condition.
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Unveiling the Layers: What are Symbols in The
Great Gatsby?
Symbols in literature are objects, people, places, or ideas that represent something beyond
their literal meaning. In F. Scott Fitzgerald's masterpiece, The Great Gatsby, symbolism is
not merely decorative; it is fundamental to the narrative's depth and thematic resonance.
Each significant symbol acts as a condensed metaphor, embodying complex ideas about
the era's social dynamics, moral ambiguities, and the pursuit of an elusive dream.



Understanding what these symbols signify is essential to fully grasp Fitzgerald's critique of
American society in the 1920s and the tragic fate of Jay Gatsby.

Fitzgerald's use of symbols provides a rich tapestry of meaning, allowing readers to
interpret the characters' motivations and the broader societal implications of their actions.
These symbolic elements are often juxtaposed, creating stark contrasts that highlight the
novel's central conflicts: illusion versus reality, old money versus new money, and the
promise versus the corruption of the American Dream. By exploring these symbolic layers,
we gain a more profound appreciation for the novel's enduring power and its continued
relevance in discussions about wealth, aspiration, and identity.

The Green Light: Beacon of Hope and Desire

The Significance of the Green Light on Daisy's Dock
Perhaps the most iconic and frequently discussed symbol in The Great Gatsby is the green
light at the end of Daisy Buchanan's dock, visible from Gatsby's mansion across the bay.
This luminous point of green light encapsulates Gatsby's immense longing and his
unwavering hope for a future with Daisy, which he believes will redeem his past. For
Gatsby, the green light is more than just a navigational marker; it is the physical
manifestation of his ultimate desire, a dream that has consumed his entire existence since
he first met Daisy five years prior.

The green light represents the unattainable nature of Gatsby's dream. It is always just out
of reach, separated by the expanse of the water, much like Daisy herself is separated from
him by her marriage, social status, and the passage of time. It also serves as a poignant
symbol of the American Dream itself – the elusive promise of success, happiness, and social
mobility that Gatsby pursues with such fervent dedication. As the novel progresses, the
green light's meaning evolves, ultimately reflecting the fading nature of Gatsby's illusion
and the impossibility of recapturing the past.

The Valley of Ashes: Despair and Industrial Decay

Poverty, Moral Decay, and the Working Class
The Valley of Ashes stands in stark contrast to the opulence of West Egg and East Egg,
serving as a powerful symbol of the desolate underbelly of the Jazz Age. This "desolate
stretch of land" between West Egg and New York City is where industrial waste is dumped,
creating a灰色的, dust-choked landscape inhabited by the working class. It is a place of
poverty, neglect, and moral decay, embodying the human cost of the era's unchecked
industrialism and the stark disparity between the rich and the poor.

This setting visually represents the moral emptiness and spiritual wasteland that lies
beneath the glittering surface of the Roaring Twenties. Characters like George and Myrtle
Wilson live in the Valley of Ashes, their lives mirroring the bleakness of their surroundings.
Their struggles highlight the societal consequences of the era's materialism and the way in
which the poor are exploited and discarded by the wealthy elite. The Valley of Ashes thus
symbolizes not only physical poverty but also the moral decay that permeates society,



affecting even those who seemingly escape its physical confines.

The Eyes of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg: God or Apathy?

The Watchful Gaze Over a Decaying Society
Towering over the Valley of Ashes is a dilapidated billboard featuring the giant, spectacled
eyes of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg. These enormous eyes, faded and dusty, symbolize a loss of
spiritual values and moral oversight in a materialistic society. Positioned above the
wasteland of industrial blight and human suffering, they initially appear to be a divine
presence, a watchful gaze that judges the moral transgressions occurring below.

However, the eyes ultimately suggest a more complex and unsettling truth: the absence of
a true moral authority. George Wilson believes them to be the eyes of God, observing every
sinful act. Yet, the fact that they are merely an advertisement for an optometrist
underscores the idea that they are a forgotten, commercial relic, a symbol of an era where
even spiritual guidance has been reduced to a consumer product. They represent a kind of
blind, indifferent judgment, or perhaps even the complete lack of it, in a society consumed
by superficiality and moral apathy.

East Egg and West Egg: Old Money vs. New
Money

Geographical and Class Symbolism in Gatsby
The geographical division of East Egg and West Egg is central to understanding the class
distinctions in The Great Gatsby. These two peninsulas on Long Island represent the
fundamental divide between "old money" and "new money," each with its own distinct
cultural values and social hierarchy. East Egg, home to Tom and Daisy Buchanan,
symbolizes inherited wealth, aristocratic lineage, and a sense of effortless superiority. Its
residents are comfortable in their long-established social positions, often characterized by a
veneer of refinement that barely conceals their moral emptiness and casual cruelty.

West Egg, where Jay Gatsby and Nick Carraway reside, represents "new money"—wealth
acquired through recent endeavors, often perceived as less legitimate or refined. Gatsby's
ostentatious mansion and lavish parties embody the ambitious, yet often gauche, attempts
of the newly rich to buy their way into society. Despite their immense wealth, West Eggers
are seen as lacking the ingrained pedigree and social grace of their East Egg counterparts,
illustrating the impermeable barrier between inherited status and earned fortune. This
spatial symbolism highlights the rigid class structure of the time and the futility of Gatsby's
attempts to transcend it.

The Role of Color Symbolism in The Great Gatsby



Exploring the Palette of Meanings
Fitzgerald employs a rich palette of colors throughout the novel, each carrying significant
symbolic weight that contributes to the overall atmosphere and thematic development. The
colors are not merely descriptive; they imbue objects and characters with deeper
meanings, reflecting their true nature or the illusions surrounding them.

Green: Most notably associated with the green light, it signifies hope, ambition, new
beginnings, and Gatsby's dream for the future with Daisy. However, it also subtly hints
at envy and the corrupting power of money, particularly new money.

Gold/Yellow: Often linked to wealth, material possessions, and superficiality.
Gatsby's car is yellow, as is Daisy's hair and the leaves on the trees surrounding
Gatsby's mansion during his parties. While initially appearing luxurious, yellow often
takes on a darker connotation of decay, corruption, and moral hollowness, especially
when combined with gold.

Blue: Symbolizes illusion, fantasy, dreams, and the ethereal. Gatsby's blue gardens,
his blue suit, and the romantic, mysterious aura he cultivates are all tinged with blue,
reflecting his idealized vision of Daisy and his relentless pursuit of an unattainable
past.

White: Traditionally representing purity and innocence, in The Great Gatsby, white
often masks a deeper moral emptiness or superficiality. Daisy and Jordan Baker are
frequently dressed in white, which initially suggests their purity but ultimately
underscores their moral indifference and protected privilege.

Grey/Ash: Directly associated with the Valley of Ashes, it represents despair, death,
moral decay, and the lack of vitality. It is the color of forgotten lives and the true
consequence of unchecked industrialism and materialism.

Red: Although less frequent, red appears in moments of intense emotion, violence, or
passion, such as Myrtle's red dress, symbolizing her vitality and tragic end.

Through this meticulous use of color, Fitzgerald enhances the sensory experience of the
novel while simultaneously weaving in complex layers of symbolic meaning that enrich the
reader's understanding of the characters' inner lives and the novel's overarching themes.

Automobiles: Status, Recklessness, and
Destruction

Cars as Symbols of Modernity and Moral Decline
Automobiles in The Great Gatsby are far more than mere modes of transportation; they are
potent symbols of status, the intoxicating freedom of the Jazz Age, and, tragically, the
recklessness and moral irresponsibility of its inhabitants. The sheer number of cars,
especially the expensive, flashy models, reflects the era's burgeoning materialism and the



desire to flaunt wealth. Gatsby's "gorgeous yellow car" is a prime example, a visible sign of
his new money and his attempt to impress Daisy and integrate into the elite.

Beyond status, cars symbolize the era's heedless disregard for consequences. Characters
drive fast and often without care, mirroring their impulsive and destructive behaviors in
other aspects of their lives. The fatal accident involving Gatsby's car, which kills Myrtle
Wilson, is the most profound example. This incident symbolizes the ultimate destruction
wrought by the wealthy elite, who, like careless drivers, often leave devastation in their
wake and then retreat into their protected worlds, escaping accountability. The car
becomes an instrument of both aspiration and destruction, a testament to the fast-paced,
dangerous lifestyle of the 1920s.

Weather and Seasons: Reflecting Emotional
Climates

The Atmospheric Symbolism of Gatsby's World
Fitzgerald skillfully employs weather and seasonal changes to reflect and foreshadow the
emotional states of his characters and the unfolding dramatic events. The atmospheric
conditions in The Great Gatsby are rarely neutral; they parallel the internal turmoil and
external conflicts, enhancing the narrative's emotional resonance.

For instance, the oppressive heat of the summer often accompanies moments of rising
tension and confrontation, such as the heated argument between Gatsby and Tom in the
hotel suite, which culminates in the unraveling of Gatsby's dream. Rain frequently marks
periods of awkwardness or sadness, only to clear up when a resolution or temporary hope
emerges. The initial reunion between Gatsby and Daisy is fraught with rain, symbolizing
their discomfort and the tears of their long-separated past. As their initial awkwardness
subsides and their affection rekindles, the sun emerges. The progression of the story from
the vibrant summer to the melancholic autumn mirrors the decline of Gatsby's fortunes and
the eventual shattering of his illusions, culminating in his death as summer's warmth fades,
signaling the end of an era and a dream.

The American Dream: Its Corruption and Illusions

Gatsby's Pursuit and the Fading Ideal
While not a tangible object, the American Dream itself functions as a central, overarching
symbol in The Great Gatsby. It is represented by Gatsby's relentless pursuit of wealth,
status, and Daisy, all components he believes will grant him happiness and acceptance. In
its purest form, the American Dream embodies the ideal of achieving success through hard
work and determination, transcending one's origins to attain a better life. Gatsby, rising
from humble beginnings to immense wealth, embodies this ideal superficially.

However, Fitzgerald critiques the corruption of this dream in the Jazz Age. For Gatsby, the
dream becomes intertwined with materialism and the illusion of recapturing the past. His
wealth is accumulated through illicit means, and his pursuit of Daisy is less about genuine



love and more about validating his new identity and undoing a past slight. The novel
ultimately portrays the American Dream as having degenerated into a pursuit of superficial
wealth and pleasure, detached from its original ideals of liberty and opportunity. Gatsby's
tragic end symbolizes the ultimate failure of this corrupted dream, highlighting how the
pursuit of material possessions and an idealized past can lead to profound disillusionment
and destruction.

The Enduring Power of Gatsby's Symbols
The intricate web of symbols in The Great Gatsby is a testament to F. Scott Fitzgerald's
literary genius. Each element, from the vibrant green light to the dusty Valley of Ashes, the
watchful eyes of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg, and the stark divisions between East and West Egg,
contributes to a rich tapestry of meaning that extends far beyond the surface narrative.
These symbols provide crucial insights into the novel's exploration of class, wealth,
morality, and the elusive nature of the American Dream. They allow readers to delve into
the complexities of human aspiration, the illusions we create for ourselves, and the
devastating consequences of living in a world where material desire often overshadows
genuine connection and moral integrity. The enduring power of these symbols ensures that
The Great Gatsby remains a relevant and compelling work, continually inviting new
generations to reflect on the societal critiques embedded within its iconic pages.

Q: What is the primary symbol in The Great Gatsby?
A: The primary and most iconic symbol in The Great Gatsby is the green light at the end of
Daisy Buchanan's dock. It represents Gatsby's hopes, dreams, and desires, particularly his
longing for Daisy and his idealized vision of the past, embodying the elusive nature of the
American Dream.

Q: What do the eyes of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg symbolize?
A: The eyes of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg symbolize the watchful, judging eyes of God or a higher
moral authority that observes the moral decay and corruption of society, particularly in the
desolate Valley of Ashes. However, their context as a faded advertisement also suggests
the absence or indifference of such a divine presence in a materialistic world.

Q: How does the Valley of Ashes function as a symbol?
A: The Valley of Ashes symbolizes the moral and social decay that lies beneath the
glittering surface of the Jazz Age. It represents the forgotten working class, the devastating
effects of industrialism, and the spiritual emptiness resulting from the relentless pursuit of
wealth and pleasure by the privileged.



Q: What is the symbolic difference between East Egg
and West Egg?
A: East Egg symbolizes "old money" – inherited wealth, established aristocracy, and a sense
of entitlement and moral complacency. West Egg symbolizes "new money" – recently
acquired wealth, often through less conventional means, characterized by ostentation,
ambition, and a desire for social acceptance that is often denied by the old money elite.

Q: What does the color yellow or gold symbolize in the
novel?
A: The color yellow or gold predominantly symbolizes wealth, material possessions, and
superficiality. While it initially suggests luxury and prosperity, it often takes on connotations
of corruption, decay, and moral hollowness, reflecting the tainted nature of some of the
characters' fortunes and the superficiality of their lives.

Q: How do cars function as symbols in The Great
Gatsby?
A: Cars in the novel symbolize modernity, social status, and the freedom of the Jazz Age.
However, they also represent recklessness, carelessness, and the destructive
consequences of the era's materialism and moral laxity, most notably exemplified by the
hit-and-run accident that kills Myrtle Wilson.

Q: What is the significance of weather in The Great
Gatsby?
A: Weather often functions as a symbolic reflection of the characters' emotional states and
the novel's dramatic tension. For example, oppressive heat often accompanies heated
confrontations, while rain can signify sadness, awkwardness, or even a cleansing, with clear
skies often following moments of resolution or hope.

Q: How does the American Dream serve as a symbol?
A: The American Dream itself is a central symbolic concept, representing the promise of
success, happiness, and social mobility through hard work. However, in the context of the
novel, it also symbolizes the corruption and disillusionment of that ideal, as Gatsby's pursuit
becomes tainted by materialism, illicit means, and an unattainable yearning for the past.
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