
symbols in the great gatsby chapter 2
symbols in the great gatsby chapter 2 are crucial literary devices employed by F. Scott
Fitzgerald to establish the novel's core themes of social decay, moral bankruptcy, and the elusive
nature of the American Dream. This pivotal chapter plunges the reader into the squalor of the Valley
of Ashes, introducing potent visual and metaphorical elements that underscore the stark contrasts
between wealth and poverty, illusion and reality. From the haunting gaze of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg's
eyes to the vibrant, yet ultimately shallow, world of Tom Buchanan's mistress, Myrtle Wilson, each
symbol contributes to a layered critique of 1920s American society. We will delve into the profound
significance of these symbols, exploring how they foreshadow future events and illuminate the
characters' inner lives and the moral landscape they inhabit. Understanding these symbolic layers is
essential for grasping the novel's enduring power and Fitzgerald's masterful craftsmanship.

The Valley of Ashes: A Landscape of Despair

The Eyes of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg: A Symbol of Divine Judgment and Lost Faith

Myrtle Wilson: The Embodiment of Illusory Aspirations

The Apartment in New York: A Space of Decadence and Deception

Color Symbolism in Chapter 2: Shades of Corruption and Desire

The Dog: A Fleeting Symbol of Superficiality and Recklessness

The Valley of Ashes: A Landscape of Despair

Chapter 2 opens with a vivid and chilling description of the Valley of Ashes, a desolate stretch of
land situated between the opulent East Egg and West Egg, and the glittering metropolis of New York
City. This physical location is one of the most powerful and enduring symbols in The Great Gatsby,
representing the moral and social decay that lies beneath the superficial glamour of the Jazz Age. It
is a place where industrial waste and human wreckage converge, where the "ashes take the forms of
houses and chimneys and rising smoke and, finally, with a transcendent effort, of men who move
dimly and already crumbling through the powdery air."

The Valley of Ashes serves as a stark visual metaphor for the consequences of unchecked capitalism
and the suffering of the working class. While the wealthy elite of East and West Egg pursue their
lavish lifestyles, the byproduct of their consumerism and industrial expansion is dumped into this
valley, creating a permanent reminder of environmental degradation and economic disparity. The
residents of the valley, like George Wilson, are literally covered in the dust and grime of this
forgotten land, embodying the crushing weight of poverty and the erosion of hope. This setting
immediately establishes a critical commentary on the American Dream, revealing its corrupt and
exploitative underside.



Economic Inequality and Social Stratification

The Valley of Ashes powerfully illustrates the vast economic inequality prevalent in the 1920s. It acts
as a buffer zone, a literal and symbolic barrier separating the carefree rich from the struggling poor.
For Tom and Nick, it is merely a place they pass through on their way to illicit pleasures,
highlighting their obliviousness to the human cost of their lifestyle. The grey, dusty landscape
contrasts sharply with the vibrant greens and blues associated with the wealthy, emphasizing the
social stratification that defines the era. The working-class individuals trapped in the Valley of Ashes
represent those left behind in the pursuit of wealth, their dreams literally buried under a blanket of
industrial waste.

The Eyes of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg: A Symbol of Divine
Judgment and Lost Faith

Towering over the Valley of Ashes are the enormous, faded eyes of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg, painted on
a billboard. These "blue and gigantic" eyes, staring out from spectacles, are arguably the most iconic
symbol introduced in Chapter 2. They belong to an oculist, advertising a long-forgotten business, but
their placement and description imbue them with far greater significance. They are a constant,
unsettling presence, watching over the decay and moral laxity of the valley, and by extension, the
entire society.

Initially, the eyes suggest a commercialism that has outlived its purpose, a discarded relic of a
bygone era. However, their symbolic weight quickly shifts. To George Wilson, they become the eyes
of God, a divine omnipresence observing the moral transgressions of humanity. This interpretation,
particularly poignant later in the novel, highlights the vacuum of spiritual and moral authority in a
world increasingly dominated by materialism and self-indulgence. The fact that they are "faded" and
"worn" can suggest a loss of faith, a forgotten deity, or perhaps a God who has grown weary of
judging a morally bankrupt society.

Moral Oversight and the American Conscience

The eyes of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg function as a silent, omnipresent judge. They witness the illicit
affair between Tom and Myrtle, the recklessness of their actions, and the general moral decay
unfolding in the Valley of Ashes. While no actual divine intervention occurs, the eyes serve as a
visual representation of conscience, a reminder that even in a world obsessed with superficiality,
there is a lingering sense of judgment, whether divine or societal. Their detachment from any actual
living being underscores the absence of true moral guidance, leaving individuals like George Wilson
to project their own spiritual anxieties onto this inanimate advertisement. They represent the fading
idealism of the American Dream, replaced by a ruthless pursuit of material gain without ethical
consideration.



Myrtle Wilson: The Embodiment of Illusory Aspirations

Myrtle Wilson, Tom Buchanan's mistress, is introduced in Chapter 2 as a vibrant, sensual, and
ultimately tragic figure who symbolizes the allure and dangers of social climbing and materialism.
Her very presence in the Valley of Ashes, married to the downtrodden George Wilson, highlights her
desperate yearning for a life of luxury and excitement that she believes only money can provide. She
represents the common person's attempt to break free from their social station through illicit means,
ultimately with disastrous consequences.

Myrtle's physical description and actions in Chapter 2 are highly symbolic. When Tom takes her to
New York, she immediately changes into an "elaborate" brown dress, which she later discards for a
cream-colored chiffon, a gaudy outfit that suggests her false transformation. These costume changes
are symbolic of her attempts to shed her working-class identity and adopt the persona of a wealthy,
sophisticated woman. Her booming voice and aggressive demeanor, particularly at the apartment
party, further illustrate her belief that she can assert her newfound social standing through sheer
force of will and ostentation. She mistakes superficial extravagance for genuine class and
refinement.

Materialism and Superficial Desires

Myrtle's character is a powerful symbol of the corrupting influence of materialism. Her desire for
Tom is not driven by genuine affection but by what he represents: wealth, social status, and an
escape from her dreary life. She buys trivial, expensive items without a second thought, such as the
puppy, demonstrating her superficiality and the fleeting nature of her desires. Her apartment in
New York, furnished with gaudy pieces, is another manifestation of her misguided aspirations – a
pathetic attempt to mimic the elegance of the wealthy, resulting instead in a cluttered, tasteless
display. Her ultimate downfall is tragically linked to her inability to see beyond the material facade,
mistaking possessions and illicit affairs for true happiness and fulfillment.

The Apartment in New York: A Space of Decadence and
Deception

The small apartment Tom Buchanan rents in New York City for his affair with Myrtle Wilson is
another significant symbol in Chapter 2. This clandestine space is a stark contrast to the grand
mansions of West Egg and the respectable homes of East Egg. It is a place of moral compromise,
illicit pleasure, and deceptive appearances, embodying the hidden vices of the purportedly virtuous
upper class.

The apartment itself is described as "small" and "cramped," yet it quickly fills with people and
alcohol, becoming a scene of chaotic revelry. Its cheap furnishings and lack of genuine warmth
symbolize the emptiness and superficiality of the relationships conducted within its walls. It's a
temporary escape, a stage for Myrtle's dramatic transformation and Tom's careless infidelity, far
removed from the social scrutiny of their primary residences. The apartment facilitates their



deception, allowing them to indulge in behaviors they would never exhibit in their public lives,
highlighting the hypocrisy and moral relativism that pervade the society.

The Corrupting Influence of Illicit Affairs

The apartment party scene is a microcosm of the larger moral decay explored in the novel. The
excessive drinking, the shallow conversations, and the escalating tension all contribute to an
atmosphere of decadence and recklessness. The violence that erupts when Tom breaks Myrtle's nose
for mentioning Daisy's name is the apex of this moral decline. This act of brutality, occurring in a
space meant for pleasure, reveals the ugly truth beneath the superficial glamour of their affair and
the destructive nature of unchecked passion and privilege. The apartment, therefore, becomes a
symbol of the destructive consequences of illicit relationships and the moral void within the
characters.

The apartment serves as a symbol of concealed immorality.1.

It represents the ease with which individuals in this society can compartmentalize their lives2.
and engage in unethical behavior.

Its temporary and rented nature reflects the fleeting and ultimately unsatisfying nature of the3.
affair itself.

The gaudy and ill-chosen furnishings within symbolize the lack of genuine taste and the4.
shallow materialism that guides Myrtle's aspirations.

The party held within its walls showcases the pervasive atmosphere of excessive indulgence5.
and moral laxity of the era.

Color Symbolism in Chapter 2: Shades of Corruption
and Desire

F. Scott Fitzgerald masterfully uses color symbolism throughout The Great Gatsby, and Chapter 2 is
no exception. Specific colors are employed to highlight themes, characterize individuals, and
foreshadow events, enriching the narrative with visual metaphors that deepen our understanding of
the social and moral landscape. The prevalent colors in this chapter primarily revolve around shades
of grey, red, and cream/white, each carrying distinct symbolic weight.

Grey is the dominant color of the Valley of Ashes, symbolizing desolation, moral ambiguity, and the
absence of life and hope. It represents the literal dust and ash that cover the landscape and its
inhabitants, but also the moral greyness that defines the lives of those trapped within its confines. It
is the color of forgotten dreams and the byproduct of industrial excess. In contrast, red, particularly
associated with Myrtle Wilson, signifies passion, desire, and danger. Her "dark red" fingernails and



her vibrant, almost aggressive sensuality are linked to this color, foreshadowing the violent end of
her affair and her own tragic death. Red also hints at the raw, untamed emotion that erupts during
the apartment party, culminating in Tom's brutal act.

The Illusory Purity of Cream and White

While often associated with purity and innocence in literature, white and cream in The Great Gatsby
are frequently used ironically to suggest a false or superficial innocence, particularly among the
wealthy. Myrtle's "cream-colored chiffon" dress, chosen for the party, attempts to elevate her status
and project an image of refinement. However, this color choice is immediately undercut by her
boisterous behavior and the illicit nature of her presence, highlighting the illusion of purity. It's a
facade that quickly crumbles under the weight of her true character and the circumstances. This
contrast between the outward appearance of innocence and the underlying corruption is a recurring
motif, subtly undermining the perceived virtue of those who claim social superiority.

The Dog: A Fleeting Symbol of Superficiality and
Recklessness

A seemingly minor detail in Chapter 2, the purchase of a dog, a "pathetic little dog," serves as a
poignant symbol of the characters' superficiality, carelessness, and Myrtle's misplaced aspirations.
The dog is bought on impulse, a whimsical acquisition that reflects the characters' tendency to treat
living beings, and indeed relationships, as disposable commodities. Myrtle insists on a police dog,
then a fox terrier, and ultimately settles for whatever the street vendor offers, demonstrating her
fickle desires and lack of genuine consideration.

The dog becomes an object of fleeting amusement for Myrtle, a prop in her imagined new life of
luxury. Its purchase is paid for by Tom, underscoring his casual extravagance and his willingness to
indulge Myrtle's whims without any real emotional investment. The animal is quickly forgotten
amidst the escalating chaos of the apartment party, left to wander aimlessly. This treatment mirrors
how Tom treats Myrtle herself – as an object of desire and convenience, rather than a person with
inherent worth. The dog's fate, likely to be neglected or abandoned, subtly foreshadows the tragic
outcome of Myrtle's own superficial pursuit of wealth and attention.

The incident with the dog, though brief, adds another layer to Fitzgerald's critique of the wealthy
and their hangers-on. It emphasizes their disconnection from the consequences of their actions and
their tendency to view the world through a lens of instant gratification. The dog, a creature that
requires genuine care and commitment, is treated as nothing more than a momentary distraction,
reflecting the broader moral emptiness of the characters and their world. It is a small but powerful
illustration of the recklessness that defines the moral landscape of Chapter 2.

Beyond the Symbols: A Foundation for the Narrative



Chapter 2 of The Great Gatsby is not merely a descriptive interlude; it is a foundational chapter that
meticulously constructs the symbolic framework for the entire novel. The deliberate placement and
development of symbols such as the Valley of Ashes, the eyes of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg, and the
character of Myrtle Wilson are instrumental in establishing the pervasive themes of moral decay,
class struggle, and the disillusionment inherent in the pursuit of the American Dream. These early
symbols are not isolated elements but interconnected pieces that contribute to a comprehensive
critique of the era.

Fitzgerald uses these symbols to create a tangible sense of the moral corruption that permeates
society, from the industrial waste of the Valley to the emotional recklessness displayed at the
apartment party. The visual imagery and metaphorical depth introduced here resonate throughout
the subsequent chapters, providing context and deeper meaning to Gatsby's grand illusions and
tragic fate. The characters' interactions with these symbols, and their inability to truly comprehend
their significance, highlight their own moral blindness and the broader societal failure to recognize
the spiritual costs of materialism. Ultimately, Chapter 2's symbolic landscape lays the groundwork
for understanding the inevitable tragedy that unfolds, a tragedy rooted in the very fabric of
American society during the roaring twenties.

Q: What is the primary symbolic significance of the Valley of
Ashes in Chapter 2?
A: The Valley of Ashes in Chapter 2 serves as a powerful symbol of the moral and social decay,
poverty, and industrial waste that result from unchecked capitalism and the pursuit of wealth during
the Jazz Age. It represents the grim reality for the working class, existing as a desolate wasteland
between the opulent East Egg and West Egg, symbolizing the stark economic inequality and the
forgotten human cost of superficial prosperity.

Q: How do the eyes of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg function as a
symbol in Chapter 2?
A: The eyes of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg symbolize a lost or forgotten divine presence, acting as an
omnipresent, silent judge over the moral transgressions occurring in the Valley of Ashes. For
characters like George Wilson, they represent the eyes of God, reflecting a yearning for moral
authority in a world increasingly devoid of spiritual guidance. They also comment on the pervasive
nature of commercialism, as a faded advertisement takes on such profound symbolic weight.

Q: What does Myrtle Wilson symbolize in her introduction in
Chapter 2?
A: Myrtle Wilson symbolizes the illusory nature of social climbing and the dangers of materialism.
Her character represents the common person's desperate attempt to escape their social station
through superficial means and illicit affairs. Her gaudy fashion choices and aspirations for luxury
highlight her misguided belief that wealth and external appearances can confer true class or
happiness, ultimately leading to her tragic end.



Q: What is the symbolic meaning of the New York apartment
where Tom and Myrtle meet?
A: The New York apartment symbolizes a clandestine space of moral compromise, decadence, and
deception. It represents the hidden vices of the upper class, a temporary escape where illicit affairs
and reckless behavior can occur away from societal scrutiny. Its cheap and gaudy furnishings also
reflect the superficiality and emptiness of the relationships and activities conducted within its walls,
culminating in a scene of emotional and physical violence.

Q: How does color symbolism contribute to the themes in
Chapter 2?
A: Color symbolism in Chapter 2, particularly the use of grey, red, and cream/white, significantly
enriches the themes. Grey in the Valley of Ashes symbolizes desolation, moral ambiguity, and
poverty. Red, associated with Myrtle, represents passion, desire, and impending danger,
foreshadowing violence. Cream and white, often used ironically, suggest a false or superficial purity,
highlighting the deceptive appearances of wealth and class.

Q: What is the significance of the dog purchased in Chapter 2?
A: The dog purchased in Chapter 2 symbolizes the characters' superficiality, carelessness, and their
tendency to treat living beings as disposable commodities. It's an impulsive acquisition by Myrtle,
paid for by Tom, reflecting their fleeting desires and lack of genuine commitment. The dog's quick
abandonment amidst the party chaos subtly foreshadows the tragic fate of Myrtle and illustrates the
moral emptiness and recklessness of the characters.

Q: How does the "ash-grey men" description relate to the
Valley of Ashes?
A: The "ash-grey men" description directly relates to the Valley of Ashes by personifying the human
cost of the industrial waste and moral decay. These men are literally covered in the dust and grime
of the valley, symbolizing how poverty and the harsh environment physically and spiritually diminish
its inhabitants. They are metaphors for the crushed hopes and the forgotten individuals struggling
under the weight of economic disparity.

Q: What does the party at the apartment reveal about the
characters' morality?
A: The party at the apartment reveals the characters' profound lack of morality, self-control, and
genuine human connection. The excessive drinking, shallow conversations, and escalating tensions,
culminating in Tom's violent assault on Myrtle, underscore the prevalent decadence, recklessness,
and hypocrisy of the era. It exposes the destructive nature of unchecked privilege and the moral void
beneath the veneer of superficial glamour.
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