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Symbolism in "The Great Gatsby" 

F. Scott Fitzgerald's novel "The Great Gatsby" is renowned for its intricate narrative and rich 

symbolism that captures the essence of the Jazz Age and the American Dream. Through the use 

of various symbols, Fitzgerald weaves a tapestry of deeper meanings and social commentary, 

inviting readers to delve into the complexities of the characters and their world. This literary 

analysis explores the symbolism in "The Great Gatsby," examining key symbols and their 

significance in conveying themes of wealth, social status, and the elusive pursuit of happiness. 

Drawing on textual evidence and scholarly interpretations, this essay aims to shed light on the 

layers of meaning that lie beneath the surface of the novel. 

The Green Light at the End of Daisy's Dock 

One of the most iconic symbols in the novel is the green light at the end of Daisy's dock, visible 

from Gatsby's mansion across the bay. The green light represents Gatsby's unattainable dream, 

which he believes is embodied by Daisy Buchanan. The green light serves as a beacon of hope 

and a symbol of the American Dream, a shining aspiration that propels characters to strive for 

success and happiness. However, it also represents the illusion of the dream, as it is forever 

distant and unattainable, just like Gatsby's romanticized vision of Daisy. 

The Valley of Ashes 

The Valley of Ashes, a desolate wasteland between West Egg and New York City, serves as a 

symbol of the moral decay and disillusionment that lurk beneath the surface of the Roaring 

Twenties. The valley represents the harsh realities faced by those who strive for success but are 

ultimately crushed by the corruption and materialism of the era. The ashes symbolize the 

hollowness of the American Dream and the destructive consequences of unchecked ambition. 
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This stark contrast between the glamorous surface and the grim reality underscores the themes of 

social inequality and the emptiness of material pursuits. 

The Eyes of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg 

The billboard featuring the eyes of Dr. T.J. Eckleburg, an oculist, looms over the Valley of Ashes 

and acts as a symbol of moral decay, spiritual emptiness, and the loss of traditional values. The 

eyes, described as "blue and gigantic," watch over the characters like an omniscient presence, 

bearing witness to their actions and moral choices. The billboard serves as a reminder of the 

consequences of unchecked hedonism and the moral bankruptcy that accompanies the pursuit of 

pleasure at the expense of ethical considerations. 

 

Gatsby's Mansion and Parties 

Gatsby's extravagant mansion and opulent parties symbolize the superficiality and excesses of 

the upper class during the Jazz Age. Gatsby's mansion, with its showy displays of wealth, is a 

representation of the illusion that wealth and material possessions equate to happiness and 

fulfillment. The lavish parties he hosts are a facade intended to attract Daisy and mask Gatsby's 

loneliness and yearning for a connection that transcends social status. The emptiness of the 

parties mirrors the emptiness of the lives led by the wealthy elite, who seek diversion and 

pleasure to escape their underlying dissatisfaction. 

The Color White 

Throughout the novel, the color white is used to symbolize innocence, purity, and the illusion of 

perfection. Daisy and Jordan, both associated with white clothing, embody this symbolism. 
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However, the color white also carries connotations of fragility and vulnerability, hinting at the 

characters' susceptibility to the corrupting influence of their surroundings. The contrast between 

the pristine exterior and the moral complexities beneath the surface underscores the theme of the 

deceptiveness of appearances. 

Conclusion 

F. Scott Fitzgerald's use of symbolism in "The Great Gatsby" adds depth and layers of meaning 

to the narrative, enabling readers to explore themes of wealth, social status, and the pursuit of 

happiness in the context of the Jazz Age. The green light, the Valley of Ashes, Dr. T.J. 

Eckleburg's eyes, Gatsby's mansion and parties, and the color white all serve as powerful 

symbols that resonate with both the characters' internal struggles and the broader societal issues 

of the time. Through these symbols, Fitzgerald crafts a timeless commentary on the illusions, 

excesses, and moral decay that define a society driven by materialism and the relentless pursuit 

of the American Dream. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Literary Analysis Essays 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

References 

Fitzgerald, F. S. (1925). The Great Gatsby. Charles Scribner's Sons. 

Hochman, B. (1996). Green Light and Greenbacks: Gatsby and Money. Modern Language 

Studies, 26(3), 45-58. 

Lehan, R. (2001). The Great Gatsby: The Limits of Wonder. Twayne Publishers. 

 


