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The Great Gatsby: Figurative Language in Chapters 2 and 3

F. Scott Fitzgerald’s "The Great Gatsby" is renowned for its rich use of figurative
language, which serves to enhance the themes, character development, and overall
atmosphere of the narrative. In Chapters 2 and 3, Fitzgerald employs various literary
devices, including imagery, symbolism, and metaphor, to explore the complexities of the
American Dream, social stratification, and the allure of wealth. This article delves into the
figurative language used in these chapters, illustrating how it contributes to the novel's
depth and meaning.

Chapter 2: The Valley of Ashes

The second chapter introduces the Valley of Ashes, a desolate place that symbolizes the
moral and social decay resulting from the uninhibited pursuit of wealth. Fitzgerald uses
vivid imagery and metaphor to convey the bleakness of this setting.

Imagery and Symbolism

1. The Valley of Ashes Description: Fitzgerald paints a bleak picture of the Valley of Ashes
with phrases like "a fantastic farm where ashes grow like wheat." This comparison
elevates the ashes to a status akin to crops, suggesting that the pursuit of wealth leads not
to prosperity, but rather decay and destruction. The valley is described as "between West
Egg and New York," emphasizing its role as a liminal space, representing the divide
between the wealthy and the impoverished.



2. The Eyes of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg: The billboard featuring the eyes of Doctor T.J.
Eckleburg becomes a significant symbol in the narrative. Described as "blue and gigantic,"
the eyes watch over the desolation of the valley, embodying the moral decay of American
society. Fitzgerald employs personification here; the eyes seem to observe the characters’
actions, hinting at a judgment that transcends the physical realm. This motif raises
questions about morality, the American Dream, and the consequences of excess.

Characterization through Figurative Language

Fitzgerald carefully crafts his characters in Chapter 2, using figurative language to
highlight their complexities.

- Tom Buchanan: Tom’s character is introduced through the lens of his physicality and
demeanor. He is described as having a " cruel body," which suggests not only his physical
strength but also his moral brutality. Fitzgerald’s use of metaphor here reveals Tom as a
representation of the corrupt elite, as his wealth has rendered him devoid of empathy.

- Myrtle Wilson: Myrtle’s desperation for a better life is underscored through her dialogue
and actions. When she refers to Daisy as “the wife of a man who’s a fool,” it illustrates her
disdain for the upper class, while her attempts to dress and act like them highlight her
desire to escape her current circumstances. This juxtaposition serves to emphasize the
themes of aspiration and the pitfalls of social climbing.

Chapter 3: The Jazz Age Party

In Chapter 3, Fitzgerald shifts the narrative to one of opulence and extravagance,
epitomized by Gatsby’s lavish parties. The figurative language used in this chapter
encapsulates the spirit of the Jazz Age and the allure of wealth.

Vivid Descriptions and Imagery

Fitzgerald’s descriptions of Gatsby’s parties are filled with lush imagery that evokes a
sense of excess and hedonism.

1. The Party Atmosphere: The parties are described as “a great roar of chatter,” with
guests who “smashed the light” as they move through the space. This vibrant imagery
creates a chaotic yet enchanting atmosphere, reflecting the excitement and disorientation
of the 1920s. The use of auditory imagery emphasizes the overwhelming nature of the
celebration, capturing the essence of the era.

2. Food and Drink Symbolism: The abundance of food and drink at Gatsby's parties serves
as a metaphor for the excesses of the American Dream. Fitzgerald lists a plethora of
luxurious items—"a bar with a real brass rail" and "pale gold and silver dishes"—to
illustrate the wealth on display. This imagery not only highlights Gatsby's wealth but also
critiques the superficiality of the social scene that revolves around such excess.



Character Development through Figurative Language

Fitzgerald deepens the reader’s understanding of his characters through figurative
language in this chapter.

- Jay Gatsby: Gatsby is shrouded in mystery and romanticized through the eyes of the
narrator, Nick Carraway. Fitzgerald writes about Gatsby’s smile as “one of those rare
smiles with a quality of eternal reassurance.” This metaphor elevates Gatsby to a near-
mythical status, suggesting that he embodies the hope and dreams of those around him,
even as they remain unattainable.

- Daisy Buchanan: Daisy’s presence at the party is marked by a sense of disillusionment.
When she remarks, “I can’t repeat the past,” it underscores the ephemeral nature of
dreams. Fitzgerald encapsulates her character’s complexity; she is both a symbol of
beauty and a reflection of the emptiness that wealth can bring.

Thematic Implications of Figurative Language

The figurative language in Chapters 2 and 3 serves to reinforce the novel's central themes.

The American Dream

Fitzgerald critiques the American Dream through the contrasting settings of the Valley of
Ashes and Gatsby’s opulent party. The Valley symbolizes the moral decay that
accompanies the pursuit of wealth, while Gatsby’s parties epitomize the allure of that
wealth. However, both settings ultimately reveal the emptiness that lies beneath the
surface of the American Dream.

Social Stratification and Class Conflict

The figurative language in these chapters highlights the distinctions between social
classes. The Valley of Ashes represents the struggles of the lower class, while Gatsby’s
gatherings showcase the extravagance of the upper class. This dichotomy underscores the
barriers that exist within society and the often futile attempts to bridge those divides.

Disillusionment and the Illusion of the American Dream

As the characters navigate their desires for wealth, status, and acceptance, Fitzgerald’s
figurative language emphasizes the disillusionment that accompanies their pursuits. The
grandeur of Gatsby’s parties and the bleakness of the Valley of Ashes serve as reminders
that the American Dream, while alluring, often leads to despair and moral decay.



Conclusion

F. Scott Fitzgerald’s use of figurative language in Chapters 2 and 3 of "The Great Gatsby"
is essential in conveying the novel’s themes and character dynamics. Through vivid
imagery, symbolism, and metaphor, Fitzgerald paints a complex picture of the American
Dream, social stratification, and the disillusionment that arises from the relentless pursuit
of wealth. The stark contrasts between the Valley of Ashes and Gatsby’s lavish parties
serve as poignant reminders of the moral decay hidden beneath the surface of the Jazz
Age, ultimately revealing the fragile nature of dreams in a rapidly changing society. As
readers delve into these chapters, they are invited to reflect on the deeper meanings
behind Fitzgerald's masterful language, enhancing their understanding of this classic
American novel.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of the valley of ashes in
Chapter 2 regarding figurative language?
The valley of ashes symbolizes the moral and social decay resulting from the uninhibited
pursuit of wealth, represented through vivid imagery that contrasts the opulence of East
Egg and West Egg.

How does Fitzgerald use symbolism when describing the
eyes of Dr. T.J. Eckleburg?
The eyes of Dr. T.J. Eckleburg are often interpreted as the eyes of God, watching over the
corruption and decay of society, representing the loss of spiritual values in the pursuit of
materialism.

What figurative language does Fitzgerald employ to
depict Myrtle Wilson's character?
Fitzgerald uses similes and metaphors to portray Myrtle as a desperate woman striving for
a better life, emphasizing her physicality and her tragic aspirations through comparisons
to the glamorous world she wishes to join.

How does the imagery of the 'ash heaps' contribute to
the theme of decay in Chapter 2?
The imagery of the ash heaps serves to illustrate the physical and moral decay
surrounding the characters, contrasting the glittering lifestyle of the wealthy with the
desolation experienced by the lower classes.

In Chapter 3, how does Fitzgerald's use of color



symbolism enhance the narrative?
Fitzgerald employs color symbolism, particularly the use of green and gold, to highlight
themes of wealth, aspiration, and the American Dream, with green often representing
Gatsby's unattainable dreams.

What role does hyperbole play in the portrayal of
Gatsby's parties in Chapter 3?
Hyperbole amplifies the extravagance of Gatsby's parties, creating a surreal atmosphere
that reflects the excesses of the Jazz Age and the superficiality of the social interactions
that occur within this setting.

How does Fitzgerald use personification in describing
the party atmosphere in Chapter 3?
Fitzgerald personifies the party atmosphere, giving it a life of its own, which enhances the
sense of chaos and excitement while also emphasizing the emptiness and disconnection
among the guests.
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