Symbols & Motifs from The Great Gatsby
Green Light
I decided to call to him. Miss Baker had mentioned him at dinner, and that would do for an introduction.
But I didn't call to him for he gave a sudden intimation that he was content to be alone--he stretched out
his arms toward the dark water in a curious way, and far as I was from him I could have sworn he was
trembling. Involuntarily I glanced seaward—and distinguished nothing except a single green light,
minute and far away, that might have been the end of a dock. When I looked once more for Gatsby he
had vanished, and I was alone again in the unquiet darkness. (20-21)
"If it wasn't for the mist we could see your home across the bay," said Gatsby. "You always have a green
light that burns all night at the end of your dock."
Daisy put her arm through his abruptly but he seemed absorbed in what he had just said. Possibly it had
occurred to him that the colossal significance of that light had now vanished forever. Compared to the
great distance that had separated him from Daisy it had seemed very near to her, almost touching her. It
had seemed as close as a star to the moon. Now it was again a green light on a dock. His count of
enchanted objects had diminished by one. (92-93)
And as I sat there brooding on the old, unknown world, I thought of Gatsby's wonder when he first
picked out the green light at the end of Daisy's dock. He had come a long way to this blue lawn and his
dream must have seemed so close that he could hardly fail to grasp it. He did not know that it was
already behind him, somewhere back in that vast obscurity beyond the city, where the dark fields of the
republic rolled on under the night. (180)
Gatsby believed in the green light, the orgastic future that year by year recedes before us. It eluded us
then, but that's no matter--tomorrow we will run faster, stretch out our arms farther. . . . And one fine
morning-So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past. (180)

Carelessness
I couldn't forgive him or like him but I saw that what he had done was, to him, entirely justified. It was
all very careless and confused. They were careless people, Tom and Daisy--they smashed up things and
creatures and then retreated back into their money or their vast carelessness or whatever it was that kept
them together, and let other people clean up the mess they had made. . . . (179)

Dr. T.J. Eckleburg
But above the grey land and the spasms of bleak dust which drift endlessly over it, you perceive, after a
moment, the eyes of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg. The eyes of Doctor T. J. Eckleburg are blue and gigantic-their retinas are one yard high. They look out of no face but, instead, from a pair of enormous yellow
spectacles which pass over a nonexistent nose. Evidently some wild wag of an oculist set them there to
fatten his practice in the borough of Queens, and then sank down himself into eternal blindness or forgot
them and moved away. But his eyes, dimmed a little by many paintless days under sun and rain, brood
on over the solemn dumping ground. (23-24)
I followed him over a low white-washed railroad fence and we walked back a hundred yards along the
road under Doctor Eckleburg's persistent stare. The only building in sight was a small block of yellow
brick sitting on the edge of the waste land, a sort of compact Main Street ministering to it and
contiguous to absolutely nothing. One of the three shops it contained was for rent and another was an
all-night restaurant approached by a trail of ashes; the third was a garage--Repairs. GEORGE B.
WILSON. Cars Bought and Sold--and I followed Tom inside. (24-25)
We waited for her down the road and out of sight. It was a few days before the Fourth of July, and a
grey, scrawny Italian child was setting torpedoes in a row along the railroad track.
"Terrible place, isn't it," said Tom, exchanging a frown with Doctor Eckleburg.
"Awful."
"It does her good to get away."
"Doesn't her husband object?"
"Wilson? He thinks she goes to see her sister in New York. He's so dumb he doesn't know he's alive."
So Tom Buchanan and his girl and I went up together to New York--or not quite together, for Mrs.
Wilson sat discreetly in another car. Tom deferred that much to the sensibilities of those East Eggers
who might be on the train. (26)
We were all irritable now with the fading ale and, aware of it, we drove for a while in silence. Then as
Doctor T. J. Eckleburg's faded eyes came into sight down the road, I remembered Gatsby's caution about
gasoline. (122)
That locality was always vaguely disquieting, even in the broad glare of afternoon, and now I turned my
head as though I had been warned of something behind. Over the ashheaps the giant eyes of Doctor T. J.
Eckleburg kept their vigil but I perceived, after a moment, that other eyes were regarding us with
peculiar intensity from less than twenty feet away. (124)
"I spoke to her," he muttered, after a long silence. "I told her she might fool me but she couldn't fool
God. I took her to the window--" With an effort he got up and walked to the rear window and leaned
with his face pressed against it, "--and I said 'God knows what you've been doing, everything you've
been doing. You may fool me but you can't fool God!' "
Standing behind him Michaelis saw with a shock that he was looking at the eyes of Doctor T. J.
Eckleburg which had just emerged pale and enormous from the dissolving night.
"God sees everything," repeated Wilson.
"That's an advertisement," Michaelis assured him. Something made him turn away from the window and
look back into the room. But Wilson stood there a long time, his face close to the window pane, nodding
into the twilight. (159-160)

Yellow
Inside, the crimson room bloomed with light. Tom and Miss Baker sat at either end of the long couch and she read
aloud to him from the "Saturday Evening Post"--the words, murmurous and uninflected, running together in a
soothing tune. The lamp-light, bright on his boots and dull on the autumn-leaf yellow of her hair, glinted along the
paper as she turned a page with a flutter of slender muscles in her arms. (17)
But above the grey land and the spasms of bleak dust which drift endlessly over it, you perceive, after a moment,
the eyes of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg. The eyes of Doctor T. J. Eckleburg are blue and gigantic--their retinas are one
yard high. They look out of no face but, instead, from a pair of enormous yellow spectacles which pass over a
nonexistent nose. Evidently some wild wag of an oculist set them there to fatten his practice in the borough of
Queens, and then sank down himself into eternal blindness or forgot them and moved away. But his eyes, dimmed
a little by many paintless days under sun and rain, brood on over the solemn dumping ground. (23-24)
I followed him over a low white-washed railroad fence and we walked back a hundred yards along the road under
Doctor Eckleburg's persistent stare. The only building in sight was a small block of yellow brick sitting on the
edge of the waste land, a sort of compact Main Street ministering to it and contiguous to absolutely nothing. One
of the three shops it contained was for rent and another was an all-night restaurant approached by a trail of ashes;
the third was a garage--Repairs. GEORGE B. WILSON. Cars Bought and Sold--and I followed Tom inside. (2425)
The bottle of whiskey--a second one--was now in constant demand by all present, excepting Catherine who "felt
just as good on nothing at all."
Tom rang for the janitor and sent him for some celebrated sandwiches, which were a complete supper in
themselves. I wanted to get out and walk eastward toward the park through the soft twilight but each time I tried
to go I became entangled in some wild strident argument which pulled me back, as if with ropes, into my chair.
Yet high over the city our line of yellow windows must have contributed their share of human secrecy to the
casual watcher in the darkening streets, and I was him too, looking up and wondering. I was within and without,
simultaneously enchanted and repelled by the inexhaustible variety of life. (35)
There was music from my neighbor's house through the summer nights. In his blue gardens men and girls came
and went like moths among the whisperings and the champagne and the stars. At high tide in the afternoon I
watched his guests diving from the tower of his raft or taking the sun on the hot sand of his beach while his two
motor-boats slit the waters of the Sound, drawing aquaplanes over cataracts of foam. On week-ends his RollsRoyce became an omnibus, bearing parties to and from the city, between nine in the morning and long past
midnight, while his station wagon scampered like a brisk yellow bug to meet all trains. And on Mondays eight
servants including an extra gardener toiled all day with mops and scrubbing-brushes and hammers and gardenshears, repairing the ravages of the night before. (39)
The lights grow brighter as the earth lurches away from the sun and now the orchestra is playing yellow cocktail
music and the opera of voices pitches a key higher. Laughter is easier, minute by minute, spilled with prodigality,
tipped out at a cheerful word. The groups change more swiftly, swell with new arrivals, dissolve and form in the
same breath--already there are wanderers, confident girls who weave here and there among the stouter and more
stable, become for a sharp,
joyous moment the center of a group and then excited with triumph glide on through the sea-change of faces and
voices and color under the constantly changing light. (40-41)
She held my hand impersonally, as a promise that she'd take care of me in a minute, and gave ear to two girls in
twin yellow dresses who stopped at the foot of the steps.
"Hello!" they cried together. "Sorry you didn't win."
That was for the golf tournament. She had lost in the finals the week before.
"You don't know who we are," said one of the girls in yellow, "but we met you here about a month ago."
"You've dyed your hair since then," remarked Jordan, and I started but the girls had moved casually on and her
remark was addressed to the premature moon, produced like the supper, no doubt, out of a caterer's basket. With
Jordan's slender golden arm resting in mine we descended
the steps and sauntered about the garden. A tray of cocktails floated at us through the twilight and we sat down at
a table with the two girls in yellow and three men, each one introduced to us as Mr. Mumble. (42-43)

A pair of stage "twins"--who turned out to be the girls in yellow--did a baby act in costume and champagne was
served in glasses bigger than finger bowls. The moon had risen higher, and floating in the Sound was a triangle of
silver scales, trembling a little to the stiff, tinny drip of the
banjoes on the lawn. (46-47)
The large room was full of people. One of the girls in yellow was playing the piano and beside her stood a tall, red
haired young lady from a famous chorus, engaged in song. She had drunk a quantity of champagne and during the
course of her song she had decided ineptly that everything was very very sad--she was not only singing, she was
weeping too. Whenever there was a pause in the song she filled it with gasping broken sobs and then took up the
lyric again in a quavering
soprano. The tears coursed down her cheeks--not freely, however, for when they came into contact with her
heavily beaded eyelashes they assumed an inky color, and pursued the rest of their way in slow black rivulets. A
humorous suggestion was made that she sing the notes on her face whereupon she threw up her hands, sank into a
chair and went off into a deep vinous sleep. (51)
The child, relinquished by the nurse, rushed across the room and rooted shyly into her mother's dress.
"The Bles-sed pre-cious! Did mother get powder on your old yellowy hair? Stand up now, and say How-de-do."
Gatsby and I in turn leaned down and took the small reluctant hand.
Afterward he kept looking at the child with surprise. I don't think he had ever really believed in its existence
before. (117)
"I didn't mean to interrupt your lunch," he said. "But I need money pretty bad and I was wondering what you were
going to do with your old car."
"How do you like this one?" inquired Tom. "I bought it last week."
"It's a nice yellow one," said Wilson, as he strained at the handle. (123)
"There's some bad trouble here," said Tom excitedly.
He reached up on tiptoes and peered over a circle of heads into the garage which was lit only by a yellow light in
a swinging wire basket overhead. Then he made a harsh sound in his throat and with a violent thrusting movement
of his powerful arms pushed his way through. (138)
A pale, well-dressed Negro stepped near.
"It was a yellow car," he said, "big yellow car. New."
"See the accident?" asked the policeman.
"No, but the car passed me down the road, going faster'n forty. Going fifty, sixty." (139)
"Listen," said Tom, shaking him a little. "I just got here a minute ago, from New York. I was bringing you that
coupé we've been talking about. That yellow car I was driving this afternoon wasn't mine, do you hear? I haven't
seen it all afternoon."
Only the Negro and I were near enough to hear what he said but the policeman caught something in the tone and
looked over with truculent eyes.
"What's all that?" he demanded.
"I'm a friend of his." Tom turned his head but kept his hands firm on Wilson's body. "He says he knows the car
that did it. . . . It was a yellow car." (140)
Gatsby shouldered the mattress and started for the pool. Once he stopped and shifted it a little, and the chauffeur
asked him if he needed help, but he shook his head and in a moment disappeared among the yellowing trees.
(161)

Gold
There was so much to read for one thing and so much fine health to be pulled down out of the young
breath-giving air. I bought a dozen volumes on banking and credit and investment securities and they
stood on my shelf in red and gold like new money from the mint, promising to unfold the shining secrets
that only Midas and Morgan and Maecenas knew. And I had the high intention of reading many other
books besides. I was rather literary in college--one year I wrote a series of very solemn and obvious
editorials for the "Yale News"--and now I was going
to bring back all such things into my life and become again that most limited of all specialists, the "wellrounded man." This isn't just an epigram--life is much more successfully looked at from a single
window, after all. (4)
And so it happened that on a warm windy evening I drove over to East Egg to see two old friends whom
I scarcely knew at all. Their house was even more elaborate than I expected, a cheerful red and white
Georgian Colonial mansion overlooking the bay. The lawn started at the beach and ran toward the front
door for a quarter of a mile, jumping over sun-dials and brick walks and burning gardens--finally when
it reached the house drifting up the side in bright vines as though from the momentum of its run. The
front was broken by a line of French windows, glowing now with reflected gold, and wide open to the
warm windy afternoon, and Tom Buchanan in riding clothes was standing with his legs apart on the
front porch. (6)
At least once a fortnight a corps of caterers came down with several hundred feet of canvas and enough
colored lights to make a Christmas tree of Gatsby's enormous garden. On buffet tables, garnished with
glistening hors-d'oeuvre, spiced baked hams crowded against salads of harlequin designs and pastry pigs
and turkeys bewitched to a dark gold. In the main hall a bar with a real brass rail was set up, and stocked
with gins and liquors and with cordials so long forgotten that most of his female guests were too young
to know one from another. (40)
"You've dyed your hair since then," remarked Jordan, and I started but the girls had moved casually on
and her remark was addressed to the premature moon, produced like the supper, no doubt, out of a
caterer's basket. With Jordan's slender golden arm resting in mine we descended the steps and sauntered
about the garden. A tray of cocktails floated at us through the twilight and we sat down at a table with
the two girls in yellow and three men, each one introduced to us as Mr. Mumble. (43)
It was dark now, and as we dipped under a little bridge I put my arm around Jordan's golden shoulder
and drew her toward me and asked her to dinner. Suddenly I wasn't thinking of Daisy and Gatsby any
more but of this clean, hard, limited person who dealt in universal skepticism and who leaned back
jauntily just within the circle of my arm. A phrase began to beat in my ears with a sort of heady
excitement: "There are only the pursued, the pursuing, the busy and the tired." (79)
The flowers were unnecessary, for at two o'clock a greenhouse arrived from Gatsby's, with innumerable
receptacles to contain it. An hour later the front door opened nervously, and Gatsby in a white flannel
suit, silver shirt and gold-colored tie hurried in. He was pale and there were dark signs of sleeplessness
beneath his eyes. (84)
Instead of taking the short cut along the Sound we went down the road and entered by the big postern.
With enchanting murmurs Daisy admired this aspect or that of the feudal silhouette against the sky,
admired the gardens, the sparkling odor of jonquils and the frothy odor of hawthorn and plum blossoms
and the pale gold odor of kiss-me-at-the-gate. It was strange to reach the marble steps and find no stir of
bright dresses in and out the door, and hear no sound but bird voices in the trees.

His bedroom was the simplest room of all--except where the dresser was garnished with a toilet set of
pure dull gold. Daisy took the brush with delight and smoothed her hair, whereupon Gatsby sat down
and shaded his eyes and began to laugh. (91)
The rain was still falling, but the darkness had parted in the west, and there was a pink and golden billow
of foamy clouds above the sea. "Look at that," she whispered, and then after a moment: "I'd like to just
get one of those pink clouds and put you in it and push you around." (94)
"Go ahead," answered Daisy genially, "And if you want to take down any addresses here's my little gold
pencil. . . ." She looked around after a moment and told me the girl was "common but pretty," and I
knew that except for the half hour she'd been alone with Gatsby she wasn't having
a good time. (105)
"She's got an indiscreet voice," I remarked. "It's full of----" I hesitated.
"Her voice is full of money," he said suddenly.
That was it. I'd never understood before. It was full of money--that was the inexhaustible charm that rose
and fell in it, the jingle of it, the cymbals' song of it. . . . High in a white palace the king's daughter, the
golden girl. . . . (120)
For Daisy was young and her artificial world was redolent of orchids and pleasant, cheerful snobbery
and orchestras which set the rhythm of the year, summing up the sadness and suggestiveness of life in
new tunes. All night the saxophones wailed the hopeless comment of the "Beale Street Blues" while a
hundred pairs of golden and silver slippers shuffled the shining dust. At the grey tea hour there were
always rooms that throbbed incessantly with this low sweet fever, while fresh faces drifted here and
there like rose petals blown by the sad horns around the floor. (151)
It was dawn now on Long Island and we went about opening the rest of the windows downstairs, filling
the house with grey-turning, gold-turning light. The shadow of a tree fell abruptly across the dew and
ghostly birds began to sing among the blue leaves. There was a slow pleasant movement in the air,
scarcely a wind, promising a cool lovely day.
"I don't think she ever loved him." Gatsby turned around from a window and looked at me
challengingly. "You must remember, old sport, she was very excited this afternoon. He told her those
things in a way that frightened her--that made it look as if I was some kind of cheap sharper. And the
result was she hardly knew what she was saying." (152)

Ash
About half way between West Egg and New York the motor-road hastily joins the railroad and runs
beside it for a quarter of a mile, so as to shrink away from a certain desolate area of land. This is a valley
of ashes--a fantastic farm where ashes grow like wheat into ridges and hills and grotesque gardens where
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. Occasionally a line of grey cars
crawls along an invisible track, gives out a ghastly creak and comes to rest, and immediately the ashgrey men swarm up with leaden spades and stir up an impenetrable cloud which screens their obscure
operations from your sight.
Oh, sure," agreed Wilson hurriedly and went toward the little office, mingling immediately with the
cement color of the walls. A white ashen dust veiled his dark suit and his pale hair as it veiled
everything in the vicinity--except his wife, who moved close to Tom.
That locality was always vaguely disquieting, even in the broad glare of afternoon, and now I turned my
head as though I had been warned of something behind. Over the ashheaps the giant eyes of Doctor T. J.
Eckleburg kept their vigil but I perceived, after a moment, that other eyes were regarding us with
peculiar intensity from less than twenty feet away. (124)
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When I passed the ashheaps on the train that morning I had crossed deliberately to the other side of the
car. I suppose there'd be a curious crowd around there all day with little boys searching for dark spots in
the dust and some garrulous man telling over and over what had happened until it became less and less
real even to him and he could tell it no longer and Myrtle Wilson's tragic achievement was forgotten.
Now I want to go back a little and tell what happened at the garage after we left there the night before.
Wilson's glazed eyes turned out to the ashheaps, where small grey clouds took on fantastic shape and
scurried here and there in the faint dawn wind.
"I spoke to her," he muttered, after a long silence. "I told her she might fool me but she couldn't fool
God. I took her to the window--" With an effort he got up and walked to the rear window and leaned
with his face pressed against it, "--and I said 'God knows what you've been doing, everything you've
been doing. You may fool me but you can't fool God!' "
Standing behind him Michaelis saw with a shock that he was looking at the eyes of Doctor T. J.
Eckleburg which had just emerged pale and enormous from the dissolving night.
"God sees everything," repeated Wilson.
"That's an advertisement," Michaelis assured him. Something made him turn away from the window and
look back into the room. But Wilson stood there a long time, his face close to the window pane, nodding
into the twilight.
No telephone message arrived but the butler went without his sleep and waited for it until four o'clock-until long after there was any one to give it to if it came. I have an idea that Gatsby himself didn't
believe it would come and perhaps he no longer cared. If that was true he must have felt that he had lost
the old warm world, paid a high price for living too long with a single dream. He must have looked up at
an unfamiliar sky through frightening leaves and shivered as he found what a grotesque thing a rose is
and how raw the sunlight was upon the scarcely created grass. A new world, material without being real,
where poor ghosts, breathing dreams like air, drifted fortuitously about . . . like that ashen, fantastic
figure gliding toward him through the amorphous trees. (161)

Dust
Only Gatsby, the man who gives his name to this book, was exempt from my reaction--Gatsby who represented
everything for which I have an unaffected scorn. If personality is an unbroken series of successful gestures, then
there was something gorgeous about him, some heightened sensitivity to the promises of life, as if he were related
to one of those intricate machines that register earthquakes ten thousand miles away. This responsiveness had
nothing to do with that flabby impressionability which is dignified under the name of the "creative temperament"-it was an extraordinary gift for hope, a romantic readiness such as I have never found in any other person and
which it is not likely I shall ever find again. No--Gatsby turned out all right at the end; it is what preyed on
Gatsby, what foul dust floated in the wake of his dreams that temporarily closed out my interest in the abortive
sorrows and short-winded elations of men. (2)
But above the grey land and the spasms of bleak dust which drift endlessly over it, you perceive, after a moment,
the eyes of Doctor T.J. Eckleburg. The eyes of Doctor T. J. Eckleburg are blue and gigantic--their retinas are one
yard high. They look out of no face but, instead, from a pair of enormous yellow spectacles which pass over a
nonexistent nose. Evidently some wild wag of an oculist set them there to fatten his practice in the borough of
Queens, and then sank down himself into eternal blindness or forgot them and moved away. But his eyes, dimmed
a little by many paintless days under sun and rain, brood on over the solemn dumping ground. (23-24)
Oh, sure," agreed Wilson hurriedly and went toward the little office, mingling immediately with the cement color
of the walls. A white ashen dust veiled his dark suit and his pale hair as it veiled everything in the vicinity--except
his wife, who moved close to Tom. (26)
With an effort I managed to restrain my incredulous laughter. The very phrases were worn so threadbare that they
evoked no image except that of a turbaned "character" leaking sawdust at every pore as he pursued a tiger through
the Bois de Boulogne. (66)
The "death car" as the newspapers called it, didn't stop; it came out of the gathering darkness, wavered tragically
for a moment and then disappeared around the next bend. Michaelis wasn't even sure of its color--he told the first
policeman that it was light green. The other car, the one going toward New York, came to rest a hundred yards
beyond, and its driver hurried back to where Myrtle Wilson, her life violently extinguished, knelt in the road and
mingled her thick, dark blood with the dust. (137)
His house had never seemed so enormous to me as it did that night when we hunted through the great rooms for
cigarettes. We pushed aside curtains that were like pavilions and felt over innumerable feet of dark wall for
electric light switches--once I tumbled with a sort of splash upon the keys of a ghostly piano. There was an
inexplicable amount of dust everywhere and the rooms were musty as though they hadn't been aired for many
days. I found the humidor on an unfamiliar table with two stale dry cigarettes inside. Throwing open the French
windows of the drawing-room we sat smoking out into the darkness. (147-8)
For Daisy was young and her artificial world was redolent of orchids and pleasant, cheerful snobbery and
orchestras which set the rhythm of the year, summing up the sadness and suggestiveness of life in new tunes. All
night the saxophones wailed the hopeless comment of the "Beale Street Blues" while a hundred pairs of golden
and silver slippers shuffled the shining dust. At the grey tea hour there were always rooms that throbbed
incessantly with this low sweet fever, while fresh faces drifted here and there like rose petals blown by the sad
horns around the floor. (151)
When I passed the ashheaps on the train that morning I had crossed deliberately to the other side of the car. I
suppose there'd be a curious crowd around there all day with little boys searching for dark spots in the dust and
some garrulous man telling over and over what had happened until it became less and less real even to him and he
could tell it no longer and Myrtle Wilson's tragic achievement was forgotten. Now I want to go back a little and
tell what happened at the garage after we left there the night before. (156)

