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In F. Scott Fitzgerald's "The Great Gatsby," Chapter 2 introduces readers to the Valley of Ashes, a
desolate wasteland that serves as a stark contrast to the opulence of East Egg and West Egg. This
chapter is pivotal in establishing the novel's central themes of decay, moral ambiguity, and the
American Dream. To fully grasp the significance of this chapter, students often use worksheets that
guide their understanding of the text's key elements. This article provides an in-depth analysis of
Chapter 2, focusing on the Valley of Ashes while offering answers and insights that are typically
sought after in worksheets.

Understanding the Valley of Ashes

The Valley of Ashes is a symbolic landscape that represents the moral and social decay resulting from
the uninhibited pursuit of wealth. It is depicted as a gray, desolate area filled with ashes, where the
refuse of the wealthy is deposited. The imagery Fitzgerald uses to describe this place is critical for
understanding the broader implications of the story.

Symbolism of the Valley of Ashes

1. Decay of the American Dream: The Valley of Ashes symbolizes the failure of the American Dream.
It highlights how the pursuit of wealth and success often leads to moral decay and disillusionment.
2. Class Divide: The stark contrast between the Valley of Ashes and the affluent neighborhoods of
East Egg and West Egg illustrates the class divide in American society. While the rich indulge in their
opulence, the poor live amidst the ashes of their dreams.
3. George and Myrtle Wilson: The residents of the Valley of Ashes, specifically George and Myrtle
Wilson, represent the struggles of the working class. Their lives are characterized by hardship and
unfulfilled dreams, further emphasizing the theme of social inequality.

Key Characters Introduced in Chapter 2

This chapter introduces several significant characters who play crucial roles in the unfolding narrative.

Tom Buchanan

Tom Buchanan, one of the main characters, is portrayed as a wealthy and brutish man. His affair with
Myrtle Wilson is a central focus of this chapter. Tom's character embodies the arrogance and moral
decay of the elite, which is starkly contrasted with the lives of those in the Valley of Ashes.



Myrtle Wilson

Myrtle Wilson is George Wilson's wife and Tom's mistress. Her desire to escape the Valley of Ashes
and her current life leads her into a tumultuous relationship with Tom. Myrtle represents the
aspirations of those trapped in the lower class, seeking to rise above their circumstances.

George Wilson

George Wilson is Myrtle's husband and owner of a garage in the Valley of Ashes. His character
embodies the disillusionment and despair of the working class. His life is defined by hard work and
unfulfilled dreams, making him a tragic figure in the narrative.

Plot Development in Chapter 2

The chapter progresses through a series of events that deepen the reader's understanding of the
characters and the setting.

Setting the Scene

The chapter opens with Nick Carraway traveling from West Egg to New York City. During the journey,
he encounters the Valley of Ashes, which is described in vivid detail. This setting serves as a backdrop
for the events that follow, highlighting the stark realities of life outside the elite circles.

The Affair Between Tom and Myrtle

Nick is invited to accompany Tom to the city, where he witnesses Tom's affair with Myrtle. Their
relationship is marked by violence and passion, illustrating the complexities of love and desire in the
context of wealth and power. This encounter not only reveals Tom's character but also sets the stage
for the ensuing conflict in the story.

1. The Party in the City: Tom takes Nick to a small apartment in New York City, where he hosts a party
with Myrtle. The atmosphere is charged with tension, showcasing the excesses of the wealthy and the
emptiness of their pursuits.
2. Myrtle's Aspirations: Myrtle's desire for a better life is evident in her actions and words. She
attempts to emulate the lifestyle of the wealthy, but her efforts are ultimately futile, reflecting the
transient nature of such aspirations.

Themes Explored in Chapter 2

Fitzgerald uses this chapter to explore several key themes that resonate throughout the novel.



The American Dream

The Valley of Ashes serves as a critique of the American Dream. The characters' relentless pursuit of
wealth leads them to moral decay, revealing the hollowness of their aspirations. Fitzgerald critiques
the notion that hard work inevitably leads to success, showcasing the systemic barriers that exist for
those in poverty.

Moral Decay

The chapter encapsulates the moral decay of the characters, particularly Tom and Myrtle. Their
actions reflect a disregard for the consequences of their desires, emphasizing the emptiness of their
pursuits. The Valley of Ashes stands as a testament to the fallout from their choices.

Social Class and Inequality

Fitzgerald highlights the disparity between the wealthy and the working class through the contrasting
settings of the Valley of Ashes and the affluent neighborhoods. The characters' interactions reveal the
deep-seated inequalities that permeate society, with those in power often exploiting the vulnerable
for their gain.

Worksheet Answers Overview

Students often use worksheets to analyze Chapter 2 more effectively. Below are some common
questions and their answers that might appear on a worksheet:

1. What is the significance of the Valley of Ashes?
- The Valley of Ashes symbolizes the moral and social decay resulting from the pursuit of wealth and
highlights the stark class divide in society.

2. How is Tom Buchanan portrayed in this chapter?
- Tom is depicted as arrogant, brutish, and morally corrupt. His affair with Myrtle showcases his
disregard for others and his sense of entitlement.

3. What role does Myrtle Wilson play in the narrative?
- Myrtle represents the aspirations of the lower class and the desire to escape one's circumstances,
ultimately leading to her tragic fate.

4. How does Fitzgerald use symbolism in Chapter 2?
- The Valley of Ashes, Dr. T.J. Eckleburg's eyes, and the contrasting settings symbolize the themes of
decay, the American Dream, and social inequality.

5. What is revealed about George Wilson in this chapter?
- George Wilson is portrayed as a hardworking but disillusioned character, embodying the struggles of
the working class. His desperate situation highlights the hopelessness faced by many in the Valley of



Ashes.

Conclusion

Chapter 2 of "The Great Gatsby" is a crucial segment of the narrative that delves into the themes of
moral decay, class inequality, and the futility of the American Dream. The Valley of Ashes serves as a
powerful symbol of these themes, contrasting sharply with the opulence of the world inhabited by
characters like Tom and Daisy Buchanan. Through characters like Tom, Myrtle, and George Wilson,
Fitzgerald paints a vivid picture of the struggles and aspirations of those on the fringes of society. As
students engage with worksheets focused on this chapter, they deepen their understanding of the
text's complexities and the broader social commentary it provides.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of the Valley of Ashes in Chapter 2 of
'The Great Gatsby'?
The Valley of Ashes symbolizes the moral and social decay resulting from the uninhibited pursuit of
wealth, contrasting sharply with the opulence of East Egg and West Egg. It represents the
consequences of industrialization and the loss of the American Dream.

Who are the key characters introduced in the Valley of Ashes
in Chapter 2?
In Chapter 2, the key characters introduced in the Valley of Ashes include Tom Buchanan, Myrtle
Wilson, and George Wilson. Tom's affair with Myrtle is central to the chapter, highlighting themes of
infidelity and social class.

How does Fitzgerald use imagery to describe the Valley of
Ashes?
Fitzgerald employs stark and bleak imagery to depict the Valley of Ashes, using phrases like 'grey
land' and 'ashes' to evoke a sense of desolation and moral decay, reinforcing the chapter's themes of
loss and disillusionment.

What role does Myrtle Wilson play in Chapter 2 and how does
she relate to the Valley of Ashes?
Myrtle Wilson represents the struggles of the lower class and the desire for upward mobility. Her affair
with Tom in the Valley of Ashes illustrates her desperation to escape her bleak reality, highlighting the
theme of class disparity in the novel.



What does the billboard of Dr. T.J. Eckleburg symbolize in the
Valley of Ashes?
The billboard of Dr. T.J. Eckleburg, with its large, disembodied eyes, symbolizes the idea of an
omniscient observer, often interpreted as the eyes of God witnessing the moral decay of society. It
serves as a critique of the emptiness of the American Dream.
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