
Which Is the Most Important 
Symbol in The Great Gatsby ?

7
LESSON

KEY CONCEPT: Symbolism

KEY SKILLS: Identifying the use of symbolism and imagery in a text
Citing textual evidence

Determining the figurative and connotative meanings of words
Analysing the development of themes or ideas in a text

Comparing and contrasting
Evaluating arguments
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Which Is the Most 
Important Symbol in  
The Great Gatsby ?

OVERVIEW:

This lesson will enhance your students’ knowledge and understanding 
of the use and effects of symbolism in The Great Gatsby. It is important 
for your students to be familiar with the novel prior to this activity.

KEY CONCEPT:

Symbolism

KEY WORDS:

Symbolism, symbol, sign, character, mark, letter, hieroglyphic, ideogram, emblem, 
token, representation, figure, image, shape, badge, allegory and motif.

LEARNING INTENTION:

To understand the importance of symbolism in The Great Gatsby.

SUCCESS CRITERIA:

We can do the following:

• Identify and explore the connections between familiar symbols we may encounter 
in society today.

• Examine and discuss the key uses of symbolism in The Great Gatsby.

• Rank and judge the importance of key symbols in the text.

• Decide which is the most important symbol, using evidence from the text to justify 
our views.

STRATEGIES USED:

Sorting and Classifying

Diamond Ranking
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1. IDENTIFY IMPORTANT CONCEPTS

Some of the key areas to investigate within and around the concept of ‘symbolism’ are 
the following:

• Colour

• Motifs

• Metaphor

• Themes

• Allegory

• Wealth

• Poverty

• Aspirations

• The American Dream

2. CHALLENGE STUDENTS’ UNDERSTANDING OF THE CONCEPT

Here are some examples of cognitive conflict we expect your students to experience:

Opinion Conflicting Opinion 

Symbols are an effective way of communicating the 
meaning of something.

Symbols are not an effective way of communicating 
if everyone doesn’t have a shared understanding of 
what they mean.

Symbols have universal meanings that everyone 
can understand.

Symbols shift their meanings depending on the 
context they are used in.
For example, a chain can be symbolic of union  
or imprisonment.

Words are used to convey either symbolic or 
literal meaning.

Words can possess a symbolic meaning and a literal 
meaning simultaneously.
For example, a pun or a euphemism can have both a 
literal and a symbolic meaning at the same time.

Symbolism enhances fiction for the reader by building 
richness and adding depth to the narrative.

Symbolism does not enhance fiction for the reader if 
they do not understand the symbolic nature of the text.

Symbolism relates to literature and is a device used by 
authors to enhance their writing.

Symbolism is an aspect of our everyday life and 
language usage.
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Questions for Challenge

• What is symbolism?

• What makes something symbolic?

• What is a symbol?

• How do we know what a symbol is?

• Why do we use symbols?

• How do we use symbols?

• When do we use symbols?

• How do we rely on symbols?

• How reliable are symbols?

• What if there weren’t symbols in our everyday life?

• Can we live without symbols?

• How important is symbolism as a literary device?

• How much is the symbolic meaning of something dependent upon 
individual  perception?

• How much is the symbolic meaning of something dependent upon its context?

• Does everything have a symbolic meaning if we look hard enough for it?

• Is it possible to communicate without symbols?

• Is it possible for a symbol to have just one meaning?

• When does something or someone become symbolic?

• What makes symbols important?

• Who decides if something is a symbol?

• Why do we see symbols in areas such as advertising, literature and film?

• Why do writers use symbolism? How does it help their writing?

• What is the difference between a symbol and a metaphor?

• What is the difference between symbolism and imagery?

• What is the difference between a symbol and a motif?

• What is the difference between symbolism and allegory?

Activity 1: Provoke the Discussion Through Sorting and Classifying

Get your students to work in groups of no more than four. Give each group a set of the 
Activity 1 resource cards*. Ask your students to sort the symbols or the symbolism 
represented on the cards into categories. They will need to decide upon the criteria for this.

Your students should be able to clearly identify what connects each of the cards in each 
of the sets they create. They should also be invited to allow the sets to become Venn 
Diagram in character if they find that there is the need for this.

Remember to stop the groups and ask them to compare their thinking, reasoning  
and organisation.

online
resources

Download the activity cards at  
http://resources.corwin.com/

learningchallengelessons

*It would be beneficial to add a selection of commercial symbols to this activity.Image source: 
dwleindecker/iStock.com

Retrieved from the companion website for Learning Challenge Lessons, Secondary English Language Arts: 20 Lessons to Guide Students Through the 
Learning Pit by Jill Nottingham, James Nottingham and Mark Bollom, with Joanne Nugent and Lorna Pringle. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin, www.corwin 
.com. Copyright © 2019 by Challenging Learning, Ltd. All rights reserved. Reproduction authorized for educational use by educators, local school sites, 
and/or noncommercial or nonprofit entities that have purchased the book.
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3. CONSTRUCT UNDERSTANDING

Activity 2: Diamond Ranking

The Diamond Ranking strategy encourages active participation. It will help your students 
to prioritise information, clarify their thoughts and create reasons and reflections.

Using the Activity 2 resource cards, your students must choose nine of the symbols 
and/or examples of symbolism from The Great Gatsby and rank them according to their 
importance in the novel.

Your students can add their own examples of symbolism from the novel to the set to  
be ranked.

Encourage your students to move around the classroom to explore, discuss and 
challenge the ranking structures created by other groups.

Questions to Promote Further Dialogue

• What makes one symbol more important than another?

• Which symbol aids the development of the plot most? Does this make it more 
important than other symbols?

• Should a key character be more important as a symbol than a setting, an action 
or an event?

• Should the most important symbol be the most powerful?

• Is the most frequently used symbol the same as the most important symbol?

• Does the number of connections a symbol has to characters, parts of the plot and 
settings increase its importance?

• Are the more complex examples of symbolism more important than the more 
simplistic and obvious examples?

• What is the link between the impact of the symbolism on the reader’s enjoyment 
of the novel and its importance?

online
resources

Download the activity cards at  
http://resources.corwin.com/

learningchallengelessons

Retrieved from the companion website for Learning Challenge Lessons, Secondary English Language Arts: 20 Lessons to Guide Students Through the 
Learning Pit by Jill Nottingham, James Nottingham and Mark Bollom, with Joanne Nugent and Lorna Pringle. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin, www.corwin 
.com. Copyright © 2019 by Challenging Learning, Ltd. All rights reserved. Reproduction authorized for educational use by educators, local school sites, 
and/or noncommercial or nonprofit entities that have purchased the book.

ACTIVITY 2: DIAMOND RANKING
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Daisy Buchanan

She embodies the daisy flower, 
which is fragile but also grows 

wild. She is a fragile person 
who can’t make up her own 
mind. The daisy has a golden 
yellow centre surrounded by 
white petals, symbolising her 

outward purity and innocence 
but morally corrupt core.

LESSON 7
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2-2

The colour white

Associated with purity and 
innocence as well as possessing 

the deeper meaning of false purity 
or goodness. Daisy and Jordan are 
always seen in white and Gatsby 
meets Daisy for the first time in 
five years wearing white. White 
is used 49 times in relation to 

Daisy to represent her character 
and Gatsby’s view of her as his 

innocent bride.
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2-3

The Valley of Ashes

A by-product of capitalism, 
representing the moral and 
social decay resulting from 
the selfish pursuit of wealth. 

The Valley of Ashes resembles 
something dark and lifeless, 
and is a picture of absolute 

misery and poverty.

LESSON 7
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2-4

Dr T.J. Eckleburg

Representative of the eyes of God, 
staring down at the moral decay of 
the 1920s. The faded paint could be 

interpreted to symbolise the degree to 
which humanity has lost its connection 
to God, through a loss of spiritual values 
and the growth of commercialism. The 
billboard signifies the hollowness of the 
American Dream staring down at the 

moral wasteland of the Valley of Ashes.
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2-5

The colour yellow

Yellow symbolises 
corruptness and things 
going bad or rotten. It 

also represents fake gold 
and show over substance. 

The yellow of Gatsby’s 
car reflects his dishonesty 

and deception.

LESSON 7
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2-6

Eggs (East Egg and West Egg)

An egg is white on the outside and 
yellow on the inside, symbolising a 
false show of purity on the outside, 

but rotten and corrupt on the inside.

The East Egg represents old aristocracy 
and old money that has been passed 
down from generation to generation.

The West Egg represents the newly rich 
and the new money that the people 

who live inside it have earned. 

LESSON 7
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2-7

The green light at the end  
of the dock

Symbolic of Gatsby’s American 
Dream. It highlights the tension 
between his future aspirations 
and desire to relive the past by 

regaining the love of Daisy.

The artificial light represents 
Gatsby’s dream as artificial  

and unrealistic.

LESSON 7

Which Is the Most Important Symbol in  
The Great Gatsby ?

2-8

Weather and seasons

The weather in the novel matches the 

emotional and narrative tone of the 

story. The pouring rain of Gatsby and 

Daisy’s reunion; the sun comes out as 

their love reawakens. Gatsby’s climactic 

confrontation with Tom occurs on the 

hottest day of the summer. Wilson kills 

Gatsby on the first day of autumn. It’s 

possible that the heat is symbolic of hell 

and damnation.

LESSON 7

Which Is the Most Important Symbol in  
The Great Gatsby ?

2-9

The colour green

Green symbolises growth and 
something to hope for and reach 

out for. It also represents wealth and 
prosperity and the power of money that 
Gatsby hopes to use to win Daisy back.

Green is also symbolic of envy, 
highlighting the fact that Gatsby 
desires something that already 

belongs to someone else.

Green is mentioned 18 times in  
the novel.
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Adaptation

Provide additional support for students by reading through the cards and defining 
difficult terms.

Limit the number of cards the students are interacting with in Activity 1.

Provide images for the symbols in Activity 2.

Extension

Ask your students to find extra examples of symbols and symbolism in the novel in 
addition to those already provided.

Treat the activity title as an essay question and ask your students to create a response 
individually or in pairs. Use this as an opportunity for peer assessment and feedback.

At the end of the activity it is usual to encourage the students to review their learning 
journey and the thinking process they have engaged in throughout the session.

This can include reflection on the thinking that has taken place to this point and a 
summary and conclusion of the new understanding reached.

Explicit reference to Learning Intentions and Success Criteria is a good starting point 
for this reflection, but it is also helpful to return to and re-examine some key questions:

• Do you have a deeper or better understanding of the concept of ‘symbolism’?

• Which parts of the lesson helped you to decide and/or change your knowledge 
and understanding of symbolism?

• What questions do you still have?

• What would you like to investigate further?

• Which is the most important symbol in The Great Gatsby?

Ideas for Transfer

Ask your students to explore the use of symbolism in advertising and brands, exploring 
and identifying the most popular and the most important to us today.

Challenge your students to create a piece of descriptive writing around a chosen symbol. 
They could use ideas from The Great Gatsby such as lights and colours.

4. CONSIDER THE LEARNING JOURNEY
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WWW•EBI
WWW – What Worked Well . . .

EBI – Even Better If . . .
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