
 

 

“An exploration of intertextual perspectives reveals the relationship between context 
and key values”. 
 

As a poet confined to the rigid stature and repression of the Victorian epoch, Elizabeth 
Barrett Browning’s suite of sonnets, “Sonnets from the Portuguese”, seeks to abandon the 
conventional morality and the patriarchal status quo of her time. She appropriates a 
masculine sonnet form to vindicate her feminine voice, for the yearning of an ideal love. EBB 
encapsulated a society pervaded by an innate Christian religion as mirrored in her fusion of 
an eternal love that transpires through the life changing propensity of hope.  Antithetically, 
F.S. Fitzgerald’s novel, “The Great Gatsby”, elucidates a critical implication upon the 
hedonistic milieu that condemns love as a commodity to the ethically shallow people of the 
Roaring 20’s. The obsession with materialism and superficiality, as impelled by the American 
Dream, engenders a departure from spirituality – where love and hope become illustrious 
illusions of a flawed society. Evidently, a study of the texts in tandem correlates context with 
inherently similar key values to harbour insight into the composer’s influences and grants 
responders a deeper understanding. 
 
Love is a universally conceptualised notion that transpires as a dynamic, multifaceted 
emotion that communicates the contextual premise of its declaration. EBB’s sonnets 
vindicate her desire for a pure love, which intrinsically challenges the Victorian era that was 
defined by suppression and patriarchy. Browning’s divergence from the veil of silence, that 
shrouded women of that milieu, is empowered by her capacity to manipulate the Petrarchan 
sonnet form that conventionally prided the vocalisation of male poets. She creates a 
contradiction between the rigid nature of the restrictive 14-lined form with an immense 
saturation of emotional evocations regarding love. As a result, her sonnets compel an 
impassioned love of a perfect union that is epitomised in the anaphora “I love thee… I love 
thee… I love thee” (sonnet 43), vindicated by an uncustomary feminine voice. EBB’s 
profound subversion of her repressed status guides introspection upon the vulnerability of 
women, whilst simultaneously highlighting the credence of EBB’s departure from passivity. 
Undeterred by a male dominant society, EBB defines the relationship she expects to attain, 
as she overtly demands to be “loved for loves sake only”, which encapsulates her desire for 
a genuine love – untainted by idiosyncrasies and highlights an unconventional sense of 
authority. She emphasises her devotion to a pure love, given that it “May be unwrought so” 
where a negation permeates to suggest a danger in a superficial love based solely on 
transient qualities, in which the persona is protecting herself from. EBB evidently insinuates 
the need for an idealised and virtuous love that is instigated through her assertive voice and 
confidence, starkly deviating from the confinement and powerlessness of women during the 
Victorian era. 
 
Love is a potent force that underpins FSF’s narrative TGG but becomes redefined by the 
hedonism contrived by the frivolous society of America in the 1920s. The novel encapsulates 
the underlying fissures of a prosperous post-war façade that impelled the manifestation of a 
materialistic culture, which condemned love as a casualty. Fascinatingly, Gatsby’s 
unfaltering pursuit for Daisy’s reciprocated affection can be deemed as powerful, 
synonymous to the love EBB engendered. This is immaculately rendered in the profound 
imagery “he stretched his arm toward the dark water… I glanced seaward and distinguished 
a single green light” as the narrator, Nick, describes – intrinsically alluding to a yearning for a 
higher state of love. Gatsby’s strive for Daisy’s reciprocated affection becomes a clouded 
illusion, where although he realises “her voice is full of money”, he is devoted in pursuing her 
as a testament to his success by rekindling a dissipated love. It is through the motif of the 
colour green, both on the end of Daisy’s dock and the green-back (dollar bills), that instates 
Daisy as a product of her context, given her love must be bought solely on the affluence of a 
man. Despite a pervasive social decadence that tarnished love with superficiality, the 
strategic first-person narration of Nick orchestrates a veil of adoration that encompasses 
Gatsby through his innate capacity to transcend the woeful and empty love of a consumerist 



 

 

age.  Evidently, EBB and Gatsby are shrouded by eras that discerned love in contrasting 
regards, yet their exhibition of love subverted and eclipsed their contexts.  
 
The tenacity of hope implored in EBB’s sonnets resonates with the highly spiritual and 
religious facet of the Victorian society, which impels love as transformative. The allegory that 
substantiated the initial sonnets posed a sense of contention towards love, as projected in 
the negative image that deduced Robert Browning’s love as a “shadow across me” (sonnet 
1). This evokes insight into a pessimistic persona that mirrors not only EBB’s hopeless state 
as an invalid, but invites a connection to the melancholic reign of Queen Victoria during this 
time. A progression of the sonnets, however, deviates from the persona’s distressed state to 
a contrasting marriage of love with the life-changing capacity of hope as insinuated in the 
symbolic imagery of the “first time that the sun rose” (sonnet 32) – where the natural visuals 
signal a new day and hopeful beginnings for EBB’s relationship.  Furthermore, an eternality 
of love that transpires as part of a deeply religious society, invigorates the propensity of 
hope to alter the course of the persona’s menial and debilitating life to one that is fulfilled 
with a passionate ardour as EBB resolutely asserts “I shall but love thee better after death”. 
The spiritual dimension that is implicated adheres to the divinity of Christianity that prevailed 
during the era, allowing for hope to inoculate EBB with the potential to place innate belief 
and faith into an endearing relationship that offers a renewed life.  
 
Hope is a fickle concept in TGG’s debauched society that precariously lacks the vitality of 
spirituality, in stark opposition its life changing capacity in EBB’s sonnets. Humanity and faith 
is reduced to contingencies on veneers of wealth and superficial needs, and thus propels 
FSF’s distinctive criticism of his context. His imploration of Nick as a narrator creates 
dissonance to characterise him as a moral compass equipped to relay impartial judgements 
upon the recklessness of society. His exposure to the old money stature of the Buchanans 
vilifies them as “careless”, while the social purgatory of the symbolic Valley of Ashes is a 
direct confrontation, as those who have failed to attain the wealth of the American Dream – 
such as the “no money” class in which George and Myrtle Wilson belong to, are rendered 
insignificant. Unlike EBB’s deep Christian faith, the notion of God or a higher power is 
decreed to a trivial billboard bearing the disapproving eyes of Dr TJ Eckleburg that is 
symbolic of the extent of moral decay. As a residual character, confined to the graveyard of 
morality, George Wilson ardently cries for change, “God knows everything you’ve been 
doing”. FSF conveys an ironic suggestion, given the biblical allusion is contradictory to the 
absence of God in a society marred by hedonism and materialism. The human aspiration to 
transcend the moral degradation and pertain towards justice fails with the murder of Gatsby, 
whom Nick symbolically epitomised as the “hope in humanity” and further emphasised in 
Daisy’s “retreat back into money and vast carelessness”. Despite Gatsby emanation of hope 
alike EBB, this notion ultimately becomes forsaken in an era contaminated by dispensable 
pleasures and a grave lack of spirituality. 
  
In essence, EBB’s Sonnets from the Portuguese and FSF’s TGG are meticulous products of 
their time, thus granting responders a portal into their respective contextual premise. It is 
through the exploration of the inherent concepts of love and hope that verifies how the 
dynamic nature of context perpetuates disparate conjectures of the similar notions. Through 
the implication of subversions, criticisms and transcending characters, both texts are able to 
effectively portray how love and hope are moulded to or challenges their eras.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Summary Notes – English MOD A  
 
Intro: 
 
The literary ingenuity of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s poetry sequence, “Sonnets from the 
Portuguese” and F.S Fitzgerald’s novella, “The Great Gatsby”, meticulously encapsulate the 
dynamic and multifaceted tenor or love and hope to communicate the contextual premise of 
the composers. As a poet confined to the rigid stature and repression of the Victorian epoch, 
EBB seeks to abandon the conventional morality and the patriarchal status quo of her time. 
She appropriates a masculine sonnet form to vindicate her feminine voice, for the yearning 
of an ideal love. EBB encapsulated a society pervaded by an innate Christian religion as 
mirrored in her fusion of an eternal love that transpires through the life changing propensity 
of hope.  Antithetically, TGG, elucidates a critical implication upon the hedonistic milieu that 
condemns love as a commodity to the ethically shallow people of the Roaring 20’s. The 
obsession with materialism and superficiality, as impelled by the American Dream, 
engenders a departure from spirituality – where love and hope become illustrious illusions of 
a flawed society. Evidently, a study of the texts in tandem correlates context with inherently 
similar key values to harbour insight into the composer’s influences and grants responders a 
deeper understanding. 
 


