
 

 

British Literature: Poetry and a Play PYQ 2021 

 

Q1. ‘Shakespeare wants to immortalise his beloved through his art’. Discuss how he seeks to do so 

with reference to any one sonnet in your course.  

Ans. One of the ways Shakespeare seeks to immortalize his beloved through his art is by crafting 

sonnets that capture the essence of their beauty and character. A prime example of this can be seen 

in Sonnet 18, often referred to as "Shall I compare thee to a summer's day?" 

In Sonnet 18, Shakespeare uses vivid and timeless imagery to compare his beloved's beauty to the 

fleeting nature of a summer's day. He acknowledges the impermanence of nature's beauty, noting 

how summer's beauty and warmth eventually fade, and everything in nature undergoes change. 

However, he asserts that his beloved's beauty surpasses the transitory nature of seasons and time. 

He begins by posing the question, "Shall I compare thee to a summer's day?" This opening line 

establishes the central theme of the sonnet: the comparison between the beauty of the beloved 

and the changing seasons. As the sonnet progresses, Shakespeare emphasizes the shortcomings of 

nature's beauty, such as the harshness of winds and the eventual decline of summer. 

Shakespeare's artistry lies in his ability to use poetic devices to convey the timelessness of his 

beloved's beauty. He refers to the beloved as "eternal summer" and suggests that their beauty will 

remain undiminished in the eyes of generations to come. He also uses metaphors such as "darling 

buds of May" to describe the beloved's youthful charm. 

By the final couplet, Shakespeare asserts that as long as people read his sonnet, the beloved's 

beauty will live on, defying the ravages of time: 

 

"So long as men can breathe or eyes can see, 

So long lives this, and this gives life to thee." 

 

In this sonnet, Shakespeare not only immortalizes his beloved's beauty by capturing it in words but 

also by asserting that through his art, their beauty will endure for as long as people read his works. 

Through his skillful use of language and imagery, he transforms his beloved into a timeless figure, 

ensuring their place in history and literature. 

 

 

Q2. Critically evaluate Donne’s line ‘she is all states, and all princes I’. What does it tell us about his 

use of the hyperbole? 

Ans. Donne's line "she is all states, and all princes I" is a clear example of his use of hyperbole, a 

rhetorical device characterized by exaggerated statements or claims that are not meant to be taken 

literally. This line is from John Donne's poem "The Sun Rising," in which he addresses his lover, 



 

 

praising her beauty and significance. The hyperbolic nature of this line serves multiple purposes 

within the context of the poem and Donne's broader poetic style. 

Firstly, the hyperbole in this line emphasizes the intensity of the speaker's love and admiration for 

his beloved. By proclaiming that she embodies "all states" and "all princes," Donne is emphasizing 

that his lover is not just beautiful but encompasses all the grandeur and power associated with 

worldly authority. This exaggerated claim reflects the passionate and idealized view the speaker has 

of his beloved. 

Secondly, the hyperbole serves to elevate the status of the beloved to a divine or cosmic level. By 

suggesting that his lover contains "all states," Donne implies that she is a representative of all aspects 

of the world, encompassing a cosmic unity. Likewise, the notion that she is "all princes I" suggests 

that she possesses the authority and splendor of all rulers. This cosmic and divine imagery not only 

elevates the beloved's status but also reinforces the speaker's infatuation and the idea that his love 

transcends mundane boundaries. 

Furthermore, Donne's use of hyperbole in this line contributes to his metaphysical style, which often 

involves complex and elaborate conceits. Donne's metaphysical poetry is characterized by its 

intellectual and unconventional approach to themes of love, spirituality, and mortality. In "The Sun 

Rising," his exaggerated portrayal of the beloved reflects the unconventional ways in which he 

explores the nature of love and existence. 

In conclusion, Donne's line "she is all states, and all princes I" employs hyperbole to magnify the 

significance and beauty of the speaker's beloved. This technique enhances the poem's emotional 

intensity, reinforces the cosmic and divine imagery associated with the beloved, and aligns with 

Donne's metaphysical style that seeks to explore complex concepts through unconventional and 

elaborate conceits. 

 

 

Q3. ‘In Othello many characters struggle with competing ideas of identity and difference.’ 

Elaborate on this statement with reference to the hero of the play.  

Ans. In William Shakespeare's play "Othello," the theme of identity and difference is indeed 

prominent, and the hero of the play, Othello himself, grapples with these complex ideas throughout 

the narrative. Othello, a Moorish general in the Venetian army, experiences a profound struggle with 

his own identity as an outsider in a predominantly white society, as well as with the differences he 

perceives between himself and others. 

Othello's racial and cultural identity sets him apart from the Venetian society in which he lives. As 

a black man in a predominantly white society, he faces both overt and subtle racism. His marriage to 

Desdemona, a white woman of high status, raises eyebrows and elicits prejudiced reactions from 

those around him, including Iago. This treatment exacerbates his internal conflict, as he must 

navigate his sense of self-worth while dealing with the derogatory labels society imposes on him. 

Furthermore, Othello's identity as a military leader also contributes to his sense of difference. While 

he has achieved a high rank in the Venetian army, his background and experiences contrast with 

those of the aristocratic characters. This dichotomy between his military prowess and his perceived 

social status creates internal tension as he strives to reconcile his identity as a successful general with 

the societal expectations that come with his marriage. 



 

 

Iago's manipulation preys on Othello's insecurities about his identity. By exploiting Othello's 

differences and planting seeds of doubt about Desdemona's fidelity, Iago drives Othello to question 

his own worthiness and the genuineness of his relationships. Othello's tragic downfall is rooted in his 

inability to navigate these conflicting ideas of identity and difference effectively. 

In summary, Othello's struggle with competing ideas of identity and difference is a central theme in 

the play. His racial background, military rank, and marital situation all contribute to his internal 

conflict as he navigates his place in a society that marginalizes him. Othello's tragic fate underscores 

the devastating consequences of internalizing society's prejudices and grappling with questions of 

identity and self-worth. 

 

 

Q4. Othello is a play that underlines the themes of appearance and reality. Assess the significance 

of Iago’s line ‘I am not what I am’ in the light of the above statement.  

Ans. The line "I am not what I am" uttered by the cunning and manipulative character Iago in William 

Shakespeare's play "Othello" holds profound significance in the context of the themes of appearance 

and reality that are central to the play. This line encapsulates the intricate web of deception, 

manipulation, and the disparity between outward appearances and true intentions that permeate 

the entire narrative. 

The theme of appearance versus reality is exemplified by Iago's ability to present a façade of 

honesty and loyalty while concealing his malevolent motives. By declaring "I am not what I am," 

Iago establishes himself as a master of disguise and manipulation. This line is essentially a paradox, 

suggesting that Iago is intentionally misleading others about his true nature. It sets the tone for the 

duplicity and deceit that follow, as Iago manipulates the perceptions of those around him to further 

his own selfish agenda. 

Throughout the play, Iago's actions and words create a stark contrast between how he presents 

himself and what he truly intends. He is able to maintain a reputation as an honest and trustworthy 

individual, even while he orchestrates a web of lies and destruction. This disparity between his 

outward appearance and his inner reality mirrors the larger theme of appearances masking deeper 

truths in the play. 

"I am not what I am" also ties into the broader exploration of human nature and the complexity of 

motives. Iago's statement reflects the notion that human beings are multifaceted, capable of 

presenting different aspects of themselves to achieve their goals. This theme resonates with the 

other characters in the play, such as Othello, who falls victim to Iago's manipulation due to his 

inability to discern the difference between appearances and reality. 

In conclusion, Iago's line "I am not what I am" in "Othello" is a pivotal statement that encapsulates 

the overarching theme of appearance versus reality. This line highlights Iago's ability to manipulate 

others' perceptions and introduces the complex interplay between outward appearances and inner 

motives that shapes the tragic events of the play. It reinforces the notion that the characters' actions 

are not always a true reflection of their intentions, underlining the theme's significance in the 

unfolding of the narrative. 

 

 



 

 

Q5. Write a critical note on the key features of courtly love poetry with examples from any one 

poet in your course. 

Ans. Courtly love poetry is a genre that emerged during the medieval period, particularly in the High 

Middle Ages, and was characterized by its idealized depiction of romantic love, often set within a 

chivalric and noble framework. Key features of courtly love poetry include themes of unattainable 

love, devotion, longing, and the use of elaborate metaphors and symbolism. One prominent poet 

known for his contributions to courtly love poetry is Geoffrey Chaucer, particularly through his work 

"The Canterbury Tales." 

1. Unattainable Love: Courtly love poetry often revolves around the idea of unattainable or 

forbidden love. The beloved is usually portrayed as a distant and virtuous figure, often married or 

of higher social status, creating a sense of longing and unfulfilled desire. In "The Canterbury 

Tales," Chaucer's "The Knight's Tale" portrays the unattainable love between Palamon and Arcite 

for Emily, the sister of their captor. 

2. Idealization and Adoration: Courtly love poetry idealizes the beloved, portraying them as the 

epitome of beauty, grace, and virtue. The lover often engages in adoration and worship of the 

beloved from a distance. In Chaucer's "The Parliament of Fowls," the narrator's admiration for 

the beauty of the female eagle is a classic example of idealization. 

3. Metaphorical Language and Imagery: Courtly love poetry employs intricate metaphors and 

symbolism to convey the intensity of emotions. Love is often described in terms of noble quests, 

battles, and journeys. In "Troilus and Criseyde," Chaucer uses celestial imagery to convey Troilus's 

love for Criseyde, comparing her to a star that guides his emotions. 

4. Pain and Suffering: The suffering of the lover due to unrequited love is a recurring theme. The 

lover's pain and longing are considered a way to prove the sincerity of their feelings. Chaucer's 

"The Book of the Duchess" presents the narrator's grief over the death of the Duchess, reflecting 

the theme of suffering. 

5. Chivalric Code: Courtly love poetry often intersects with the chivalric code of honor and service. 

Knights and nobles express their devotion to the beloved as part of their commitment to chivalry. 

Chaucer's "The Knight's Tale" showcases the chivalric valor of Palamon and Arcite in their pursuit 

of Emily's love. 

In conclusion, courtly love poetry, characterized by themes of unattainable love, idealization, 

metaphors, suffering, and chivalry, is a significant literary genre that emerged during the medieval 

period. Geoffrey Chaucer's works, such as "The Canterbury Tales," exemplify these key features, 

offering insights into the intricate world of courtly love and its impact on medieval literature and 

culture. 

 

 

Q6. Does the city have a complex presence in Romantic poetry? Discuss with reference to any two 

poets in your course. 

Ans. Yes, the city does indeed have a complex presence in Romantic poetry. While much of Romantic 

poetry is associated with nature, rural landscapes, and a longing for simplicity, some Romantic poets 

also engage with the city in nuanced ways. Two poets who explore the city's complex presence in 

their works are William Wordsworth and John Keats. 

William Wordsworth: 



 

 

Wordsworth's poetry is often celebrated for its deep connection to nature and rural life. However, in 

his autobiographical poem "The Prelude," he also reflects on his experiences in the city. In Book 7 of 

"The Prelude," Wordsworth recounts his time in London and the transformative effect it had on him. 

He initially describes the city as a place of overwhelming noise and crowded streets that contrast 

with his affinity for the tranquility of nature. But as he spends more time there, he acknowledges the 

power of the city to evoke strong emotions and stir his imagination. The city becomes a source of 

both inspiration and challenge, ultimately contributing to his growth as a poet. This illustrates the 

complex presence of the city in Romantic poetry as it serves as a catalyst for personal and artistic 

development, despite its departure from nature-centric themes. 

 

John Keats: 

Keats, known for his sensuous and vivid poetry, also engages with the city in his work. In his poem 

"Ode to a Nightingale," Keats contrasts the timeless beauty of the nightingale's song with the 

transient nature of human existence. The city is portrayed as a place of careworn individuals who are 

burdened by the constraints of reality. The poet expresses a desire to escape the harsh realities of life 

in the city and join the nightingale in its natural realm. The city, in this context, represents the 

limitations and fleeting nature of human experiences. Keats's portrayal of the city emphasizes the 

tension between the urban environment and the desire for an idealized and timeless existence 

associated with nature. 

 

In conclusion, the city does possess a complex presence in Romantic poetry, challenging the 

traditional focus on nature and rural landscapes. Both Wordsworth and Keats engage with the city in 

their works, showcasing how the urban environment can evoke a range of emotions and serve as a 

backdrop for exploring themes of personal growth, disillusionment, and the contrast between 

transient human existence and the enduring beauty of nature. 


