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ENGLISH LITERATURE I 

Candidates should answer THREE questions 

You may answer on any literature written in English 

1. Why should people want to write about dragons? 

2. ‘Caedmon’s songs and his poems were so beautiful to hear, that his teachers 

themselves wrote and learned at his mouth. He sang first about the creation of the 

world and about the origin of mankind and all of the history of Genesis’ (THE 

VENERABLE BEDE). What was the relationship between orality and literacy in Anglo-

Saxon literature?  

3. ‘They sang then and played to please the hero, / Words and music for their warrior 

prince, / Harp tunes and tales of adventure: / There were high times on the hall 

benches / And the king’s poet performed his part’ (BEOWULF, trans. SEAMUS

HEANEY). What does Anglo-Saxon poetry tell us about Anglo-Saxon poetry? 

4. How far do regional identities shape English writing? You may limit your answer to 

any period of roughly fifty years. 

5. What would medieval English literature have looked like if France had never existed? 

6. ‘Spirituality is a highly localized phenomenon, emerging within specific groups and 

in particular places in response to particular needs’. Discuss. 

7. Would it make a difference if we knew who the Gawain poet was? 

8. ‘The spaces and institutions in which Chaucer lived and worked, and the places that 

he visited, shaped him as a person and as a poet’ (MARION TURNER). Discuss. 

9. What do the variant versions of Piers Plowman tell us about the poem? 
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10. What does allegory offer a poet that realist narrative does not? 

11. ‘Chivalry was always more a set of questions than a code’. Discuss. 

12. ‘I pray Almyty God that this booke com not but to the hands of them that will be His 

faithfull lovers, and to those that will submitt them to the feith of Holy Church, and 

obey the holesom understondying and teching of the men that be of vertuous life, 

sadde age, and profound lerning’ (JULIAN OF NORWICH). How do medieval writers 

manage their afterlife?  

13. What’s lost in reading a manuscript poet in print? (You may restrict your answer to 

one poet). 

14. How useful is it to think of English writing from any period as ‘European’? 

15. ‘The Reformation did not immediately arrive at its meridian, and though day was 

gradually encreasing upon us, the goblins of witchcraft still continued to hover in the 

twilight.’ (SAMUEL JOHNSON). Is there a case for goblins? 

16. ‘And may not I presume a little farther, to shewe the reasonablenesse of this word 

Vates, which is as much as a diviner, foreseer, or Prophet, and say that the holy 

Davids Psalms are a divine Poeme?’ (SIR PHILIP SIDNEY). Discuss.  

17. What is courtly about court poetry? 

18. What were Spenser’s failures? 

19. Why did Shakespeare happen when he did? Or is that an intrinsically stupid question? 

20. ‘Shakespeare’s early history plays became rich repositories of structural paradigms 

for his later works’ (EMRYS JONES). Discuss.  

21. Did commonplacing have as great an influence on literary culture in the early modern 

period as is often claimed? 
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22. Who was the grandest translator of them all?  

23. ‘Desire my Readers to give me the same priviledge to discourse in natural Philosophy, 

as Scholers have in schooles, which I have heard speak freely, and boldly, without 

being condemned for Atheisme’ (MARGARET CAVENDISH). Discuss. 

24. ‘All I ask, is the privilege for my masculine part, the poet in me’ (APHRA BEHN). 

Discuss. 

25. Can false beliefs about the world be a good thing for writers? 

26. Is it a problem for a religious poet to have an awareness of sin without actually having 

experienced it?  

27. Was Milton a destructive influence? 

28. ‘Did Milton’s prose, O Charles! thy death defend? / A furious foe unconscious proves 

a friend. / On Milton’s verse did Bentley comment? Know, / A weak officious friend 

becomes a foe’ (ALEXANDER POPE). Discuss one or both of these couplets. 

29. Mock the heroic. 

30. Try to take the dry out of Dryden. 

31. Consider the role of dialect in any work or works of fiction. 

32. Did the emergence of copyright make a significant difference to the concept of 

authorship? 

33. ‘For if these popular bards were confessedly revered and admired in those very 

countries which the Anglo-Saxons inhabited before their removal into Britain, can we 

do otherwise than conclude that men of this order accompanied such tribes as 

migrated hither?’ (THOMAS PERCY). Discuss the relationship between national 

mythologies and poetry in the later eighteenth century. 
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34. Be gothic. 

35. ‘Blah blah blah get married’. Are early English novels much more than this? 

36. ‘Let other pens dwell on guilt and misery. I quit such odious subjects as soon as I can, 

impatient to restore everybody, not greatly in fault themselves, to tolerable comfort, 

and to have done with all the rest.’ (JANE AUSTEN). Discuss in relation to Jane Austen 

or any other novelist. 

37. ‘True genius vindicates to itself an exemption from all regard to whatever has gone 

before’ (PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY to LORD BYRON). Discuss. 

38. ‘It would not reduce Dickens’s politics absurdly to say that he was for circulation and 

against stoppage’ (DAVID TROTTER). Do you agree? 

39. ‘As realism proposes to give us fictions about how things really were, a space 

naturally opens up within that mode to tell us how things might have been but were 

not’ (ANDREW H. MILLER). Discuss in relation to the nineteenth-century novel.  

40. What effect did the decline in spiritual orthodoxy have on nineteenth-century 

literature? 

41. ‘American writers, it seems to me, have demonstrated both the advantages and 

drawbacks involved in America’s brave and exhilarating apostasy from history’ 

(TONY TANNER). Do you agree? 

42. ‘The war has used up words; they have weakened, they have deteriorated like motor 

car tires, with a loss of expression through increase of limpness, that may well make 

us wonder what ghosts will be left to walk’ (HENRY JAMES). Was James right about 

the impact that the First World War would have on literary language? 

43. ‘The poet is the sayer, the namer, and represents beauty. He is a sovereign, and stands 

on the centre.’ (RALPH WALDO EMERSON). Discuss in relation to Emerson or any 

other writer or writers.  
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44. ‘We, the people, must redeem / and make America again.’ (LANGSTON HUGHES).   

Has a poet ever made American democracy great again? 

45. What are the alternatives to thinking about writing in English from outside the British 

Isles as ‘post-colonial’?  

46. ‘‘Modernism’ has lost its capital letter, becoming variously late, long and twinned 

with an infinite variety of supplementary terms’ (GILL PLAIN). To what extent is it 

useful to view twentieth-century literature in terms of the advent, zenith, and 

aftermath of ‘modernism’? 

47. ‘A rude, popular literature of the romantic possibilities of the modern city was bound 

to arise. It has arisen in the popular detective stories, as rough and refreshing as the 

ballads of Robin Hood’ (G.K. CHESTERTON). Discuss. 

48. Why did the Spanish Civil War have such a big influence on English writers? 

49. ‘The first thing a socialist writer has to realize is that there is no value in the emotions, 

the spiritual writhings, started in him by the sight, smell and touch of poverty.’ 

(STORM JAMESON). Are emotions a distraction for socialist literature?   

50. ‘Out of Ireland have we come. / Great hatred, little room, / Maimed us at the start’ 

(W.B. YEATS). Discuss in relation to any writer or writers. 

51. ‘Literature has up to now magnified pensive immobility, ecstasy and slumber. We 

want to exalt movements of aggression, feverish sleeplessness, the double march, the 

perilous leap, the slap and the blow with the fist.’ (FILIPPO TOMMASO MARINETTI). 

Discuss. 

52. ‘There is no place for the Blitz in human experience; it apparently cannot make a 

place of its own. It will have no literature’ (ELIZABETH BOWEN). Discuss. 

53. ‘The novel’s painful question is: what have we done to our children?’ (PENELOPE 

FITZGERALD). How did postwar fiction wrestle with burdensome inheritances? 
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54. ‘South African literature is a literature in bondage. It is a less-than-fully-human 

literature. It is exactly the kind of literature you would expect people to write from 

prison’ (J. M. COETZEE). Discuss in relation to any anglophone writing from outside 

the UK. 

55. ‘Colonization works to decivilize the colonizer, to brutalize him in the true sense of 

the word, to degrade him, to awaken him to buried instincts, to covetousness, 

violence, race hatred, and moral relativism’ (AIMÉ CÉSAIRE). Discuss. 

56. In what ways has film influenced contemporary fiction?  

57. ‘In digital technologies language is lifted off the page and therefore able to be poured 

into so many different forms and really be moulded and sculpted in a way that wasn’t 

possible before’ (KENNETH GOLDSMITH). Discuss. 

58. ‘Are memoirs now courageously speaking hitherto unspeakable things, things that we 

have held in silence precisely because we have refused to accept them as part of 

knowledge? Or is their speech in such cases culpable, compounding the original 

trespass with unseemly disclosure?’ (PAUL JOHN EAKIN). Answer with reference to 

contemporary life-writing.  
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ENGLISH LITERATURE II

Candidates should answer Section A and TWO questions from Section B

Note that Section A is compulsory. In Section B you may answer in relation to literature 

written in languages other than English if you wish 

Section A

1. Compare the following two poems in any way you like. 

a) The Mower to the Glow-Worms 

Ye living lamps, by whose dear light 

The nightingale does sit so late, 

And studying all the summer night, 

Her matchless songs does meditate; 

Ye country comets, that portend 5 

No war nor prince’s funeral, 

Shining unto no higher end 

Than to presage the grass’s fall; 

Ye glow-worms, whose officious flame 

To wand’ring mowers shows the way, 10 

That in the night have lost their aim, 

And after foolish fires do stray; 

Your courteous lights in vain you waste, 

Since Juliana here is come, 

For she my mind hath so displac’d  15 

That I shall never find my home. 

(ANDREW MARVELL) 
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b) The Poets light but Lamps

The Poets light but Lamps — 

Themselves — go out — 

The Wicks they stimulate 

If vital Light 

Inhere as do the Suns — 5 

Each Age a Lens 

Disseminating their 

Circumference — 

(EMILY DICKINSON) 

Section B 

2. Should children’s fiction be wicked? 

3. ‘Metaphor shares a nature with a riddle’. Discuss. 

4. What value does philology have for literary criticism? 

5. ‘I was forced to reduce my transcripts very often to clusters of words in which scarce any 

meaning is retained’ (SAMUEL JOHNSON, Preface to his Dictionary). How should 

dictionaries use illustrative quotations and how should critics use dictionaries? 

6. ‘It is just as arbitrary to draw your boundary of inquiry at the author-publisher 

collaboration as it is to draw it around only the author itself’. Discuss. 

7. ‘No text is self-identical. Variation is the invariant rule of the textual condition’ (JEROME 

MCGANN). Discuss. 
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8. Does rhyme always mess with reason? 

9. Is performance history intrinsically banal? 

10. Can writers make themselves canonical? 

11. ‘Fiction is about what happens next; lyric is about what happens now’ (JONATHAN 

CULLER). Discuss. 

12. Imagine that one work of fiction was never written. How would that change things? 

13. Make a case either for or against reading literature politically.   

14. ‘[T]he worst is not / So long as we can say “This is the worst”’ (SHAKESPEARE, King 

Lear). Do you agree?  

15. ‘We can think of characters as being like persons without scanting or short-changing their 

aesthetic properties’ (RITA FELSKI). Discuss. 

16. ‘Designed to disappoint’. Discuss this view of the short story. 

17. Are there unconscious intentions in literature? 

18. ‘There is no original or primary gender a drag imitates, but gender is a kind of imitation 

for which there is no original’ (JUDITH BUTLER). Discuss. 

19. ‘Why shouldn’t there be a Nigerian or West African English which we can use to express 

our own ideas, thinking and philosophy in our own way?’ (GABRIEL OKARA). Discuss. 

20. Why is the Indian Ocean the setting of so much recent fiction? 

21. ‘The history of Africa is both beautifully and tragically chaotic and African stories 

should, and do, reflect this’ (SIPHIWE GLORIA NDLOVU). Discuss. 
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22. ‘The problem with speculative fiction is that it so often seems to think it knows what its 

ideas are.’ Discuss. 

23. ‘Literature represents the ultimate coding of our crises, of our most intimate and most 

serious apocalypses’ (JULIA KRISTEVA). Discuss. 

24. ‘My books don’t make good films. Film companies think they will, but they don’t’ 

(GRAHAM GREENE). Defend an onscreen adaptation of a literary work.  

25. ‘What I feel for you can’t be conveyed in phrasal combinations; It either screams out loud 

or stays painfully silent but I promise — it beats words. It beats worlds’ (KATHERINE 

MANSFIELD). Discuss. 

26. ‘I must tell stories as if the world were a living, single entity, constantly forming before 

our eyes, and as if we were a small and at the same time powerful part of it’ (OLGA 

TOKARCZUK). Discuss. 

27. Describe a hanging in the style of P.G. Wodehouse AND/OR Gertrude Stein. 

28. Should literary critics take themselves less seriously? 

29. ‘If poetry can terrify people by hideous fictions, painting can do as much by depicting the 

same things in action’ (LEONARDO DA VINCI). Compare poetry with painting.  

30. ‘Who gives a fuck about the Oxford comma?’ (VAMPIRE WEEKEND). Consider minutiae 

of punctuation in the light of this comment. 

31. Proust or Joyce?  

32. ‘If you ignore the noise then you lose part of the meaning’ (KAMAU BRATHWAITE). 

Discuss.  

33. In what ways can archaeological discoveries influence the interpretation of literary texts? 
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34. Who should win the next Nobel Prize for Literature and why? 

35. ‘I just don’t get what the fuck half the shit is that you’re listening to / Do you have any 

idea how much I hate this choppy flow / Everyone copies though? Probably no’ 

(EMINEM). Discuss. 

36. ‘Nothing is my last word about anything’ (HENRY JAMES). Discuss literary last words.  

37. Discuss the literary treatment of ONE of the following:  

androgyny; bathos; cosmetics; deliberation; elocution; flashbacks; geography; hooks; 

insanity; justification; knights; lying; mountains; neverlands; optimism; phallogocentricity; 

questions; robots; stupidity; telegrams; unmentionability; venereal disease; walking; 

xenophania; yellow; zephyrs
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ENGLISH LITERATURE I 

Candidates should answer THREE questions 

 

You may answer on any literature written in English 

 

 

1. ‘The fact that many of the surviving Irish tales show some remarkable resemblances 

to themes, stories and even names in the sagas of the Indian Vedas, written in Sanskrit 

at the start of the first millennium BC, shows just how ancient they may be’ (PETER 

BERRESFORD ELLIS). Discuss ancientness or influence in Old English literature. 

2. How epic is Beowulf? 

3. ‘So he gathered together all the true and kindly people that he knew, and he dressed 

them in armour, and he made them knights, and taught them his idea, and set them 

down, at a Round Table’ (T. H. WHITE, The Once and Future King). Discuss idealism 

in medieval literature. 

4. ‘Marguerite Porete offers an amazing account of a soul in some such condition: “Such 

a soul ... swims in the sea of joy—that is in the sea of delights flowing and streaming 

from the Divinity, and she feels no joy for she herself is joy, and swims and floats in 

joy without feeling any joy because she inhabits Joy and Joy inhabits her”’ (ANNE 

CARSON). Discuss pantheism AND/OR ecstasy in medieval literature. 

5. What do fabliaux tell us about the medieval sense of humour? 

6. Chivalry or humanism? 

7. ‘Wyatt wrote brilliantly about being stuck’ (NICOLA SHULMAN). How did courtiers 

deal with being stuck? 

8. What influence did classical epic exert on Renaissance literature? 

9. Write an intellectual biography of Shakespeare. 

10. ‘What of Herbert’s metric? Poetry has been said to be the result of a metre-making 

argument. This is what sometimes we miss in this poet’ (R. S. THOMAS). Discuss 

argument-making in seventeenth-century poetry. 

11. Explore the interaction of religion and politics in women’s writing during the 

seventeenth century. 

12. ‘I made him just and right, / Sufficient to have stood, though free to fall’ (JOHN 

MILTON, Paradise Lost). Discuss the idea of free will in Paradise Lost. 

13. Discuss the presentation of EITHER ‘wit’ OR ‘judgement’ on the Restoration stage. 

14. What was formally innovative about the novel during the eighteenth century? 

15. ‘Post-Augustan’ or ‘pre-Romantic’? Or neither? 



[OVER] 

16. ‘[O]n Sunday last Engels said: “Oh, we all knew Shelley by heart then”’ (ELEANOR 

MARX). What is the link between Romanticism and revolution? 

17. ‘Byron’s romanticism, it must be confessed, was only half sincere’ (BERTRAND 

RUSSELL). Write about sincerity or insincerity in Romantic-period poetry. 

18. ‘Disingenuousness and double-dealing seemed to meet him at every turn’ (JANE 

AUSTEN, Emma). Are Austen’s novels disingenuous? 

19. ‘We see in splendid drawing-rooms the GREAT 

Squeeze in and then squeeze out again in state!  

As far removed from comfort as from mirth, 

The dullest, HOTTEST, COLDEST beings on earth.’  

 

(PIERCE EGAN, Life in London). Discuss Regency literature of social critique. 

20. ‘Paradoxically, whenever a writer in Wiltshire or County Antrim or Inverness-shire 

asserted the individuality of a local story or historical monument, he was inadvertently 

contributing to a collective sense of the importance of particular places’ (FIONA 

STAFFORD, Local Attachments). Write about ideas of locality in Victorian literature. 

21. ‘All actual heroes are essential men, / And all men possible heroes: every age, / 

Heroic in proportions’ (ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING, Aurora Leigh). Discuss 

conceptions of heroism AND/OR masculinity in nineteenth-century poetry. 

22. What was transcendental about Transcendentalism? 

23. ‘You may, perhaps, be surprised at my saying this; perhaps surprised at my implying 

that war itself can be right, or necessary, or noble at all’ (JOHN RUSKIN). Discuss 

literary attitudes to war in the hundred years before 1914. 

24. Write about representations of homosexuality in turn-of-the-century literature. 

25. ‘[T]he opinion that Beethoven is comprehensible and Schoenberg incomprehensible is 

an objective illusion’ (THEODOR ADORNO). Discuss in relation to the modernist novel. 

26. How did literary moralists deal with the tragedies of the twentieth century? 

27. ‘I would never write about someone that forced me to write at a lower register than 

what I can write’ (MARTIN AMIS). Discuss. 

28. ‘I hadn’t meant to go grave robbing with Richard Dawkins / but he can be very 

persuasive. “Do you believe in God?” / he asked. “I don’t know,” I said. He said, 

“Right, so get / in the car.”’ (SIMON ARMITAGE, ‘The Experience’). Can poetry and 

science get along? Answer with reference to any contemporary literature. 

29. ‘If we are to foster the kind of intelligent critical culture required to combat the effects 

of populism in politics, we must stop celebrating amateurism and ignorance in our 

poetry’ (REBECCA WATTS). Does uncritical valorization do more harm than good? 

30. ‘Shakespeare’s naturalism in fact leads to extravagant license and improbability (Lear 

leaping off Dover Cliff)’ (GEORGE STEINER, The Death of Tragedy). When critics are
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 as thoughtful as George Steiner, is it missing the point to complain about their minor 

errors? 

31. ‘[Oedipa] looked around, spooked at the sunlight pouring in all the windows, as if she 

had been trapped at the centre of some intricate crystal, and said, “My God”’ 

(THOMAS PYNCHON, The Crying of Lot 49). Discuss wonder in contemporary 

literature. 

32. ‘Because this is capitalism / your fantasy of being CEO / has come true. The company 

is yours. / And you are riding towards Yonkers / alone’ (ZOHAR ATKINS). Write about 

the literary presentation of anti-capitalism. 
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ENGLISH LITERATURE II 

Candidates should answer Section A and TWO questions from Section B 

Note that Section A is compulsory. In Section B you may answer in relation  

to literature written in languages other than English if you wish 
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Section A 

1. Compare the following two passages in any way you like: 

 

a) […] With set jaw they are fighting, 

fighting, fighting,—some we love whom we know, 

  some we love but know not—that 

   hearts may feel and not be numb. 

  It cures me; or am I what    5 

   I can’t believe in? Some 

 

in snow, some on crags, some in quicksands, 

 little by little, much by much, they 

are fighting fighting fighting that where 

 there was death there may     10 

be life. ‘When a man is prey to anger, 

he is moved by outside things; when he holds 

  his ground in patience patience 

   patience, that is action or 

  beauty,’ the soldier’s defense    15 

   and hardest armor for 

 

the fight. The world’s an orphans’ home. Shall 

 we never have peace without sorrow? 

without pleas of the dying for 

 help that won’t come? O     20 

quiet form upon the dust, I cannot 

look and yet I must. If these great patient 

  dyings—all these agonies 

   and wound bearings and bloodshed— 

  can teach us how to live, these   25 

   dyings were not wasted. 

 

Hate-hardened heart, O heart of iron 

 iron is iron till it is rust. 

There never was a war that was 

 not inward; I must      30 

fight till I have conquered in myself what 

causes war, but I would not believe it. 

  I inwardly did nothing. 

   O Iscariot-like crime! 

  Beauty is everlasting     35 

   and dust is for a time. 

(from MARIANNE MOORE, ‘In Distrust of Merits’) 
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b) […] “Observe a pompion-twine afloat; 

Pluck me one cup from off the castle-moat! 

Along with cup you raise leaf, stalk and root, 

The entire surface of the pool to boot. 

So could I pluck a cup, put in one song   5 

A single sight, did not my hand, too strong, 

Twitch in the least the root-strings of the whole. 

How should externals satisfy my soul?” 

“Why that’s precise the error Squarcialupe” 

(Hazarded Naddo) “finds; ‘the man can’t stoop  10 

To sing us out,’ quoth he, ‘a mere romance; 

He’d fain do better than the best, enhance 

The subjects’ rarity, work problems out 

Therewith.’ Now, you’re a bard, a bard past doubt, 

And no philosopher; why introduce    15 

Crotchets like these? fine, surely, but no use 

In poetry—which still must be, to strike, 

Based upon common sense; there’s nothing like 

Appealing to our nature! what beside 

Was your first poetry? No tricks were tried   20 

In that, no hollow thrills, affected throes! 

‘The man,’ said we, ‘tells his own joys and woes: 

We’ll trust him.’ Would you have your songs endure? 

Build on the human heart!—why, to be sure 

Yours is one sort of heart—but I mean theirs,  25 

Ours, every one’s, the healthy heart one cares 

To build on! Central peace, mother of strength, 

That’s father of ... nay, go yourself that length, 

Ask those calm-hearted doers what they do 

When they have got their calm! And is it true,  30 

Fire rankles at the heart of every globe? 

Perhaps. But these are matters one may probe 

Too deeply for poetic purposes: 

(from ROBERT BROWNING, Sordello) 
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Section B 

2. ‘There is no more reason for languages to change than there is for automobiles to add 

fins one year and remove them the next, for jackets to have three buttons one year and 

two the next’ (PAUL POSTAL). Do you agree? 

3. ‘Pope has disguised him in foppery, and Cowper has stripped him naked’ (ROBERT 

SOUTHEY on Homer). What do you think is the most apt metaphor for literary 

translation? 

4. ‘The historical life of a literary work is unthinkable without the active participation of 

its audience.’ Would you agree? 

5. Does reading a ballad rather than singing it miss the point? 

6. ‘I mean to be heavy’ (GERTRUDE STEIN). How have women writers represented the 

relationship between the body and the intellect? 

7. ‘Thou yard, three-quarters, half-yard, quarter, nail, / Thou flea, thou nit, thou winter-

cricket thou!’ (WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE). Write about the relationship between poetry 

and ordinary speech. You don’t have to mention Shakespeare. 

8. Discuss the differences between propaganda, public relations and political literature. 

9. Are literary genres discovered or made? 

10. Make a case for the literary significance of a particular bookseller, printer or 

periodical of your choice. 

11. ‘Our charge against anthologies is that they have robbed the poetry-reading publics of 

self-respect’ (LAURA RIDING and ROBERT GRAVES). Defend anthologies. 

12. What is or was the Sublime? 

13. ‘She’d really rather it all kept going, water in the taps, whales in the oceans’ (OLIVIA 

LAING, Crudo). Discuss the representation of crisis in the work of one or more 

writers. 

14. What do manuscript miscellanies teach us about medieval or early modern literary 

culture? 

15. ‘Chiming then to me, with exquisite consent, as I melted away, his oily balsamic 

injection, mixing deliciously with the sluices in flow from me, sheathed and blunted 

all the stings of pleasure’ (JOHN CLELAND, Fanny Hill). Is all writing about sex bad? 

16. What might an intersectional novel look like? Feel free to try writing your own. 

17. ‘Contemporaries would likely have had no idea that they were living in the great age 

of satire’ (ASHLEY MARSHALL on the long eighteenth century). Should we get rid of 

literary period labels?
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18. Are there differences between intentionality in the moral sphere and intentionality in 

the artistic sphere? 

19. ‘I ought not to read any thing of the Novel kind only what are called good Books’ 

(LADY DOROTHY BRADSHAIGH). Why have novels been considered immoral? 

20. Can literary rivalries be productive? 

21. ‘they were asked to tweet-review the play for a fee and all expenses paid […] soon 

there’ll be no need for proper critics, the so-called “experts” who’ve been running the 

show since forever’ (BERNARDINE EVARISTO, Girl, Woman, Other). Has social media 

enabled new forms of literary criticism?  

22. Is parody disrespectful? 

23. ‘There is an intrinsic absurdity in making current literature a subject of academic 

study, and the student who wants a tutor’s assistance in reading the works of his own 

contemporaries might as well ask for a nurse’s assistance in blowing his own nose’ 

(C.S. LEWIS). Discuss. 

24. Write about the representation of illness in the work of a writer or writers of your 

choice. 

25. ‘Blessed be all metrical rules that / forbid automatic responses, / force us to have 

second thoughts, / free from the fetters of Self’ (W.H. AUDEN). Discuss. 

26. What might follow the material turn? 

27. Does consideration of a writer’s personality have a place in literary criticism? 

28. Should literary texts be minimally or maximally edited? 

29. Write a lampoon. 

30. Discuss the literary treatment of any ONE of the following topics: 

Antipathy; bastards; [the] closet; disgust; ecstasy; farrago; gallantry; hedge-funds; 

insularity; joy; kissing; lassitude; misadventure; négritude; oddness; pandemics; 

quintessence; raillery; sundering; titillation; unimportance; virago; wandering; 

xeroxes; yesterday; zephyrs. 

 

 

 



ENGLISH LITERATURE I 

Candidates should answer THREE questions 
 

You may answer on any literature written in English 
 

 
1. Why should we still read Beowulf?  

2. ‘Chaucer’s life and his poetry were embedded in and determined by a world of 
international trade, manuscript exchange, multilingual creativity, and the movement 
of things and ideas across ever-changing borders’ (MARION TURNER). Discuss. 

3. Does Piers Plowman have a central argument? 

4. Why was the fable so popular in medieval England? 

5. ‘Medieval science inherited from Antiquity a number of different theories purporting 
to explain why the course of human life runs as it does’ (J. A. BURROW). Discuss in 
relation to any medieval literary work. 

6. Was Shakespeare obsessed with money? 

7. ‘Of hand, of foot, of lip, of eye, of brow’ (SHAKESPEARE, Sonnet 106). Write on any 
body part or parts with reference to literature of any period. 

8. a) ‘As figures be the instruments of ornament in every language, so be they also in a 
sort of abuses, or rather trespasses, in speech, because they pass the ordinary limits of 
common utterance, and be occupied of purpose to deceive the ear and also the mind, 
drawing it from plainness and simplicity to a certain doubleness, whereby our talk is 
the more guileful and abusing’ (GEORGE PUTTENHAM, The Arte of English Poesie). 
Write on the ‘doubleness’ of language in Renaissance drama. 

OR 

b)  ‘ “Pericles: Where were you born? 
    And wherefore called Marina? 

      Marina:   Called Marina 
      For I was born at sea.” 

The science of language would suggest that Pericles’s words, like Marina’s just 
quoted, are “models” of an underlying reality. Our experience in the theatre is that 
they are reality’ (ANNE BARTON). Is language the main reality of theatre? 

9. ‘Book history and cultural history have placed translations at the centre of a highly 
intricate nexus of authors, translators (including intermediary translators), paratext-
writers, editors and correctors, censors, printers, booksellers, patrons and readers—so 
intricate, indeed, that it sometimes seems as if each translation has its own distinctive 
“culture”’ (WARREN BOUTCHER).  Discuss. 
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10. ‘Women’s Tongues are as sharp as two-edged Swords, and wound as much, when 
they are anger’d’ (MARGARET CAVENDISH). Discuss in relation to the work of one or 
more women writing before 1780.  

11. ‘The central problem of Milton’s poetic career, as of his life, is that of service’ 
(GORDON TESKEY). Do you agree? 

12. Why was Grub Street despised? Should it have been?  

13. Why write political poetry when you can just write a political treatise? Answer in 
relation to the poetry of any war, civil or uncivil. 

14. ‘And I may safely say it of this present age, that if we were not so great wits as 
Donne, yet certainly we are better poets’ (JOHN DRYDEN). Was he right? 

15. Write about seriousness in the work of Jonathan Swift or Daniel Defoe or both. 

16. ‘The art of travelling is only a branch of the art of thinking’ (MARY 
WOLLSTONECRAFT). Discuss the relation between travel and thought with reference to 
literature of any period. 

17. ‘Old man! ’tis not so difficult to die’ (Manfred, BYRON). Write about EITHER death 
OR difficulty in the work of any one or more Romantic writers. 

18. ‘Art is a Representation of reality—a representation which, inasmuch as it is not the 
thing itself, but only represents it, must necessarily be limited by the nature of its 
medium’ (GEORGE HENRY LEWES). Discuss the limits and possibilities of realism. 

19. ‘Perversion was (and remains) a concept bound up with insurrection’ (JONATHAN 
DOLLIMORE). Do you agree? 

 
20. ‘The novels continue to live their own wonderful internal life’ (E. M. FORSTER). How 

important is the world of facts to the ‘internal life’ of Victorian fiction?   

21. In 1942, T. S. Eliot gave a radio talk on Tennyson entitled ‘The Voice of his Time’.  
a) How might you support or contest this characterization of Tennyson? OR b) 
Discuss the role of ‘voice’ in poetry. 

22. ‘How then do we read Kim if we are to remember always that the book, is, after all, a 
novel, that there is more than one history in it to be remembered, that the imperial 
experience, while often regarded as exclusively political, was also an experience that 
entered into cultural and aesthetic life as well?’ (EDWARD SAID). Discuss with 
reference to any text of your choice. 

23. ‘True to oneself! Which self? Which of my many—well really, that’s what it looks 
like coming to—hundreds of selves?’ (KATHERINE MANSFIELD). Were the modernists 
better than their precursors in exploring the multiplicity of the ‘self’?                     

24. ‘And I was jealous of her writing … the only writing I have ever been jealous of’ 
(VIRGINIA WOOLF, on Katherine Mansfield). Write on literary friendships, or 
jealousies, or both.
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25. ‘In a time of global concepts, [John] Betjeman insists on the little, the forgotten, the 
unprofitable, the obscure; the privately-printed book of poems, the chapel behind the 
Corn Exchange, the local watercolours in the museum (open 2 p.m. to 4 p.m.)’ (PHILIP 
LARKIN). Defend ‘parochialism’. 

26. Ted Hughes or Sylvia Plath? 

27. What gives Beckett hope?  

28. ‘One has to convey in a language that is not one’s own the spirit that is one’s own. … 
We cannot write like the English. We should not. We cannot write only as Indians’ 
(RAJA RAO). Discuss with reference to any work of Anglophone literature. 

29. ‘Visual surprise is natural in the Caribbean; it comes with the landscape, and faced 
with its beauty, the sigh of History dissolves’ (DEREK WALCOTT). Use this quotation 
as a starting-point to write about landscape in literature.

30. ‘The short story’, noted Elizabeth Bowen in 1944, ‘is a young art: as we now know it, 
it is the child of this century’. What literary genre for you is the child of the 21st 
century? 

31. ‘At his coterie’s gatherings, Kafka was well known for laughing out loud during the 
readings of his tales—and being the only one to do so’ (MALYNNE STERNSTEIN). What 
present-day stories do you think would have made Kafka laugh? 

32. ‘If there’s a book that you want to read, but it hasn’t been written yet, then you must 
write it’ (TONI MORRISON). Write a review of such a book. 
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Section A 

1. Compare the following two passages in any way you like: 
 

a) ‘An Irish Airman Foresees His Death’ 
   

I know that I shall meet my fate  
Somewhere among the clouds above;  
Those that I fight I do not hate,  
Those that I guard I do not love;  
My country is Kiltartan Cross,    5 
My countrymen Kiltartan’s poor,  
No likely end could bring them loss  
Or leave them happier than before.  
Nor law, nor duty bade me fight,  
Nor public men, nor cheering crowds,  10  
A lonely impulse of delight  
Drove to this tumult in the clouds;  
I balanced all, brought all to mind,  
The years to come seemed waste of breath,  
A waste of breath the years behind    15 
In balance with this life, this death.  

                     (W. B. YEATS, written in 1918) 
 
 
 

b) Suddenly Mrs. Coates looked up into the sky.  The sound of an aeroplane    
bored ominously into the ears of the crowd.  There it was coming over the  
trees, letting out white smoke from behind, which curled and twisted, actually  
writing something! making letters in the sky!  Everyone looked up. 

Dropping dead down the aeroplane soared straight up, curved in a loop, raced,  5 
sank, rose, and whatever it did, wherever it went, out fluttered behind it a thick  
ruffled bar of white smoke which curled and wreathed upon the sky in letters.   
But what letters?  A C was it? an E, then an L?  Only for a moment did they lie  
still; then they moved and melted and were rubbed out up in the sky, and the  
aeroplane shot further away and again, in a fresh space of sky, began writing a  10 
K, an E, a Y perhaps? 

“Glaxo,” said Mrs. Coates in a strained, awe-stricken voice, gazing straight up,  
and her baby, lying stiff and white in her arms, gazed straight up. 

“Kreemo,” murmured Mrs. Bletchley, like a sleep-walker.  With his hat held  
out perfectly still in his hand, Mr. Bowley gazed straight up.  All down the   15 
Mall people were standing and looking up into the sky.  As they looked the  
whole world became perfectly silent, and a flight of gulls crossed the sky, first  
one gull leading, then another, and in this extraordinary silence and peace, in  
this pallor, in this purity, bells struck eleven times, the sound fading up there  
among the gulls.        20 
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The aeroplane turned and raced and swooped exactly where it liked, swiftly,  
freely, like a skater— 

“That's an E,” said Mrs. Bletchley—or a dancer— 

“It's toffee,” murmured Mr. Bowley—(and the car went in at the gates and  
nobody looked at it), and shutting off the smoke, away and away it rushed,   25 
and the smoke faded and assembled itself round the broad white shapes of the  
clouds. 

It had gone; it was behind the clouds.  There was no sound.  The clouds to  
which the letters E, G, or L had attached themselves moved freely, as if  
destined to cross from West to East on a mission of the greatest importance   30 
which would never be revealed, and yet certainly so it was—a mission of the  
greatest importance. Then suddenly, as a train comes out of a tunnel, the  
aeroplane rushed out of the clouds again, the sound boring into the ears of all  
people in the Mall, in the Green Park, in Piccadilly, in Regent Street, in  
Regent’s Park, and the bar of smoke curved behind and it dropped down, and   35 
it soared up and wrote one letter after another—but what word was it writing? 

(from VIRGINIA WOOLF, Mrs Dalloway, 1925) 
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Section B 

2. How English is ‘English literature’? You may choose to focus on a particular author 
or period. 

3. ‘The life of the body plays much more of a part in contemporary biographical 
narratives. … Masturbation, dental work, body odour, menstruation, gonorrhoea, 
addictions and sexual preferences are all permissible subjects’ (HERMIONE LEE). Is 
biography inherently ‘vulgar’?  

4. What does the sonnet form do that nothing else can? 

5. Is manuscript study just for nerds? 

6. Should writers trust editors?  

7. ‘Your page stands against you and says to you that you are a thief’ (MARTIAL, 
Epigrams). EITHER a) Write about the impact of copyright law on literature OR b) 
Examine the lines between allusion, imitation and theft. 

8. a)  ‘Wholly in heavenly things my mind is set’ (JOHN DONNE). Could a poem do this? 

OR 

b)  ‘Had I but served my God with half the zeal/ I served my King, he would not have 
in my age/ Have left me naked to mine enemies. Farewell, the hope of Court!’  
(SHAKESPEARE, Henry VIII). Write about the tension between heavenly and worldly 
things in the work of any one or more writers.  

9. ‘For almost three thousand years, revenge has been a central preoccupation of 
European literature. Sophocles and Shakespeare, Dostoevsky and Byron, Calderon, 
Toni Morrison, John Ford—writers as ideologically various as they are historically 
disparate—have explored the same subject with similar passion, complexity, and 
concern’ (JOHN KERRIGAN). In the light of this comment, examine two works from 
different periods or cultures. 

10. Discuss the role of women as literary or cultural agents in early modern Europe. 

11. ‘It would have already been impossible for Hansel and Gretel to walk more than four 
miles through any English wood without bursting back out into open fields. The 
landscape of fairy tales is symbolic’ (MARINA WARNER). Discuss.  

12. ‘To deprive the bourgeoisie not of its art but of its concept of art, this is the 
precondition of a revolutionary argument’ (PIERRE MACHEREY). Do you agree? 

13. ‘In art, don’t you see, there is no first person’ (OSCAR WILDE to André Gide).  Don’t 
you see? 

14. ‘A poem is never finished; it is only abandoned’ (PAUL VALÉRY). Discuss. 

15. ‘Even his [R. W. Chapman’s] textual criticism helps. Observe his brilliant solution of 
the second of the two difficulties quoted above. He has noticed that in the original 
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edition of Pride and Prejudice the words “When is your next ball to be, Lizzy?” 
began a line, and he suggests that the printer failed to indent them, and, in 
consequence, they are not Kitty’s words at all, but her father’s’ (E. M. FORSTER). 
Does textual criticism really help? 

16. How useful is queer theory as a way of understanding a particular writer or literary 
culture?  

17. ‘I was drawn to people who seem to have been born defeated or profoundly lost’ 
(PENELOPE FITZGERALD). Discuss. 

18. ‘Without families, you don’t get stories’ (BART VAN ES). Discuss, in relation to one or 
more novels. 

19. ‘Nothing can be more slightly defined than the line of demarcation between sanity and 
insanity’ (The Times, 22 July, 1854). Discuss. 

20. ‘Moral questions could be defined as questions to which there are no answers’ (JOHN 
CAREY). Discuss morality in the work of any two or more writers. 

21. ‘Language is a skin: I rub my language against the other. It is as if I had words instead 
of fingers, or fingers at the tip of my words. My language trembles with desire’ 
(ROLAND BARTHES). Discuss. 

22. ‘I have dedicated this book [Promises, Promises: Literature and Psychoanalysis] to 
the two people [Brian Worthington and John Carey] who changed my life by the way 
they taught me literature at school and university; and who taught me more about 
psychoanalysis without ever mentioning it, than many of my psychoanalytic teachers 
did by mentioning nothing else’ (ADAM PHILLIPS). 

a) How can literature teach us about psychoanalysis? OR b) Can psychoanalysis teach 
us anything about literature? 

23. When does a poem become a ‘war poem’? 

24. Can literary texts be performed just in the mind? 

25. What is the ‘affective turn’ in literary criticism, and is it a good turn? 

26. ‘Yet it is too easy to describe the work of these very different [nineteenth-century] 
women as a women’s tradition based on a full frontal attack on oppression’ (ISOBEL 
ARMSTRONG). 

a) How useful is the idea of a ‘women’s tradition’ in literature and, if so, on what should 
it be based? 

OR 

b) Does the idea of a ‘women’s tradition’ help to enrich or diminish the meaning of 
individual poems? 
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27. ‘What postcolonialism fails to recognise is that what counts as “marginal” in relation 
to the West has often been central and foundational in the non-West. Thus, while it 
may be revolutionary to teach Gandhi as political theory in the Anglo-American 
academy, he is, and has always been, canonical in India’ (LEELA GANDHI). Can we 
ever get rid of the canon and will it be a good thing? 

28. ‘You see a gangster, I see insecurity’ (DAVID OROBOSA OMOREGIE). Write on point of 
view in contemporary fiction. 

29. Discuss the literary treatment of any ONE of the following topics:  

Authority; boasts; class; disability; extinction; fantasy; gossip; households; islands; 
jocularity; kudos; law; mess; nightmares; opulence; populism; quiet; rot; satire; 
testimony; underworld; vive la France; wrong; xenofemisim; Yahoos; zeal.   
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