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Patrick Kavanagh 
Patrick Kavanagh was an Irish poet who is widely regarded as one of the most important voices 

in 20th-century Irish literature. His poetry is characterized by its celebration of the rural Irish 

landscape, its exploration of themes of love and loss, and its distinctive use of language and 

imagery. 

 

Kavanagh's early poetry often drew on his experiences growing up on a farm in rural Ireland, 

and it is marked by its vivid descriptions of the natural world and its celebration of the simple 

pleasures of life. His later poetry became more introspective and focused on themes of aging, 

mortality, and the search for meaning in life. 

 

Kavanagh's poetry is also notable for its use of vernacular language and colloquialisms, which 

helped to distinguish his work from the more formal and traditional poetry of his 

contemporaries. He often used regional dialects and slang in his poetry, which gave his work a 

distinctive sense of place and authenticity. 

 

In addition to his poetry, Kavanagh also wrote essays and memoirs that explored his 

experiences growing up in rural Ireland and his struggles as a writer in the city. His work has 

had a lasting influence on Irish literature and culture, and he is widely regarded as one of the 

most important Irish poets of the 20th century. 

 

Studied Poems 
 

1. "Inniskeen Road: July Evening": 

"Inniskeen Road: July Evening" is a nostalgic and vividly descriptive poem that captures the 

essence of rural Ireland. Kavanagh reflects on a childhood memory of walking along Inniskeen 

Road on a summer evening. He paints a picture of the landscape, highlighting the sights, 

sounds, and sensations of the countryside. The poem explores themes of time, memory, and the 

connection between nature and personal experiences. 

2. "Shancoduff": 

"Shancoduff" is a reflective poem that contemplates the contrast between the majestic beauty of 

nature and the insignificance of human existence. Kavanagh describes the landscape of 

Shancoduff, a hill in County Monaghan, Ireland, and muses on the eternal presence of nature, 

juxtaposed with the fleeting nature of human life. The poem delves into existential themes and 

the contemplation of mortality. 

3. "Advent": 
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"Advent" is a deeply introspective and spiritual poem. Kavanagh reflects on the themes of 

waiting, anticipation, and the search for meaning. He explores the contrast between the 

commercialization of Christmas and the deeper, more profound significance of the Advent 

season. The poem contemplates the spiritual journey, the quest for inner transformation, and the 

connection between the divine and the everyday. 

4. "The Hospital": 

"The Hospital" is a poignant and introspective poem in which Kavanagh reflects on his 

experiences as a patient in a hospital. He describes the sterile environment, the routines, and the 

emotions that arise during his stay. The poem delves into themes of vulnerability, mortality, and 

isolation that can be felt even in a place of healing. Kavanagh's introspection offers insights into 

the human condition and the fragility of life. 

5. "On Raglan Road": 

"On Raglan Road" is a love poem inspired by a real-life experience. Kavanagh recounts a 

romantic encounter on Raglan Road in Dublin. The poem explores the bittersweet nature of 

love, capturing the joy, longing, and heartbreak that accompany it. Kavanagh's use of vivid 

imagery and lyrical language creates a sense of emotional intensity and captures the fleeting 

nature of romantic connections. 

 

These summaries provide a glimpse into the themes and narratives of each poem. Patrick 

Kavanagh's poetry often explores themes of nature, memory, spirituality, love, and the human 

condition. Through his evocative language and introspective reflections, he invites readers to 

contemplate their own experiences and the deeper meanings of life. 

 

Key Quotes: 

1. Inniskeen Road: July Evening 

 

1. "The bicycles go by in twos and threes" - This line sets the scene, capturing the passing activity 

and movement on the road. 

 

2. "And there's the half-talk code of mysteries" - This phrase suggests the presence of whispered 

conversations and secretive communication, adding an air of intrigue to the atmosphere. 

 

3. "Half-past eight and there is not a spot / Upon a mile of road, no shadow thrown" - These lines 

emphasize the stillness and emptiness of the road, creating a sense of solitude and tranquility. 

 

4. "I have what every poet hates in spite / Of all the solemn talk of contemplation" - This quote 

expresses the poet's self-awareness and acknowledgment of possessing a sense of power and 

inspiration that contradicts the traditional image of a contemplative poet. 
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5. "Oh, Alexander Selkirk knew the plight / Of being king and government and nation" - These 

lines allude to the isolation and solitude experienced by the poet, drawing a parallel to 

Alexander Selkirk, the real-life inspiration for the novel character Robinson Crusoe. 

 

6. "A road, a mile of kingdom. I am king / Of banks and stones and every blooming thing" - These 

closing lines assert the poet's ownership and dominion over the landscape, suggesting a sense of 

empowerment and connection to the natural world. 

2. Shancoduff 

 

1. "My black hills have never seen the sun rising, / Eternally they look north towards Armagh." - 

These lines establish the perpetual darkness and northern orientation of the poet's hills, creating 

a sense of isolation and melancholy. 

 

2. "Lot's wife would not be salt if she had been / Incurious as my black hills that are happy / 

When dawn whitens Glassdrummond chapel." - This quote draws a comparison between the 

hills and Lot's wife from the biblical story, highlighting their unchanging nature and 

contrasting it with the sense of joy they derive from the arrival of dawn. 

 

3. "My hills hoard the bright shillings of March / While the sun searches in every pocket." - These 

lines metaphorically depict the hills as collectors of sunlight during the month of March, 

emphasizing their ability to retain and hold onto the precious moments of light. 

 

4. "They are my Alps and I have climbed the Matterhorn / With a sheaf of hay for three perishing 

calves / In the field under the Big Forth of Rocksavage." - This quote showcases the poet's 

personal connection to the hills, comparing them to the grandeur of the Alps and highlighting 

his efforts to care for his livestock in challenging conditions. 

 

5. "The sleety winds fondle the rushy beards of Shancoduff / While the cattle-drovers sheltering in 

the Featherna Bush / Look up and say: 'Who owns them hungry hills / That the water-hen and 

snipe must have forsaken? / A poet? Then by heavens he must be poor.'" - These lines convey 

the harshness of the environment and the perspective of the cattle-drovers who question the 

ownership of the barren hills, suggesting that the poet must be impoverished due to his 

connection with them. 

 

6. "I hear and is my heart not badly shaken?" - This closing line reveals the emotional impact and 

vulnerability of the poet upon hearing the remarks of the cattle-drovers, implying a deep 

resonance with the hills and their significance in his life. 

 

3. Advent 
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1. "We have tested and tasted too much, lover- Through a chink too wide there comes in no 

wonder."  This quote reflects a sense of disillusionment and dissatisfaction with excessive 

knowledge and experience. The speaker suggests that they have become jaded and lost the 

capacity to experience genuine wonder and awe. The use of the word "lover" implies a 

personal relationship, highlighting the disappointment that even in matters of the heart, 

familiarity can diminish the sense of enchantment. 

 

2. "The dry black bread and the sugarless tea Of penance will charm back the luxury/Of a child's 

soul, we'll return to Doom/The knowledge we stole but could not use."  In this quote, the 

speaker suggests that by embracing simplicity and engaging in acts of self-denial (symbolized 

by the "dry black bread and sugarless tea"), they can rediscover the innocence and purity of a 

child's perspective. The mention of "Doom" implies a return to a more authentic and 

meaningful understanding of life, one that transcends the superficial knowledge they have 

acquired. 

 

3. "This Advent moon shines cold and clear,/These Advent nights are long;/ Our lamps have 

burned year after year/ And still their flame is strong." Here, the speaker draws attention to the 

solemn and introspective atmosphere of Advent. The "Advent moon" symbolizes a period of 

anticipation and preparation, characterized by darkness and a sense of waiting. The endurance 

of the lamps' flame suggests a resilient and enduring faith, despite the passage of time. 

 

4. "The new evangelists count numbers and/ Shadow their eyes with their hands; their 

poems,/Vocations, and slogans are the hierarchy/ Of voids and shadows." This quote critiques 

those who reduce spirituality to mere numbers and external displays, emphasizing the 

hollowness of their actions and the emptiness of their messages. The speaker suggests that true 

spiritual depth cannot be measured or captured in simplistic formulas but requires a genuine 

connection to the divine. 

 

5. "And the newness that was in every stale thing/ When we looked at it as children: the spirit-

shocking/ Wonder in a black slanting Ulster hill/ Or the prophetic astonishment in the tedious 

talking/ Of an old fool will awake for us and bring/ You and me to the yard gate to watch the 

whins/ And the bog-holes, cart-tracks, old stables where Time begins." This final quote 

expresses the longing to recapture the sense of awe and fascination that existed in childhood. 

The speaker suggests that by rekindling their childlike curiosity and appreciation for the 

ordinary, even mundane aspects of life, they can rediscover the spiritual significance inherent 

in the natural world. The reference to "whins," "bog-holes," and "cart-tracks" symbolizes the 

rural landscape of Ireland and the potential for spiritual awakening through a connection with 

nature and the past. 

 

4. The Hospital 
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1. "A year ago I fell in love with the functional ward" The speaker expresses their unexpected 

emotional connection to the hospital ward, indicating that love can arise in unexpected places 

and circumstances. 

 

2. "The common and banal her heat can know"The speaker suggests that love has the ability to 

find beauty and meaning even in ordinary and mundane situations, emphasizing its 

transformative power. 

 

3. "This is what love does to things"The speaker reflects on the impact of love, asserting that it 

has the ability to change and elevate the perception of people and places, making them more 

significant and valuable. 

 

4. "Naming these things is the love-act and its pledge"The act of recognizing and appreciating 

the ordinary objects and details becomes a way of expressing and affirming love. It is a 

commitment to acknowledging and preserving the significance of these moments. 

 

5. "Snatch out of time the passionate transitory"The speaker emphasizes the ephemeral nature of 

love, suggesting that it exists in fleeting moments. Love captures the essence of those 

moments, enabling them to transcend the limitations of time. 

 

5. On Raglan Road  

1. "That her dark hair would weave a snare that I might one day rue" The speaker acknowledges 

the allure and potential danger of falling in love with the woman he met on Raglan Road. He 

is aware that this encounter could lead to future regrets. 

 

2. "And I said, let grief be a fallen leaf at the dawning of the day" The speaker chooses to 

embrace the possibility of heartbreak and sees it as a natural part of life. He welcomes the 

transient nature of grief, hoping for a fresh start at the beginning of each day. 

 

3. "O I loved too much and by such and such is happiness thrown away" The speaker reflects on 

the intensity of his love and suggests that by loving too passionately or recklessly, happiness 

can be lost. It implies that excessive love can lead to heartbreak and disappointment. 

 

4. "I gave her gifts of the mind... poems to say" The speaker expresses how he showered the 

woman he loved with intellectual and artistic gifts. He gave her poems that captured her 

essence, showcasing his devotion and creative expression. 

 

5. "When the angel woos the clay he'd lose his wings at the dawn of day" The speaker reflects on 

the inherent difference in nature between an angel and a mortal. He suggests that when an 
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angel, representing purity and transcendence, falls in love with a mortal, symbolized by clay, 

they lose their divine qualities and become grounded in reality. 

 

 

Approaching the question: Past Papers: 2012 

 

Patrick Kavanagh “Aspects of Kavanagh’s poetry could be seen as 

dated and irrelevant, but his unique poetic language has 

enduring appeal.” Do you agree with this assessment of his 

poetry? Support your points with suitable reference to the 

poetry of Patrick Kavanagh on your course. 

 

Step 1: Introduction 

 

Introduce Patrick Kavanagh as an Irish poet known for his unique poetic language. 

Mention the given assessment that describes some aspects of his poetry as dated and irrelevant 

but acknowledges its enduring appeal. 

State your thesis, which should indicate whether you agree or disagree with the assessment. 

 

Step 2: Identify and analyze dated and irrelevant aspects 

Read Kavanagh's poetry and identify any elements that may appear dated or irrelevant. 

Provide specific examples from his poetry that reflect these aspects. 

Discuss why these elements may be considered dated or irrelevant in a contemporary context. 

 

Step 3: Explore enduring appeal through unique poetic language 

Highlight Kavanagh's unique poetic language that distinguishes his work. 

Provide examples of his poetic language from his poetry on your course. 

Discuss how his use of language contributes to the enduring appeal of his poetry. 

Explain why his unique language resonates with readers despite the potential dated aspects. 

 

Step 4: Consider other factors influencing the assessment 

Discuss other factors that may influence the assessment of Kavanagh's poetry, such as cultural, 

historical, or personal perspectives. 

Analyze how these factors shape the perception of his poetry as either dated or enduringly 

appealing. 

 

Step 5: Synthesize the evidence and present your perspective 

Evaluate the assessment based on the evidence presented in the previous steps. 

Present your viewpoint on whether you agree or disagree with the assessment. 

Support your perspective with suitable references to the poetry of Patrick Kavanagh on your 

course. 
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Consider the balance between the dated aspects and the enduring appeal of his poetry in your 

conclusion. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Paula Meehan 
Paula Meehan is a contemporary Irish poet known for her powerful and lyrical poetry that often 

deals with themes of love, loss, memory, and identity. Her work is deeply rooted in Irish 

history, culture, and folklore, and she often draws on personal experiences to explore broader 

social and political issues. 

 

Meehan's poetry is marked by a strong sense of place, and many of her poems are set in the 

streets and neighborhoods of Dublin, where she was born and raised. She is known for her vivid 

and evocative descriptions of urban landscapes, as well as her ability to capture the unique 

rhythms and cadences of Dublin's working-class communities. 
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In addition to her poetry, Meehan is also known for her activism on behalf of women, children, 

and marginalized communities. Her work often explores issues of gender, sexuality, and social 

justice, and she has been a vocal advocate for the rights of women and children in Ireland. 

 

Overall, Meehan's poetry is characterized by its emotional intensity, its deep engagement with 

Irish culture and history, and its commitment to social justice and political activism. Her work 

has been widely acclaimed for its lyrical beauty, its social relevance, and its ability to capture 

the complexities of human experience with empathy and insight. 

 

Studied Poems 

"Buying Winkles": 

1. In "Buying Winkles," the speaker narrates the experience of purchasing winkles from a 

street vendor. The poem vividly describes the sights, sounds, and smells of the 

marketplace, immersing the reader in the bustling atmosphere. Through this seemingly 

mundane act of buying winkles, Meehan explores themes of connection, community, 

and the significance of small moments in daily life. 

"The Pattern": 

2. "The Pattern" is a poem that delves into the Celtic concept of a pattern, which refers to a 

religious pilgrimage to a holy site. The speaker reflects on a journey to such a site, 

describing the pilgrims' rituals, prayers, and offerings. Meehan explores themes of faith, 

tradition, and the enduring power of sacred places in Irish culture. 

"The Statue of the Virgin at Granard Speaks": 

3. In this poem, the speaker embodies the voice of a statue of the Virgin Mary in the town 

of Granard. The statue recounts its long history, witnessing the lives and prayers of the 

townspeople throughout the years. Meehan addresses themes of faith, devotion, and the 

spiritual presence that connects individuals across generations. 

"Cora, Auntie": 

4. "Cora, Auntie" is a tribute to a beloved family member, Auntie Cora. The speaker 

reminisces about Auntie Cora's presence and influence, describing her strength, wisdom, 

and unconditional love. Meehan explores themes of family, memory, and the profound 

impact that certain individuals can have on our lives. 

"The Exact Moment I Became a Poet": 

5. In this poem, the speaker reflects on the transformative moment when they realized their 

calling as a poet. The poem explores the power of language and art to capture and 

convey emotions, experiences, and the human condition. Meehan delves into the 

personal journey of self-discovery, creativity, and the profound impact of embracing 

one's artistic identity. 

"My Father Perceived as a Vision of St. Francis": 
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6. In "My Father Perceived as a Vision of St. Francis," the speaker envisions their father 

embodying the essence of St. Francis, the patron saint of animals and the environment. 

The poem reflects on the father's connection to nature, gentle spirit, and devotion to 

living harmoniously with the world around him. Meehan explores themes of spirituality, 

reverence for nature, and the interplay between human and natural realms. 

 

These summaries provide a glimpse into the themes and narratives of each poem, but it's 

important to note that Paula Meehan's work is rich in imagery, symbolism, and layers of 

meaning. 

Key Quotes: 
"Buying Winkles": 

 

1. "My mother would spare me sixpence and say, 'Hurry up now and don’t be talking to strange 

men on the way.'"This quote sets the scene and introduces the speaker's mother, who gives her 

money to buy winkles but also warns her to be cautious and avoid strangers. 

 

2. "Even in rain I was happy – the winkles would be wet and glisten blue like little night skies 

themselves."The speaker finds joy and beauty in the wet winkles, seeing them as resembling the 

night sky. This illustrates the speaker's ability to find happiness even in unfavorable 

circumstances. 

 

3. "I’d wave up to women at sills or those lingering in doorways and weave a glad path through 

men heading out for the night.": The speaker interacts with the people she encounters on her 

way to buy winkles, expressing a sense of community and joy in her interactions with others. 

 

4. "When the bar doors swung open they’d leak the smell of men together with drink and I’d see 

light in golden mirrors."The speaker observes the atmosphere of a bar as she approaches her 

mother, noticing the scent of alcohol and the reflections of light in the mirrors. It adds a sense of 

ambiance to the scene. 

 

5. "'Tell yer Ma I picked them fresh this morning.'"This quote reveals the pride of the speaker in 

her work, as she offers freshly picked winkles for sale. It emphasizes the connection between 

the sea and the winkles, and the care taken in gathering them. 

 

These quotes capture moments of nostalgia, connection, and the speaker's appreciation for the 

simple pleasures of buying winkles. They also highlight the relationships within the community 

and the pride associated with the gathering of fresh food from the sea. 

 

"The Pattern": 
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1. "Little has come down to me of hers"This quote suggests a sense of distance or detachment from 

the speaker's mother. It implies that there is a lack of personal belongings or memories passed 

down from her. 

 

2. "I wish now she'd lasted till after / I'd grown up. We might have made a new start" 

The speaker expresses regret that their mother passed away before they had the opportunity to 

develop a different, potentially more positive relationship. It hints at the possibility of 

reconciliation or a fresh beginning. 

 

3. "At forty-two she headed for god knows where" This line implies that the speaker's mother died 

at the age of forty-two, leaving behind her family and familiar life. It evokes a sense of mystery 

and uncertainty surrounding her departure and the after-life. 

 

4. "First she'd scrub the floor with Sunlight soap" This quote paints a vivid picture of the mother's 

diligent and meticulous cleaning routine. It suggests a sense of hard work, repetition, and 

perhaps a desire for cleanliness or orderliness. 

 

5. "The smell / would percolate back through the flat to us" This imagery conveys the lingering 

scent of the mother's cleaning products, symbolizing her presence and influence even when 

physically separated from her children. It implies a degree of longing or nostalgia for her. 

 

6. "As she buffed the wax to a high shine / did she catch her own face coming clear?" 

This quote suggests that while the mother is engaged in her cleaning tasks, she may catch 

glimpses of her own reflection in the shiny surface. It raises the question of self-reflection and 

self-awareness. 

 

7. "Did she net a glimmer of her true self? / Did her mirror tell what mine tells me?" These lines 

delve deeper into the idea of self-perception and self-discovery. The speaker wonders if the 

mother, through her actions and reflections, could discern her authentic self. The comparison to 

the speaker's own experience with their mirror adds a personal touch to the introspection. 

 

8. "She'd call us in and let us skate around / in our socks. We'd grow solemn as planets / in an 

intricate orbit about her." These lines depict a scene of familial intimacy and unity. The mother 

invites the children to play, creating a sense of joy and togetherness. The imagery of skating 

around in socks and being solemn like planets emphasizes the tender and harmonious 

relationship within the family. 

 

9. "Late summer, cold enough for a fire, / she works by fading light / to remake an old dress for 

me." This quote highlights the mother's dedication and care for her children. Despite the 
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approaching darkness and chilly weather, she works diligently to alter an old dress, preparing for 

the first day of school. It conveys a sense of maternal love and nurturing. 

 

10. "To me it spelt poverty, the stigma of the second hand." - This quote reflects the narrator's 

perception of the dress made by her mother. It represents her feelings of embarrassment and 

shame associated with wearing second-hand clothing, highlighting the theme of social class and 

its impact on one's self-image. 

 

11. "I was sizing up the world beyond our flat patch by patch / daily after school, and fitting each 

surprising / city street to city square to diamond." - These lines depict the narrator's growing 

curiosity and desire to explore the world beyond her limited surroundings. It signifies her 

longing for adventure and the potential for a different life beyond her current circumstances. 

 

12. "She stares out as if unaware / that any human hand held the camera, wrapped / entirely in her 

own shadow, the world beyond her / already a dream, already lost." - This quote portrays a 

photograph of the narrator's mother, emphasizing her sense of detachment and resignation. It 

suggests a sense of loss and disillusionment with the outside world, highlighting the theme of 

missed opportunities and unfulfilled dreams. 

 

13. "Her steel needles sparked and clacked, / the only other sound a settling coal / or her sporadic 

mutter / at a hard place in the pattern." - These lines capture the domestic scene of the mother 

knitting, creating a sense of rhythm and familiarity. It portrays the mother's dedication and skill 

in her craft, as well as her occasional frustrations and muttering, symbolizing the challenges and 

imperfections of life. 

 

14. "Tongues of flame in her dark eye / she'd say, 'One of these days I must / teach you to follow a 

pattern.'" - This quote signifies the mother's desire to pass on her wisdom and skills to her 

daughter. It represents the importance of tradition, guidance, and the passing down of knowledge 

from one generation to another. 

 

Overall, the poem explores themes of family, social class, longing for escape, and the interplay 

between tradition and individual aspirations. It delves into the complex dynamics of a mother-

daughter relationship and reflects on the impact of upbringing and the desire for personal 

growth and independence. 

 

"The Statue of the Virgin at Granard Speaks": 

1. "It can be bitter here at times like this, November wind sweeping across the border." - These 

opening lines set the tone and atmosphere of the poem, portraying a harsh and unforgiving 

environment. The mention of the November wind conveys a sense of desolation and isolation. 
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2. "Closer to home the wind sails over dying lakes. I hear fish drowning." - This quote depicts the 

impact of the wind on the natural surroundings, specifically the lakes. It evokes a sense of 

tragedy and despair, suggesting the destructive power of nature. 

 

3. "They call me Mary — Blessed, Holy, Virgin." - This line highlights the identification of the 

speaker, the statue of the Virgin Mary, with the religious figure. It emphasizes the reverence and 

devotion people have towards her, addressing her with various titles and attributes. 

 

4. "They fit me to a myth of a man crucified... the sacred bleeding heart." - This quote refers to the 

religious symbolism associated with the Virgin Mary, particularly in relation to the crucifixion 

of Jesus. It reflects the burden and sorrow she carries as the mother of the suffering and 

sacrifice. 

 

5. "Even an autumn burial can work its own pageantry." - This line suggests that even in the midst 

of death and mourning, there can be a sense of beauty and ceremonial significance. It 

emphasizes the cyclical nature of life and death, and the rituals that accompany them. 

 

6. "On a night like this I remember the child... I didn't lift a finger to help her." - These lines reveal 

a haunting memory of the statue, where she recalls a tragic event where a young girl gave birth 

alone and in distress, and the statue did not intervene or offer assistance. It exposes the statue's 

perceived powerlessness and the limitations of divine intervention. 

 

7. "On a night like this I number the days to the solstice... hear me and have pity." - This 

concluding plea expresses the statue's yearning for salvation and relief from the suffering and 

burdens carried by the townspeople. It signifies a plea for mercy and a glimmer of hope amidst 

the darkness. 

Overall, the poem delves into themes of spirituality, the complexities of religious devotion, the 

weight of responsibility, and the longing for compassion and redemption. It explores the 

contradictions and limitations within religious frameworks while capturing the harsh realities 

and human struggles within a community. 

 

"Cora, Auntie": 

 

1. "Staring Death down with a bottle of morphine in one hand, a bottle of Jameson in the other" 

- This quote sets the tone of defiance and humor in the face of death. It portrays Cora's fearless 

attitude and her ability to find joy and laughter even in challenging circumstances. 

 

2. "Always a girl in her glance teasing Death--humour a lance she tilted at Death" - These lines 

highlight Cora's youthful spirit and her ability to use humor as a weapon against death. It 

portrays her courage and resilience in the face of adversity. 
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3. "Old skin, bag of bones, grinning back at the rictus of Death" - This imagery captures Cora's 

defiance and refusal to be intimidated by death. It emphasizes her strength and determination to 

live life to the fullest, despite the physical toll on her body. 

 

4. "Cora, maiden, from the Greek Kopn, promising blossom, summer, the scent of thyme" - This 

line explores the meaning behind Cora's name, connecting it to the ideas of new beginnings, 

vitality, and the beauty of nature. It adds depth to her character and symbolizes the essence of 

her spirit. 

 

5. "Sequin: she is standing on the kitchen table. She is twenty-one. It is nineteen sixty-one" - 

These lines introduce a nostalgic moment, taking the reader back to a specific memory of Cora. 

It captures a youthful and vibrant image of her, emphasizing her presence and radiance. 

 

6. "I am under it singing" - This line signifies the poet's connection to her family and heritage. It 

suggests a sense of belonging and being influenced by the strong women in her family, 

including Cora. 

 

7. "All that year I hunted sequins... I gathered them into a tin box" - This quote symbolizes the 

poet's search for fragments of beauty, memories, and the essence of her aunt Cora. It reflects the 

act of preserving and cherishing these small tokens as a tribute to her aunt's emigrant soul and 

the inherent glamour of her life. 

 

Overall, the poem celebrates Cora's vibrant spirit, resilience, and the lasting impact she had on 

the poet. It explores themes of life, death, family, and the significance of preserving memories 

and connections through small mementos. 

"The Exact Moment I Became a Poet": 

 

1. "It wasn't just that some of the girls' mothers worked in the sewing factory / or even that my 

own aunt did, and many neighbors, but / that those words 'end up' robbed the labour of its 

dignity." - These lines highlight the speaker's realization of the devaluation of labor and the loss 

of dignity associated with working in a sewing factory. It emphasizes the impact of social class 

and the speaker's personal connection to the issue. 

 

2. "That's all back construction. making sense; allowing also / the teacher was right / and no 

one knows it like I do myself." - These lines reflect the speaker's understanding of the teacher's 

warning and the subsequent realization that the teacher was right. It demonstrates the speaker's 

growing awareness and personal insight into the consequences of societal expectations and 

limited opportunities. 
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3. "But: I saw them; mothers, aunts and neighbors / trussed like chickens / on a conveyor belt, 

getting sewn up the way my granny / sewed the sage and onion stuffing in the birds." - This 

vivid imagery depicts the dehumanizing nature of factory work, comparing it to the process of 

preparing poultry. It emphasizes the loss of individuality and agency, as well as the repetitive 

and mechanical nature of the work. 

 

4. "Words could pluck you, leave you naked, / your lovely shiny feathers all gone." - This 

metaphorical expression conveys the power of words and their ability to strip away one's sense 

of self-worth and identity. It captures the emotional impact of societal expectations and the 

limitations imposed by external judgments. 

 

Overall, the poem explores themes of social class, labor, dignity, and the power of language. It 

highlights the speaker's awakening to the societal realities and the transformative effect of a 

single moment that shaped her perception and propelled her towards becoming a poet. 

 

"My Father Perceived as a Vision of St. Francis": 

 

1. "It was the piebald horse in next door's garden / frightened me out of a dream / with her 

dawn whinny." - These lines serve as the catalyst for the speaker's awakening and shift in 

perception. The horse's whinny disrupts the dream and sets the stage for the transformative 

experience that follows. 

 

2. "Autumn was nearly done, the first frost / whitened the slates of the estate." - These lines 

establish the setting and evoke a sense of transition and change. The imagery of autumn and 

frost symbolizes the passage of time and signals a shift towards a new phase or realization. 

 

3. "They came then: birds / of every size, shape, colour; they came / from the hedges and 

shrubs, / from eaves and garden sheds." - This imagery conveys the sudden arrival of birds from 

various places, symbolizing the interconnectedness and diversity of nature. The birds represent 

a sense of freedom, transcendence, and spiritual presence. 

 

4. "The garden was a pandemonium / when my father threw up his hands / and tossed the 

crumbs to the air." - These lines capture the moment of transformation and the chaotic, lively 

atmosphere created by the birds' response to the father's gesture. The act of feeding the birds 

reflects kindness, compassion, and a connection with nature. 

 

5. "The sun / cleared O'Reilly's chimney / and he was suddenly radiant, / a perfect vision of St 

Francis, / made whole, made young again, / in a Finglas garden." - These lines depict the father 

being illuminated by the sun and transformed into a vision reminiscent of St. Francis, the patron 
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saint of animals and the environment. It symbolizes a spiritual awakening, a rediscovery of 

youth and vitality, and an embodiment of compassion and harmony with nature. 

 

The poem explores themes of transcendence, connection with nature, and the transformative 

power of simple acts of kindness. It portrays a moment of revelation and the speaker's newfound 

perception of their father as a figure embodying the spirit of St. Francis. 

 

Approaching the question: Meehan has yet to appear 

 

“Meehan’s poetry communicates powerful feelings through thought-

provoking images and symbols.” Write your response to this 

statement with reference to the poems by Paula Meehan on your 

course.  

 

Step 1: Introduction 

- Introduce Paula Meehan as a contemporary poet known for her powerful emotions, thought-

provoking imagery, and symbolic language. 

- Present the given statement that highlights the communication of powerful feelings through 

images and symbols in Meehan's poetry. 

- State your thesis, indicating whether you agree or disagree with the assessment, and provide a 

brief overview of the main points you will discuss. 

 

Step 2: Identification of Powerful Feelings 

- Explore the poems by Paula Meehan on your course and identify instances where powerful 

emotions are communicated. 

- Analyze specific poems where Meehan delves into profound emotions such as love, loss, 

identity, or social issues. 

- Discuss the intensity of these emotions and their impact on readers. 

 

Step 3: Analysis of Thought-Provoking Images 

- Examine the imagery used in Meehan's poetry to provoke thought and evoke strong mental 

images. 

- Analyze specific poems where Meehan employs vivid and imaginative descriptions. 

- Discuss the significance of these images in conveying complex emotions and engaging readers 

in contemplation. 

 

Step 4: Examination of Symbols 

- Explore the symbolic language employed by Meehan in her poems. 

- Analyze specific poems where symbols are utilized to represent deeper meanings or abstract 

concepts. 

- Discuss how these symbols contribute to the overall impact and resonance of Meehan's poetry. 
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Step 5: Interplay between Feelings, Images, and Symbols 

- Discuss the interplay between powerful feelings, thought-provoking images, and symbols in 

Meehan's poetry. 

- Analyze specific poems where the emotions, imagery, and symbols interact to create a 

profound and layered experience for the reader. 

- Highlight how the combination of these elements enhances the communication of powerful 

feelings. 

 

Step 6: Conclusion 

- Summarize the main points discussed, emphasizing Meehan's ability to convey intense 

emotions through evocative imagery and symbolic language. 

- State your position on whether you agree with the assessment or not, supported by the 

evidence presented. 

- Conclude with a broader reflection on the significance of Meehan's poetry and its impact on 

readers. 

 

Remember to reference specific poems by Paula Meehan from your course to support your 

points throughout the essay. 

- Provide quotations or paraphrases from Meehan's poetry that exemplify the communication of 

powerful feelings through thought-provoking images and symbols. 
 
 

Derek Mahon  
Derek Mahon is a contemporary Irish poet who is known for his elegant, sophisticated verse and 

his ability to blend classical themes with modern concerns. His poetry is marked by a strong 

sense of formal structure and a deep interest in language and culture. 

 

Mahon's early work is often associated with the Belfast Group, a group of Northern Irish poets 

who emerged in the 1960s and were known for their experimental, modernist approach to 

poetry. In his early poetry, Mahon explored themes of identity, displacement, and cultural 

conflict, drawing on his own experiences as an Irishman living in England. 

 

As his career progressed, Mahon continued to develop his unique voice and style, exploring a 

range of themes and forms. His work often draws on classical mythology and literature, as well 

as contemporary social and political issues. 
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Mahon's poetry is known for its precision and clarity of language, as well as its musicality and 

rhythmic complexity. He is a master of the sonnet form, and many of his poems are structured 

around strict formal constraints. His poetry is often characterized by a sense of detachment and 

irony, as well as a deep concern for the fragility and vulnerability of the human condition. 

 

His work has been widely praised for its intelligence, wit, and lyricism, and he is considered 

one of the most important and influential poets of his generation. 

 

Studied Poems 
 

"Grandfather": 

1. "Grandfather" is a poignant and introspective poem in which the speaker reflects on the life and 

legacy of their grandfather. Mahon explores themes of family, memory, and the passage of time. 

The poem delves into the complexities of familial relationships and the impact of personal 

histories on future generations. 

"Day Trip to Donegal": 

2. "Day Trip to Donegal" captures the experience of a day trip to the scenic county of Donegal in 

Ireland. Mahon vividly describes the landscape, the coastal scenery, and the interactions of the 

people encountered along the way. The poem explores themes of nature, travel, and the 

appreciation of beauty in everyday moments. 

"Ecclesiastes": 

3. "Ecclesiastes" is a contemplative and philosophical poem that draws inspiration from the book of 

the same name in the Bible. Mahon reflects on the transient nature of human existence, the search 

for meaning, and the cycles of life. The poem delves into existential questions and meditatively 

explores the human condition. 

"After the Titanic": 

4. "After the Titanic" is a powerful and haunting poem that reflects on the tragic sinking of the 

Titanic. Mahon explores the aftermath of the disaster, contemplating themes of loss, mortality, 

and the hubris of humanity. The poem reflects on the collective memory of the event and the 

implications it has on our understanding of human vulnerability. 

"As It Should Be": 

5. "As It Should Be" is a reflective poem that contemplates the complexities of human relationships 

and the passage of time. Mahon delves into themes of love, loss, and the search for authenticity. 

The poem captures the ebb and flow of emotions and the desire for connection and understanding 

in a world that often feels uncertain. 

"Kinsale": 

6. "Kinsale" is a historical and lyrical poem that revisits the Battle of Kinsale, a significant event in 

Irish history. Mahon delves into the themes of conflict, war, and the impact of historical events on 
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collective memory. The poem explores the human cost of war and reflects on the enduring legacy 

of past struggles. 

"Antarctica": 

7. "Antarctica" is a contemplative and metaphorical poem that draws on the imagery of the icy 

continent. Mahon uses Antarctica as a symbol for isolation, solitude, and the exploration of the 

self. The poem delves into themes of introspection, self-discovery, and the longing for 

transcendence. 

 

These summaries provide a glimpse into the themes and narratives of each Derek Mahon poem. 

Mahon's poetry often explores existential questions, the human condition, history, and the 

complexities of personal and collective memory. Through his evocative language and 

introspective reflections, he invites readers to ponder the mysteries of life and the world around 

them. 

 

Key Quotes: 

 

1. Grandfather  

 

1. "Wounded but humorous; and he soon recovered" - These lines depict the resilience and 

lightheartedness of the grandfather, despite experiencing difficulties. It highlights his ability to 

bounce back from challenges with a sense of humor. 

 

2. "Boiler-rooms, row upon row of gantries rolled / Away to reveal the landscape of a childhood" - 

This quote captures the grandfather's ability to reminisce and reconnect with his past. It suggests 

that his memories and experiences hold a significant place in his life. 

 

3. "Even on cold / Mornings he is up at six with a block of wood / Or a box of nails, discreetly up to 

no good" - These lines portray the grandfather's industrious and mischievous nature. It suggests 

that he finds joy and purpose in engaging in secret or creative activities. 

 

4. "But after dark / You hear his great boots thumping in the hall" - This quote evokes the presence 

and impact of the grandfather. The sound of his footsteps signifies his arrival, adding a sense of 

anticipation and liveliness to the household. 

 

5. "His shrewd eyes bolt the door and set the clock / Against the future, then his light goes out" - 

These lines reveal the grandfather's cautious and thoughtful nature. He takes measures to protect 

and prepare for what lies ahead, symbolized by securing the door and adjusting the clock. 
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6. "Nothing escapes him; he escapes us all" - This concluding line encapsulates the grandfather's 

sharp perception and ability to navigate life's challenges. It suggests that he possesses a wisdom 

and understanding that separates him from others. 

 

These quotes offer insights into the character of the grandfather in the analyzed poem. They 

highlight his resilience, lightheartedness, nostalgic nature, industriousness, and cautiousness. 

The grandfather's ability to recover from difficulties with humor, his connection to his childhood 

landscape, and his mischievous pursuits add depth to his character. The presence of his footsteps 

and his preparedness for the future demonstrate his impact and thoughtful nature. Ultimately, 

they convey the grandfather's perceptive nature and his distinctiveness from those around him. 

 

2. Day Trip to Donegal 

 

1. "We reached the sea in early afternoon" - This line sets the scene and establishes the setting of 

the poem, indicating the arrival of the speaker and others at the seaside. 

 

2. "The nearby hills were deeper green than anywhere in the world" - This quote highlights the 

vividness and richness of the natural landscape, emphasizing the beauty of the hills in Donegal. 

 

3. "The grave grey of the sea, the grimmer in that enclave" - These lines convey a sense of 

foreboding or darkness associated with the sea, suggesting that there may be underlying 

tensions or complexities within the coastal environment. 

 

4. "The fish come in year after year—herring and mackerel" - This quote references the cyclical 

nature of the fishing industry in Donegal, with the recurring presence of herring and mackerel as 

a reliable source of livelihood. 

 

5. "We left at eight, drove back the way we came" - This line indicates the departure of the speaker 

and their companions, retracing their route back home after their day trip to Donegal. 

 

6. "Around midnight we changed down into suburbs sunk in a sleep no gale-force wind disturbs" - 

These lines depict the return to familiar surroundings, with the suburbs depicted as calm and 

undisturbed by external forces. 

 

7. "Give me a ring, goodnight, and so to bed" - This quote suggests the end of the day and the 

speaker's desire for a phone call before going to sleep, signifying a sense of connection or 

intimacy. 
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8. "That night the slow sea washe[d] against my head" - This line describes the speaker's 

experience of lying in bed and feeling the rhythmic motion of the sea, potentially symbolizing a 

sense of contemplation or introspection. 

 

9. "Muttering its threat to villages of landfall" - This phrase conveys the relentless and powerful 

nature of the sea, which poses a constant threat to the neighboring coastal communities. 

 

These key quotes provide glimpses into the speaker's experience of a day trip to Donegal, 

capturing elements of the natural landscape, the fishing industry, the return journey, and the 

lingering presence of the sea. They contribute to the overall atmosphere and thematic 

exploration within the poem. 

 

3. Ecclesiastes  

 

1. "God, you could grow to love it" - This line suggests the potential for developing affection or 

appreciation for something. 

 

2. "God-fearing, God-chosen purist little puritan" - These words describe the speaker or the 

subject of the poem as someone who is devoutly religious and morally strict. 

 

3. "For all your wiles and smiles, you are" - This phrase implies that despite any attempts at charm 

or deception, the true nature of the speaker remains unchanged. 

 

4. "Shelter your cold heart from the heat of the world" - This line suggests a desire to protect 

oneself from the troubles and challenges of the world. 

 

5. "From woman-inquisition, from the bright eyes of children" - These words express a desire to 

distance oneself from scrutiny or interrogation, particularly from women and the innocent gaze 

of children. 

 

6. "Wear black, drink water, nourish a fierce zeal with locusts and wild honey" - This quote 

alludes to a lifestyle of asceticism, simplicity, and religious fervor, drawing parallels to biblical 

figures like John the Baptist. 

 

7. "Speak with a bleak afflatus" - This phrase suggests the speaker's style of speaking, 

characterized by a somber and prophetic inspiration. 

 

8. "Love the January rains when they darken the dark doors and sink hard into the Antrim hills" - 

This line portrays an appreciation for the melancholic beauty of the winter rains in a specific 

geographical location (Antrim hills). 
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9. "Bury that red bandana and stick, that banjo" - These words metaphorically signify the 

abandonment of a more carefree and expressive lifestyle, symbolized by the bandana, stick, and 

banjo. 

 

10. "This is your country, close one eye and be king" - This line speaks to a sense of ownership or 

entitlement to one's homeland, suggesting the possibility of assuming a position of power or 

authority. 

 

11. "Your people await you, their heavy washing flaps for you in the housing estates" - This quote 

portrays a sense of expectation from the speaker's community, who eagerly anticipate their 

presence and leadership. 

 

12. "A credulous people" - This phrase describes the people as trusting, easily convinced, or 

gullible. 

 

13. "Stand on a corner stiff with rhetoric, promising nothing under the sun" - This line implies the 

act of delivering grand speeches filled with persuasive language, but ultimately offering no 

substantial promises or solutions. 

 

These key quotes provide insights into the speaker's perspective on religion, personal identity, 

societal expectations, and the potential for leadership. 

 

 

4. After the Titanic 

 

1. "I sank as far that night as any / Hero" - These lines express the emotional and psychological 

impact of the sinking of the Titanic on the speaker. It highlights their sense of personal loss and 

the profound effect it had on their life. 

 

2. "I turned to ice to hear my costly / Life go thundering down" - This quote captures the 

speaker's shock and disbelief as they witness the destruction and loss of life during the sinking. 

The use of "thundering" emphasizes the magnitude and chaos of the event. 

 

3. "Now I hide / In a lonely house behind the sea" - These lines convey the speaker's withdrawal 

and isolation following the tragedy. They seek solace in seclusion, distancing themselves from 

the world and its ordinary joys. 
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4. "The showers of / April, flowers of May mean nothing to me" - This quote illustrates the 

speaker's detachment from the natural beauty and seasonal cycles of life. The loss they 

experienced has left them numb to the ordinary joys of existence. 

 

5. "Describes to strangers how the old man stays in bed / On seaward mornings after nights of / 

Wind, takes his cocaine and will see no one" - These lines depict the speaker's melancholic state 

and their coping mechanism of isolating themselves from the world and indulging in self-

destructive habits. 

 

6. "Then it is / I drown again with all those dim / Lost faces I never understood" - This quote 

reveals the ongoing trauma and haunting memories that the speaker continues to grapple with. 

They are haunted by the faces of the deceased, unable to comprehend the magnitude of the 

tragedy. 

 

7. "Include me in your lamentations" - This closing line conveys the speaker's desire to be 

acknowledged and remembered alongside the victims of the Titanic. They seek empathy and a 

sense of collective mourning. 

 

These quotes highlight the intense emotions, personal anguish, and lingering trauma 

experienced by the speaker in the aftermath of the Titanic's sinking. They convey a profound 

sense of loss, isolation, and a struggle to find meaning in the wake of a devastating event. 

 

 

 

 

5. As it Should Be 

 

1. "We hunted the mad bastard" - This line introduces the theme of pursuit or seeking someone who 

is considered unstable or dangerous. 

 

2. "Through bog, moorland, rock, to the star-lit west" - These words depict the rugged and remote 

landscape through which the pursuit takes place, emphasizing the vastness and darkness of the 

setting. 

 

3. "And gunned him down in a blind yard" - This line reveals the violent outcome of the pursuit, 

indicating that the subject of their hunt has been killed. 

 

4. "Between ten sleeping lorries and an electricity generator" - This specific location adds a sense of 

industrial and mechanical elements to the scene, contrasting with the natural surroundings. 
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5. "Let us hear no idle talk of the moon in the Yellow River" - This phrase dismisses any fanciful or 

irrelevant discussions, asserting the need to focus on the immediate situation and its 

consequences. 

 

6. "The air blows softer since his departure" - This line suggests a relief or improvement in the 

atmosphere or overall mood following the elimination of the person they hunted. 

 

7. "Since his tide burial during school hours" - This phrase implies that the burial or disposal of the 

person's body took place discreetly and at a specific time, possibly to minimize disruption or 

public attention. 

 

8. "Our kiddies have known no bad dreams" - This statement indicates that the younger generation 

has been spared from unsettling or troubling experiences, implying a sense of safety and 

protection. 

 

9. "Their cries echo lightly along the coast" - This image evokes a sense of innocence and 

playfulness, suggesting that the children's voices carry a sense of joy and freedom. 

 

10. "This is as it should be" - This line conveys a sense of satisfaction or justification, implying that 

the elimination of the person was necessary or desirable. 

 

11. "They will thank us for it when they grow up to a world with method in it" - This phrase suggests 

that the actions taken will be appreciated by the younger generation in the future, when they come 

to understand the reasons and logic behind those actions. 

These key quotes highlight themes of pursuit, violence, relief, protection, and a belief in creating 

a more ordered and controlled world. 

 

6. Kinsale  

 

1. "The kind of rain we knew is a thing of the past" - This line suggests that the rain in Kinsale, 

which used to be characterized by its depth, darkness, and deliberation, has changed or 

disappeared. 

 

2. "deep-delving, dark, deliberate you would say" - This description further emphasizes the intensity 

and purposefulness of the rain that used to occur in Kinsale. 

 

3. "our sky-blue slates are steaming in the sun" - This image portrays a shift in weather conditions, 

with the sun shining brightly and causing the blue slate roofs to emit steam. 
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4. "our yachts tinkling and dancing in the bay like racehorses" - This simile compares the 

movement of yachts in the bay to the graceful and rhythmic motion of racehorses, suggesting a 

sense of liveliness and vibrancy in the present. 

 

5. "We contemplate at last shining windows" - This line indicates a sense of optimism or hope for 

the future, as people in Kinsale can now look forward to brighter and more prosperous times. 

 

6. "a future forbidden to no one" - This phrase implies that the future holds possibilities and 

opportunities for everyone, free from limitations or restrictions. 

 

These key quotes reflect a contrast between the past and the present in terms of weather 

conditions and evoke a sense of hope and renewal for the future in Kinsale. 

 

7. Antarctica 

 

1. "I am just going outside and may be some time." - This line, famously spoken by Captain Oates 

during Robert Falcon Scott's ill-fated Terra Nova Expedition, sets the tone for the poem and 

foreshadows the sacrifice that is about to take place. 

 

2. "The others nod, pretending not to know." - This line suggests that the other members of the 

expedition are aware of Captain Oates' intentions but choose to ignore or deny the inevitable 

outcome. 

 

3. "At the heart of the ridiculous, the sublime." - This phrase encapsulates the paradoxical nature of 

the situation, where Captain Oates' act of self-sacrifice is both absurd and awe-inspiring. 

 

4. "He leaves them reading and begins to climb" - This line depicts Captain Oates leaving the 

safety of the tent and venturing into the harsh and treacherous Antarctic environment. 

 

5. "Goading his ghost into the howling snow" - This image suggests that Captain Oates is driven by 

a sense of duty or determination, pushing himself forward despite the harsh conditions. 

 

6. "The tent recedes beneath its crust of rime" - This line conveys the distancing and isolation 

experienced by Captain Oates as he moves away from the camp. 

 

7. "Need we consider it some sort of crime, this numb self-sacrifice of the weakest? No" - This 

rhetorical question challenges the notion of weakness in Captain Oates' sacrifice, emphasizing 

the courage and nobility of his decision. 
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8. "In fact, forever. Solitary enzyme" - This line suggests that Captain Oates' departure from the 

expedition is a permanent one, and his legacy will endure. 

 

9. "Though the night yield no glimmer, there will glow, at the heart of the ridiculous, the sublime" - 

This final line reinforces the juxtaposition of the absurd and extraordinary, highlighting the 

profound significance of Captain Oates' sacrifice. 

 

These key quotes reflect themes of sacrifice, bravery, endurance, and the juxtaposition of the 

ordinary and extraordinary in the face of extreme circumstances. 

 
Approaching the question: Past Paper: 2013  

 “Mahon uses language and imagery to transform personal 

observations into universal reflections.” 

Write your response to this statement with reference to the 

poems by Derek Mahonon your course. 

 

Step 1: Introduction 

Introduce Derek Mahon as a renowned poet known for his use of language and imagery to 

transform personal observations into universal reflections. 

Present the given statement that highlights Mahon's ability to transcend the personal and 

connect with broader themes. 

State your thesis, indicating whether you agree or disagree with the assessment, and provide a 

brief overview of the main points you will discuss. 

 

Step 2: Identification of Personal Observations 

Explore the poems by Derek Mahon on your course and identify instances where he presents 

personal observations. 

Analyze specific poems where Mahon reflects on personal experiences, memories, or 

perceptions. 

Discuss the specificity and intimacy of these observations. 

 

Step 3: Analysis of Language and Imagery 

Examine Mahon's use of language and imagery to transform personal observations into 

universal reflections. 

Analyze specific poems where Mahon employs evocative language and vivid imagery. 

Discuss how these linguistic and poetic techniques expand the significance of the personal 

observations and resonate with readers on a universal level. 

 

Step 4: Exploration of Universal Reflections 

Discuss the universal themes or concerns that emerge from Mahon's personal observations. 
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Analyze specific poems where Mahon's personal reflections lead to broader contemplations on 

topics such as identity, mortality, nature, or society. 

Highlight how Mahon's ability to connect personal experiences to larger human experiences 

enhances the universality of his poetry. 

 

Step 5: Interplay between Personal and Universal 

Discuss the interplay between personal observations and universal reflections in Mahon's 

poetry. 

Analyze specific poems where Mahon blurs the boundaries between the personal and the 

universal, creating a sense of shared human experience. 

Explore how language and imagery contribute to this interplay and the impact it has on readers. 

 

Step 6: Conclusion 

Summarize the main points discussed, emphasizing Mahon's ability to transcend the personal 

and evoke universal themes through language and imagery. 

State your position on whether you agree with the assessment or not, supported by the evidence 

presented. 

Conclude with a broader reflection on the significance of Mahon's poetry and its ability to 

resonate with readers on a universal level. 

 

Remember to refer to the specific poems by Derek Mahon on your course and select suitable 

references to support your analysis effectively. 

 

Elizabeth Bishop 
Elizabeth Bishop was an American poet who is widely considered to be one of the most 

important poets of the 20th century. Her poetry is known for its precision, clarity, and 

attention to detail, as well as for its exploration of themes such as nature, travel, loss, and 

memory. 

 

Bishop's poetry is characterized by its formal control and technical excellence. She was a master 

of form, and her work often employs traditional structures such as the sonnet, the villanelle, and 

the sestina. At the same time, Bishop was also known for her use of free verse and her 

experimentation with unconventional forms. 

 

One of the most striking features of Bishop's poetry is her ability to capture the essence of a 

particular moment or place. Her work is often deeply rooted in the physical world, and she was 

known for her keen observation of the natural world, as well as for her ability to evoke the 

atmosphere and mood of a particular location. Her poetry is also notable for its sense of humor 

and its ability to find beauty and wonder in unexpected places. 
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Bishop's work is often characterized by a sense of detachment and a focus on the external 

world, but it is also deeply personal and reflective. Her poetry often deals with themes of loss 

and longing, and many of her most famous poems are meditations on memory and the passage 

of time. 

 

Overall, Bishop's poetry is notable for its combination of technical skill, emotional depth, and 

engagement with the world around us. Her work has had a significant impact on American 

poetry and continues to be widely studied and admired today. 

 

Studied Poems 
 

1. "The Fish":  

In this poem, Bishop describes a large fish that she caught and then released. As she examines 

the fish more closely, she begins to see it as a kind of survivor, with scars and barnacles that 

indicate it has lived a long and difficult life. Through her description of the fish, Bishop reflects 

on themes of resilience, mortality, and the beauty of the natural world. 

2. "Filling Station":  

In this poem, Bishop describes a run-down gas station in rural America. Despite its dirty and 

disorganized appearance, Bishop finds beauty in the small details of the scene, such as the "oil-

soaked, oil-permeated / to a disturbing, over-all/black translucency." The poem ultimately 

suggests that even in seemingly unremarkable places, there is always something worth noticing 

and appreciating. 

3. "The Prodigal":  

This poem tells the story of a young man who leaves home and squanders his inheritance, only 

to return years later to a father who welcomes him with open arms. Bishop uses the biblical 

story of the prodigal son as a starting point, but she puts her own spin on the narrative by 

emphasizing the son's sense of shame and the father's unconditional love. 

4. "Questions of Travel":  

In this poem, Bishop reflects on the experience of traveling to new places and the sense of 

displacement and disorientation that often comes with it. She considers the idea that travel can 

be both exhilarating and unsettling, and she ultimately suggests that the desire to escape our 

ordinary lives may be universal. 

5. "Sestina":  

A sestina is a complex poetic form that involves six stanzas and a strict pattern of repetition. In 

Bishop's "Sestina," she uses the form to tell the story of a grandmother and her grandson who 

are waiting out a storm in their home. The poem is full of rich sensory details, and it explores 

themes of memory, mortality, and the passage of time. 

6. "Armadillo":  
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In this poem, Bishop describes a scene in which a group of spectators gather to watch an 

armadillo in the middle of the road. As the armadillo scurries away, Bishop reflects on the idea 

that humans often impose their own meanings and interpretations on the natural world. 

7. "First Death in Nova Scotia":  

This poem is a poignant elegy for Bishop's young cousin, who died unexpectedly. The poem is 

full of vivid details and sensory descriptions, and it explores themes of loss, grief, and the 

passage of time. Despite its sadness, the poem also contains moments of beauty and grace. 

 

Key Quotes: 

 

1. "The Fish": 

 

1. "I caught a tremendous fish and held him beside the boat": This quote establishes the central 

event of the poem, where the speaker successfully catches a large and remarkable fish. It sets 

the stage for the subsequent reflection and decision made by the speaker. 

 

2. "He hung a grunting weight, battered and venerable and homely": This quote describes the 

physical condition of the fish. The use of the words "battered" and "venerable" suggests that the 

fish has endured hardships and possesses a sense of wisdom and age. The word "homely" 

emphasizes its unassuming and ordinary appearance. 

3. "While his gills were breathing in the terrible oxygen": This quote focuses on the fish's gills 

and their function of extracting oxygen from the water. The word "terrible" suggests that the 

fish's gills are associated with a sense of awe and fear, highlighting their vital role in its 

survival. 

 

4. "I looked into his eyes which were far larger than mine but shallower, and yellowed": Here, 

the speaker describes the fish's eyes, emphasizing their size and shallowness. The contrast 

between the speaker's own eyes and those of the fish suggests a difference in perception and 

understanding. The yellowed color adds to the sense of age and weariness. 

 

5. "And I let the fish go": This concluding quote reveals the speaker's decision to release the fish 

back into the water. It signifies a moment of realization or empathy on the part of the speaker, 

where they choose to let go of their victory and preserve the fish's life. 

 

Analysis: 

The poem explores themes of empathy, respect for nature, and the recognition of the beauty and 

dignity of living creatures. The speaker's initial excitement and admiration for the fish shift as 

they observe its physical characteristics and reflect on its life. The detailed description of the 

fish's appearance and the contemplation of its existence prompt the speaker to release it back 

into its natural habitat. 
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The poem also touches upon the contrast between human and animal perspectives, highlighting 

the limitations of human understanding compared to the mysteries of the natural world. The 

realization that the fish deserves to be free rather than a trophy symbolizes a deeper 

understanding of the interconnectedness of all living beings. 

 

Overall, the poem serves as a reminder of the importance of compassion and the value of all 

creatures, urging the reader to consider their relationship with the natural world and the ethical 

implications of their actions. 

 

These quotes illustrate Bishop's vivid descriptions of the fish's appearance and the speaker's 

reaction to catching such a remarkable creature. The imagery of the fish's skin and the water 

surrounding it is particularly striking. The use of colors, such as "blue, blue" and "lime," 

creates a visual image in the reader's mind. The final quote shows the sense of accomplishment 

and awe that the speaker feels upon catching the fish. 

 

2. “The Filling Station” 

 

1. "Oh, but it is dirty! —this little filling station": The opening line sets the tone for the poem, 

expressing the speaker's immediate observation and judgment of the filling station's dirtiness. It 

suggests a contrast between the grimy appearance of the station and the expected cleanliness 

associated with such places. 

 

2. "Father wears a dirty, oil-soaked monkey suit": This quote introduces the father figure who 

works at the filling station. The description of his attire emphasizes the dirty and labor-intensive 

nature of his work, creating a vivid image of his appearance and highlighting the physical toll it 

takes on him. 

 

3. "Some comic books provide the only note of color": This line draws attention to the lack of 

color in the otherwise drab and dirty surroundings of the filling station. The presence of comic 

books serves as a contrast, providing a small glimpse of brightness and entertainment amidst the 

monotony. 

 

4. "Somebody loves us all": This concluding line shifts the tone and perspective of the poem. It 

suggests that despite the unappealing and seemingly insignificant details described earlier, there 

is a sense of care and love present in the filling station. It implies that there is something deeper 

and more meaningful beneath the surface. 

 

Analysis: 
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"Filling Station" explores themes of appearance versus reality, finding beauty in unexpected 

places, and the presence of love and connection in ordinary settings. The poem challenges the 

reader's initial judgment of the dirty and unattractive filling station, inviting them to look 

beyond the surface and consider the human elements within. 

 

The descriptions of the dirty surroundings and the workers' appearances create a sense of 

realism and grittiness. However, the presence of the comic books, the embroidered doily, and 

the cared-for begonia reveal small acts of beauty and personal touches within the station. These 

details suggest that someone has taken the time to create a comfortable and livable space amidst 

the grime. 

 

The concluding line, "Somebody loves us all," brings a sense of warmth and compassion to the 

poem. It implies that even in the most unremarkable or seemingly insignificant places, there is 

love and care present. The poem reminds the reader of the value of recognizing and appreciating 

the humanity and connections that exist in everyday settings. 

 

Overall, "Filling Station" invites readers to reevaluate their perceptions and prejudices, 

reminding them to seek beauty and love even in unexpected or overlooked places. 

 

 

3. “The Prodigal” 

 

1. "The brown enormous odor he lived by / was too close, with its breathing and thick hair, / for 

him to judge": This quote depicts the protagonist's close proximity to the overpowering and 

unpleasant odor of the pigs he works with. It suggests that the environment he lives in affects 

his perception and judgment, making it difficult for him to fully comprehend his situation. 

 

2. "Light-lashed, self-righteous, above moving snouts, / the pigs' eyes followed him, a cheerful 

stare": Here, the pigs are personified, and their gaze is described as cheerful and self-righteous. 

This highlights their role as witnesses to the protagonist's experiences and suggests a certain 

level of detachment or indifference they possess. 

 

3. "The sunrise glazed the barnyard mud with red / the burning puddles seemed to reassure": 

The description of the sunrise and the red hue it casts on the muddy barnyard suggests a 

momentary sense of beauty and reassurance for the protagonist. It hints at his ability to find 

solace or temporary respite from his difficult circumstances. 

 

4. "But evenings the first star came to warn": This line introduces a shift in the poem, signaling 

a change in atmosphere and mood. The arrival of the first star foreshadows a sense of 

impending departure or change. 
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5. "Carrying a bucket along a slimy board, / he felt the bats' uncertain staggering flight, / his 

shuddering insights, beyond his control": These lines depict the protagonist's physical and 

emotional state as he prepares to leave. The slimy board and uncertain flight of the bats create a 

sense of unease and discomfort. His insights and realizations about his situation and future are 

described as shuddering and beyond his control, suggesting a mix of fear, uncertainty, and 

internal conflict. 

 

Analysis: 

In this poem, the protagonist is portrayed as a farm laborer, working closely with pigs in a dirty 

and uncomfortable environment. The poem explores themes of confinement, isolation, and the 

struggle to find meaning and endurance in challenging circumstances. 

 

The descriptions of the pigs and their gaze represent a form of observation and judgment from 

the animals, reflecting the protagonist's own self-reflection and the perception of his 

surroundings. The overpowering odor and the physical decay of the barn create a sense of 

confinement and entrapment. 

 

The moments of temporary solace, such as the sunrise, hint at the protagonist's ability to find 

brief moments of respite and hope within his challenging life. However, the arrival of the first 

star serves as a reminder of the passage of time and the need for change. 

 

The final lines convey the protagonist's internal struggle as he contemplates going home. The 

slimy board, uncertain flight of the bats, and shuddering insights all contribute to his hesitation 

and reluctance to leave his current situation. It suggests that despite the difficulties he faces, he 

still wrestles with the decision to leave and find a different path. 

 

Overall, the poem captures the complex emotions and conflicting thoughts of the protagonist, 

painting a vivid picture of his daily life and inner turmoil. It explores themes of confinement, 

longing for change, and the internal struggle to make significant decisions. 

 

4. “Questions of Travel” 

 

1. "There are too many waterfalls here; the crowded streams/ hurry too rapidly down to the 

sea..."  

This quote sets the tone of the poem, expressing a sense of overwhelming abundance and 

movement. It suggests that the natural beauty of the landscape is excessive, perhaps even 

oppressive, with the constant rush of waterfalls and streams. 
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2. "But if the streams and clouds keep travelling, travelling,/ the mountains look like the hulls of 

capsized ships,/slime-hung and barnacled."  

Here, the poet uses vivid imagery to describe how the continuous movement of streams and 

clouds transforms the mountains into a visual representation of decay and desolation. The 

comparison to capsized ships covered in slime and barnacles evokes a sense of abandonment 

and the passage of time. 

 

3. "Where should we be today?/ Is it right to be watching strangers in a play/ in this strangest of 

theaters?"  

These lines reflect the speaker's contemplation about the purpose and meaning of travel. The 

questions raised highlight a sense of disconnection and uncertainty, questioning the value of 

being a mere spectator in unfamiliar places. 

 

4. "What childishness is it that while there's a breath of life/in our bodies, we are determined to 

rush/to see the sun the other way around?"  

This quote expresses a sense of wonder and curiosity, questioning the innate human desire to 

seek out new experiences and see the world from different perspectives. It challenges the idea of 

conventional thinking and the pursuit of the unconventional. 

 

5. "Or could Pascal have been not entirely right/ about just sitting quietly in one's 

room?/Continent, city, country, society:/the choice is never wide and never free."  

In these lines, the speaker reflects on Blaise Pascal's notion of finding solace and enlightenment 

in solitude. The quote suggests that staying within the confines of one's own room may not 

provide all the answers and that the choices available for exploration are limited and influenced 

by external factors. 

 

6. "The tiniest green hummingbird in the world?" 

This quote highlights the sense of wonder and fascination with the small and exquisite aspects 

of nature that can be encountered during travel. It emphasizes the beauty and diversity of the 

natural world that can be easily overlooked. 

 

7. "Not to have seen them gesturing/ like noble pantomimists, robed in pink." 

This imagery portrays the trees along the road as graceful performers, dressed in pink robes, 

engaging in a silent and enchanting dance. It emphasizes the extraordinary beauty that can be 

found in even the simplest elements of the natural world. 

 

8. "--A pity not to have heard/ the other, less primitive music of the fat brown bird/ who sings 

above the broken gasoline pump/ in a bamboo church of Jesuit baroque..." 
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Here, Bishop juxtaposes the primitive and the refined, contrasting the primitive music of the 

bird with the elaborate architecture of the bamboo church. This contrast highlights the richness 

and diversity of the world, with its mix of simplicity and complexity. 

 

9. "Never to have studied history in/ the weak calligraphy of songbirds' cages." 

This quote suggests that even in confinement, there is a potential for learning and 

understanding. It symbolizes the importance of looking closely at small details and finding 

meaning in unexpected places. 

 

10. "And here, or there . . . No. Should we have stayed at home,/wherever that may be?" 

These lines express a sense of ambivalence and questioning regarding the choice to travel. The 

speaker ponders the idea of staying at home, wondering if it would have been a better decision, 

but acknowledges the elusive nature of "home" itself. 

 

The poem explores themes of travel, contemplation, the human quest for meaning, and the 

limitations of our choices. It engages with the conflicting desires to experience the world and 

find a sense of belonging while acknowledging the complexities and uncertainties that come 

with it. Along with inviting readers to reflect on the complexities of travel, the beauty of the 

natural world, and the choices we make in our lives. 

 

 

5. “Sestina” 

 

1. "September rain falls on the house." 

This opening line sets the scene and establishes the atmosphere of the poem. The mention of 

rain creates a sense of melancholy and sets the tone for the introspective journey that follows. 

 

2. "She thinks that her equinoctial tears/ and the rain that beats on the roof of the house 

were both foretold by the almanac..." 

This quote highlights the grandmother's superstitious nature and her belief that the tears she 

sheds align with the changing seasons, as predicted by the almanac. It reflects her sense of 

connection with the natural world and her own emotional state. 

 

3. "Tidying up, the old grandmother/ hangs up the clever almanac/on its string." 

This line portrays the grandmother's everyday actions, suggesting a sense of routine and 

stability in her life. The hanging of the almanac symbolizes her attempt to maintain order and 

control amidst the emotional turmoil she experiences. 

 

4. "With crayons the child draws a rigid house/and a winding pathway." 
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This quote highlights the child's innocence and creativity. The drawing of the house and 

pathway represents their attempt to make sense of the world around them, bringing a sense of 

structure and order to their imagination. 

 

5. "Time to plant tears, says the almanac." 

This line serves as a powerful metaphor, suggesting that tears can be transformative and have 

the potential to give rise to growth and renewal. It emphasizes the cyclical nature of emotions 

and the inevitability of change. 

 

The poem's use of repeated words and imagery throughout the sestina form reinforces the 

themes of memory, time, and the interconnectedness of past, present, and future. The 

grandmother's emotional struggle is subtly conveyed through the juxtaposition of everyday 

actions and deeper introspection. Overall, "Sestina" is a poignant exploration of human 

emotions and the passage of time. 

 

6. “Armadillo” 

 

1. "This is the time of year/ when almost every night/ the frail, illegal fire balloons appear." 

These opening lines set the scene and establish the recurring event of the fire balloons appearing 

during a specific time of year. The mention of the balloons being "illegal" adds an element of 

mystery and intrigue. 

 

2. "Once up against the sky it's hard/to tell them from the stars—/planets, that is—the tinted 

ones" 

This quote highlights the visual similarity between the fire balloons and celestial objects like 

stars and planets. It emphasizes the enchanting nature of the balloons and their ability to 

captivate observers. 

 

3. "but if it's still they steer between/the kite sticks of the Southern Cross" 

Here, the poet describes how the balloons maneuver between the stars of the Southern Cross 

constellation. This adds a sense of direction and purpose to their flight, as if they are navigating 

a celestial pathway. 

 

4. "or, in the downdraft from a peak,/suddenly turning dangerous." 

This line introduces a shift in tone, suggesting that the balloons' flight can become perilous 

when influenced by the downdrafts from mountain peaks. It introduces an element of 

unpredictability and danger. 

 

5. "Last night another big one fell./It splattered like an egg of fire" 
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This quote describes the dramatic moment when one of the fire balloons crashes and bursts into 

flames, likening it to an exploding egg. It adds a sense of vivid imagery and emphasizes the 

destructive aspect of the balloons. 

 

6. "The ancient owls' nest must have burned./Hastily, all alone,/a glistening armadillo left the 

scene," 

These lines depict the aftermath of the balloon's crash, implying that the fire has destroyed the 

owls' nest. The introduction of the armadillo emphasizes the resilience of nature and its ability 

to adapt and survive in the face of destruction. 

 

7. "and then a baby rabbit jumped out,/ short-eared, to our surprise./ So soft!—a handful of 

intangible ash/ with fixed, ignited eyes." 

This quote describes the unexpected appearance of a baby rabbit emerging from the scene of 

destruction. The contrast between the rabbit's delicate appearance and the ashes around it 

creates a sense of fragility and beauty amidst devastation. 

 

8. "O falling fire and piercing cry/ and panic, and a weak mailed fist/ clenched ignorant against 

the sky!" 

These closing lines evoke a sense of chaos, fear, and helplessness. The falling fire and piercing 

cry symbolize the destructive power of the balloons, while the weak clenched fist represents 

humanity's futile attempt to resist or comprehend the forces at play. 

 

"The Armadillo" explores themes of destruction, the fragility of life, and the interplay between 

nature and human intervention. The poem showcases Bishop's skillful use of vivid imagery and 

metaphor to convey the complex emotions and experiences associated with witnessing a 

seemingly innocent event turn into something perilous and unsettling. 

 

7. “First Death in Nova Scotia” 

 

1. "In the cold, cold parlor/my mother laid out Arthur" 

These opening lines set the scene and establish the somber atmosphere of the poem. The use of 

repetition with "cold, cold" emphasizes the chilling setting and foreshadows the theme of death. 

 

2. "Below them on the table/stood a stuffed loon/shot and stuffed by Uncle/ Arthur, Arthur's 

father." 

This quote introduces the stuffed loon on the table, which serves as a symbolic connection 

between the deceased cousin Arthur and his father, Uncle Arthur. The stuffed loon represents 

the preservation of memories and the link to the natural world. 
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3. "His breast was deep and white,/ cold and caressable;/ his eyes were red glass,/much to be 

desired." 

Here, Bishop describes the appearance of the deceased Arthur, highlighting the contrast 

between his white, cold breast and the desire to touch and connect with him. The red glass eyes 

suggest a sense of longing and loss. 

 

4. "Arthur's coffin was/ a little frosted cake,/and the red-eyed loon eyed it/ from his white, 

frozen lake." 

This quote uses metaphorical language to describe the small size and appearance of Arthur's 

coffin. The imagery of the red-eyed loon watching from a frozen lake adds an eerie and 

melancholic tone to the scene. 

 

5. "Jack Frost had started to paint him/ the way he always painted/ the Maple Leaf (Forever). 

He had just begun on his hair,/ a few red strokes, and then/ Jack Frost had dropped the brush/ 

and left him white, forever." 

These lines describe the impact of death on Arthur's physical appearance, using the imagery of 

Jack Frost painting him. The unfinished strokes on his hair represent the abrupt ending of his 

life, frozen in time. 

 

6. "The gracious royal couples/ were warm in red and ermine" 

Here, Bishop contrasts the warm, vibrant attire of the royal couples depicted in the 

chromographs with the coldness and stillness of Arthur's body. The juxtaposition highlights the 

contrast between life and death. 

 

7. "But how could Arthur go,/ clutching his tiny lily,/ with his eyes shut up so tight/ and the 

roads deep in snow?" 

In these lines, the speaker reflects on the impossibility of Arthur participating in the royal court 

due to his death. The closed eyes and the deep snow symbolize the barrier and finality of death, 

preventing Arthur from joining the world of the living. 

 

"First Death in Nova Scotia" explores themes of death, childhood innocence, and the 

juxtaposition between the natural world and human experiences. The poem captures the somber 

atmosphere of a child's funeral and portrays the ways in which death disrupts and alters the 

perception of the world. Bishop's use of vivid imagery and precise language evokes a sense of 

loss and reflection on mortality. 

 

Approaching the question: Past Papers: 2009 

 

‘Elizabeth Bishop poses interesting questions delivered by means 

of a unique style.’ 
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Do you agree with this assessment of her poetry? Your answer 

should focus on both themes and stylistic features. Support your 

points with the aid of suitable reference to the poems you have 

studied. 

 

Step 1: Introduction 

Introduce Elizabeth Bishop as a renowned poet known for her unique style and thought-

provoking questions. 

Present the given statement that acknowledges Bishop's interesting questions and unique style. 

State your thesis, indicating whether you agree or disagree with the assessment and provide a 

brief overview of the main points you will discuss. 

 

Step 2: Analysis of Interesting Questions 

Explore the themes and topics in Bishop's poetry that raise interesting questions. 

Analyze specific poems where Bishop's questioning nature is evident, focusing on the themes of 

identity, place, loss, and perception. 

Discuss the thought-provoking nature of these questions and how they engage readers in 

contemplating deeper meanings. 

 

Step 3: Examination of Unique Style 

Discuss Bishop's unique style, characterized by meticulous observations and vivid imagery. 

Analyze stylistic features such as descriptive language, precise details, and carefully crafted 

metaphors. 

Provide examples from Bishop's poems that illustrate her distinctive style and its impact on 

readers. 

 

Step 4: Interplay between Themes and Style 

Explore the interplay between Bishop's themes and her stylistic choices. 

Discuss how her unique style enhances the exploration of the interesting questions raised in her 

poetry. 

Analyze specific poems where the themes and stylistic features intertwine, demonstrating how 

Bishop's style amplifies the impact of her thought-provoking questions. 

 

Step 5: Support with Poem References 

Reference specific poems you have studied to support your points throughout the essay. 

Provide quotations or paraphrases from Bishop's poetry that exemplify the interesting questions 

and unique style discussed. 

 

Step 6: Conclusion 

Summarize the main points discussed, emphasizing Bishop's ability to pose interesting 

questions through her unique style. 
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State your position on whether you agree with the assessment or not, supported by the evidence 

presented. 

Conclude with a broader reflection on the significance of Bishop's poetry and its enduring 

value. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

William Butler Yeats 
 

William Butler Yeats was one of the most important poets of the 20th century, and his work is widely 

regarded as some of the most influential and innovative in the English language. Yeats began his career 

as a poet in the late 19th century, and he continued to write and publish poetry throughout his life. 

 

Yeats' poetry is characterized by its use of vivid imagery, rich symbolism, and complex themes. Many 

of Yeats's poems are concerned with the idea of the "antithetical self," in which the poet seeks to 

reconcile opposing forces such as life and death, reality and imagination, and the individual and the 

collective. Yeats was also deeply interested in Irish mythology and folklore, and many of his poems 

draw on these traditions to explore themes of national identity and cultural heritage. 

 

In addition to his poetry, Yeats was also a prolific writer of prose, and he was deeply involved in the 

cultural and political life of his time. He was a member of the Irish Literary Revival, a movement that 

sought to revive and promote the Irish language and culture, and he was also a key figure in the Irish 

nationalist movement. Yeats was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1923, and his influence on the 

development of modernist poetry and literature is widely recognized. 
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Overall, Yeats's poetry is notable for its lyricism, its emotional intensity, and its engagement with 

complex philosophical and cultural themes. Yeats' legacy continues to be felt in the world of literature 

and beyond, and his work remains an important touchstone for poets and readers alike. 

 

Studied Poems 
 

1. "The Lake Isle of Innisfree":  

In this poem, Yeats describes a peaceful and idyllic place where he longs to escape from the 

bustle and noise of the modern world. The poem is characterized by its simple language and 

imagery, which convey a sense of calm and tranquility. The poem has become one of Yeats' 

most famous and beloved works, and it has been widely interpreted as a symbol of the desire for 

spiritual renewal and connection with nature. 

2. "September 1913":  

In this poem, Yeats expresses his frustration with the political and social climate of his time, 

particularly the way in which money and materialism have come to dominate Irish society. The 

poem takes its title from the September 1913 Dublin Lockout, a major labor dispute that pitted 

workers against their employers and the government. Yeats uses the poem to argue for a return 

to traditional Irish values and to criticize those who have abandoned their cultural heritage in 

pursuit of wealth and power. 

3. "The Wild Swans at Coole":  

This poem is set in the autumn of 1916, when Yeats visited the Coole Park estate in Ireland and 

observed a flock of wild swans. The poem is characterized by its vivid imagery and its 

melancholy tone, as Yeats reflects on the passage of time and the transience of beauty. The 

poem has been widely praised for its lyrical beauty and its evocation of the natural world. 

4. "Easter 1916":  

This poem is a response to the Easter Rising of 1916, a failed attempt by Irish nationalists to 

overthrow British rule in Ireland. The poem is notable for its complex and ambiguous treatment 

of the rebellion, which Yeats initially criticizes for its violence and then seems to celebrate as a 

symbol of Irish resistance and sacrifice. The poem is considered one of Yeats' most important 

works, and it has been widely analyzed for its political and historical significance. 

5. "The Second Coming":  

This poem is one of Yeats' most famous and frequently quoted works. It is characterized by its 

apocalyptic imagery and its sense of impending doom, as Yeats reflects on the chaos and 

violence of the early 20th century. The poem is notable for its use of the phrase "the center 

cannot hold," which has become a widely recognized cultural reference. 

6. "An Irishman Foresees His Death":  

This poem is a meditation on mortality and the passage of time. It is written in the form of a 

dialogue between the speaker and an unknown interlocutor, in which the speaker reflects on his 

life and his impending death. The poem is characterized by its somber tone and its use of 
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religious imagery, and it has been interpreted as a reflection of Yeats's own fear of death and his 

spiritual quest for meaning. 
Key Quotes: 

 

1. "The Lake Isle of Innisfree": 

 

1. "I will arise and go now, and go to Innisfree" This opening line sets the speaker's intention to 

leave his current surroundings and retreat to the peaceful and idyllic island of Innisfree. It 

expresses the desire for escape from the noise and busyness of urban life. 

 

2. "And a small cabin build there, of clay and wattles made" 

The speaker envisions building a simple cabin on Innisfree, emphasizing the desire for a humble 

and self-sufficient existence. The choice of materials, clay and wattles, suggests a connection to 

nature and traditional craftsmanship. 

 

3. "Nine bean-rows will I have there, a hive for the honey-bee" 

The speaker plans to cultivate a simple agricultural life on Innisfree, with the imagery of bean-

rows and a hive for bees. This reflects a desire for self-sustainability and harmony with the 

natural world. 

 

4. "And live alone in the bee-loud glade" 

The speaker longs for solitude in the tranquil glade filled with the buzzing of bees. This line 

emphasizes the speaker's yearning for a peaceful and undisturbed existence close to nature. 

 

5. "I shall have some peace there, for peace comes dropping slow" 

The speaker anticipates finding peace on Innisfree, emphasizing the gradual and gentle nature of 

its arrival. It suggests that true peace is found in natural rhythms and the passage of time. 

 

6. "There midnight’s all a glimmer, and noon a purple glow,/And evening full of the linnet’s 

wings" 

These lines depict the serene beauty of Innisfree, describing the enchanting qualities of the 

island at different times of the day. The imagery evokes a sense of tranquility and harmony with 

nature. 

 

7. "I hear lake water lapping with low sounds by the shore" 

The speaker hears the soothing sounds of the lake water, even when far away from Innisfree. It 

signifies the deep longing and connection the speaker feels towards this idealized place. 
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8. "I hear it in the deep heart’s core" This final line expresses the profound emotional 

resonance that the lake water's sounds have on the speaker. It suggests a deep and enduring 

yearning for the peace and solace of Innisfree that resides within the speaker's heart. 

 

"The Lake Isle of Innisfree" explores themes of escape, simplicity, and the search for inner 

peace. Through vivid imagery and the contrast between the speaker's urban reality and the 

idealized island of Innisfree, Yeats portrays a yearning for a more harmonious and connected 

existence with nature. The poem evokes a sense of longing and nostalgia for a simpler way of 

life, emphasizing the power of the imagination to transport us to a place of inner tranquility. 

 

2. "September 1913": 

 

1. "What need you, being come to sense,/ But fumble in a greasy till" 

These lines criticize the materialistic pursuits and greed of those who prioritize wealth and 

profit over higher ideals. It questions the value of accumulating money when there are more 

significant concerns at hand. 

 

2. "Romantic Ireland’s dead and gone,/ It’s with O’Leary in the grave." 

This refrain emphasizes the theme of the decline of idealism and the loss of the spirit of 

romanticism in Ireland. It mourns the loss of the values and aspirations that once defined the 

nation. 

 

3. "Yet they were of a different kind,/ The names that stilled your childish play" 

These lines suggest that the heroes and idealists of the past, who sacrificed for their beliefs, 

were different from the current generation. It highlights a contrast between the heroic figures of 

history and the contemporary mindset.These lines refer to the martyrs and revolutionaries who 

fought for Ireland's independence but ultimately faced execution. It questions the impact and 

effectiveness of their sacrifices in bringing about meaningful change. 

 

5. "Was it for this the wild geese spread/ The grey wing upon every tide" 

The mention of the "wild geese" refers to the Irish soldiers who fought as mercenaries abroad. 

The lines raise the question of whether their efforts and sacrifices were in vain if the spirit of 

Ireland has been lost. 

 

6. "But let them be, they’re dead and gone,/They’re with O’Leary in the grave." 

These concluding lines express resignation and acceptance of the past. It suggests that the 

heroes and idealists of Ireland's history are no longer present or influential in the present day. 

 

"September 1913" reflects Yeats' frustration and disappointment with the materialistic and 

complacent mindset he observed in Irish society during that time. The poem laments the loss of 
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idealism, romanticism, and nationalistic fervor, criticizing the focus on personal gain rather 

than collective progress. It serves as a call to remember and honor the sacrifices of the past and 

to reassess the values and priorities of the present. 

 

3. "The Wild Swans at Coole": 

 

1. "The trees are in their autumn beauty,/ The woodland paths are dry,/Under the October 

twilight the water/Mirrors a still sky;" This quote sets the scene and establishes the serene and 

peaceful atmosphere of the poem. The vivid imagery of autumn beauty, dry paths, and still water 

reflects the tranquility and beauty of the surroundings. 

 

2. "I saw, before I had well finished,/All suddenly mount/And scatter wheeling in great 

broken rings/Upon their clamorous wings."This quote depicts the sudden and dynamic 

movement of the swans as they take flight. The phrase "scatter wheeling in great broken rings" 

emphasizes the swans' grace and agility in the air, creating a sense of awe and admiration. 

 

3. "I have looked upon those brilliant creatures,/And now my heart is sore." Here, the 

speaker expresses a bittersweet emotion. The sight of the magnificent swans in their beauty and 

freedom evokes a sense of longing and melancholy. The phrase "my heart is sore" suggests a 

mixture of joy and sadness, perhaps reflecting the fleeting nature of beauty and the passage of 

time. 

 

4. "Unwearied still, lover by lover,/ They paddle in the cold/ Companionable streams or 

climb the air;/ Their hearts have not grown old;" This quote highlights the timeless and enduring 

nature of the swans' existence. The phrase "Unwearied still" suggests their eternal vitality and 

energy. The swans are portrayed as symbols of constancy and youthfulness, untouched by the 

burdens of time and age. 

 

5. "But now they drift on the still water,/Mysterious, beautiful;/Among what rushes will 

they build,/By what lake's edge or pool/Delight men's eyes when I awake some day/To find they 

have flown away?"In this final stanza, the speaker contemplates the transient nature of beauty 

and the inevitability of change. The swans, once a familiar and comforting presence, now 

become mysterious and elusive. The question at the end emphasizes the uncertainty of their 

future location and the fear of waking up one day to find their absence. It reflects the speaker's 

realization that nothing remains the same forever. 

 

Overall, "The Wild Swans at Coole" explores the themes of beauty, transience, and the passage 

of time. The poem captures the speaker's poignant reflections on the swans and their ability to 

evoke a sense of longing and awe, while also highlighting the ephemeral nature of all things. 
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4. "Easter 1916": 

 

1. "All changed, changed utterly:/A terrible beauty is born." - This quote captures the central 

idea of the poem, emphasizing the profound and transformative impact of the Easter Rising in 

1916. It suggests that although the events were tragic and violent, they also brought forth a 

sense of awe-inspiring beauty and significance. 

 

2. "Her nights in argument/Until her voice grew shrill." - This quote refers to the woman who 

was previously engaged in trivial arguments but now finds herself passionately involved in the 

cause of the rebellion. It portrays her transformation from a seemingly ordinary person to 

someone actively participating in the struggle for independence. 

 

3. "He might have won fame in the end,/So sensitive his nature seemed,/So daring and sweet his 

thought." - Here, Yeats reflects on the potential of one of the rebels who had remarkable 

qualities and ideals. It highlights the loss of a promising individual due to their involvement in 

the rebellion. 

 

4. "He, too, has been changed in his turn,’/Transformed utterly:/A terrible beauty is born." 

- This quote underscores the transformative impact of the rebellion on another individual. It 

suggests that although this person may have made mistakes and caused harm, they, too, have 

undergone a significant change and contribute to the complexity and beauty of the overall 

situation. 

 

5. "Too long a sacrifice/Can make a stone of the heart." - This line expresses the toll that 

prolonged sacrifice and struggle can have on an individual, hardening their heart and dampening 

their spirit. It reflects the emotional and psychological consequences of prolonged resistance 

and the need for release or resolution. 

 

6. "I write it out in a verse—/MacDonagh and MacBride/And Connolly and Pearse/Now and in 

time to be,/Wherever green is worn,/Are changed, changed utterly:/A terrible beauty is born." 

- This concluding stanza emphasizes the lasting impact and significance of the rebels who were 

executed for their involvement in the Easter Rising. The phrase "terrible beauty is born" is 

repeated, emphasizing the paradoxical nature of the event, where the tragic loss of life gave rise 

to a profound and enduring beauty. 

 

These key quotes highlight the themes of transformation, sacrifice, and the profound impact of 

historical events. Yeats's poetry explores the complex emotions and conflicting ideals 

surrounding the Easter Rising, evoking a sense of both tragedy and reverence for those 

involved. 
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5. "The Second Coming": 

 

1. "Turning and turning in the widening gyre/The falcon cannot hear the falconer" - This 

opening quote sets the tone for the poem, conveying a sense of disorientation and chaos. The 

image of the falcon unable to hear its falconer symbolizes a breakdown in communication and 

the loss of control over the natural order. 

 

2. "Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold" - This line captures the overarching theme of the 

poem, portraying a world in disarray and the collapse of established structures and values. It 

suggests a sense of fragmentation and societal breakdown. 

 

3. "The best lack all conviction, while the worst/Are full of passionate intensity." - This quote 

highlights the contrast between those who are indifferent or lack conviction and those who are 

driven by extreme and fervent beliefs. It reflects the idea that during times of upheaval, it is 

often the most zealous and radical individuals who rise to power and influence. 

 

4. "Surely some revelation is at hand;/Surely the Second Coming is at hand."- This passage 

reflects a sense of anticipation and the hope for a divine intervention or transformative event. It 

suggests that a major shift or revelation is imminent, offering a potential source of salvation or 

redemption in a world consumed by turmoil. 

 

5. "And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,/Slouches towards Bethlehem to be 

born?"- This final stanza paints a vivid and unsettling image of a monstrous creature emerging 

from the depths of chaos. The mention of Bethlehem alludes to biblical references and signifies 

the birth of a new era or force that may bring further destruction or change. 

 

"The Second Coming" explores themes of upheaval, collapse, and the struggle between order 

and chaos. The poem presents a bleak and foreboding vision of the world, suggesting a state of 

societal disintegration and the anticipation of a significant and potentially catastrophic event. 

The imagery and language used by Yeats convey a sense of unease and uncertainty, leaving the 

reader with a haunting and thought-provoking portrayal of a world on the brink of 

transformation. 

 

 

6. "An Irish Airman Foresees His Death": 

 

1. "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." - This opening stanza captures the 
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perspective of the Irish airman, who acknowledges the inevitability of his own death in 

battle. The airman expresses a sense of detachment and indifference towards both his 

enemies and those he is protecting. It reflects a resigned acceptance of his role as a 

soldier and the absence of personal animosity or loyalty in the conflict. 

 

2.  "A waste of breath the years behind/In balance with this life, this death." This quote 

reflects the airman's contemplation of his life and the choices he has made. He sees the 

past as insignificant in comparison to the imminent experience of life and death in 

combat. It highlights the fleeting nature of life and the relative insignificance of past 

accomplishments or regrets. 

 

3.  "I balanced all, brought all to mind,/The years to come seemed waste of breath" This 

line emphasizes the airman's reflective and contemplative state of mind. He has 

considered his options and has weighed the value of his future years against the 

immediate reality of his current situation. It conveys a sense of resignation and a 

prioritization of the present moment over future prospects. 

 

The poem explores the complex emotions and motivations of a soldier facing the reality of his 

own mortality. It delves into themes of duty, sacrifice, and the subjective nature of war. The 

airman's detachment and his emphasis on personal impulse and individual experience highlight 

the conflicting emotions and existential dilemmas faced by those involved in armed conflicts. 

 

 

 

Approaching the question: Past Papers: 2014 

 

 “Yeats uses evocative language to create poetry that includes 

both personal reflection and public commentary.” 

 Discuss this statement, supporting your answer with reference 

to both the themes and language found in the poetry of W. B. 

Yeats on your course. 

 

Step 1: Introduction 

- Begin by introducing the statement and its significance in understanding Yeats' poetry. 

- Provide a brief overview of Yeats as a poet and his literary context. 

- State your thesis, which should indicate your agreement with the statement and outline the 

main points you will discuss in the essay. 

 

Step 2: Explanation of Evocative Language 

- Define and explain what is meant by "evocative language." 



47 

- Discuss how Yeats employs vivid imagery, powerful metaphors, and lyrical language to create 

an emotional impact on readers. 

- Provide specific examples from Yeats' poetry that exemplify his use of evocative language. 

 

Step 3: Personal Reflection in Yeats' Poetry 

- Explore the theme of personal reflection in Yeats' work. 

- Discuss how Yeats uses his poetry as a means of introspection and self-exploration. 

- Analyze specific poems that reveal Yeats' personal struggles, desires, and philosophical 

contemplations. 

- Highlight the emotional and psychological depth in Yeats' poetry that arises from his personal 

reflections. 

 

Step 4: Public Commentary in Yeats' Poetry 

- Examine the theme of public commentary in Yeats' poetry. 

- Discuss how Yeats uses his poetry to comment on societal, political, and cultural issues of his 

time. 

- Analyze specific poems that address topics such as Irish nationalism, the complexities of 

history, and the societal changes in the early 20th century. 

- Highlight the social and historical context in which Yeats' public commentary is situated. 

 

Step 5: Interplay between Personal Reflection and Public Commentary 

- Discuss the interplay between personal reflection and public commentary in Yeats' poetry. 

- Analyze poems where Yeats merges his personal experiences and emotions with broader 

societal concerns. 

- Explore how Yeats' personal reflections inform his public commentary and vice versa. 

- Highlight the ways in which the evocative language enhances the impact of this interplay. 

 

Step 6: Conclusion 

- Summarize the main points discussed in the essay, emphasizing the connection between 

evocative language, personal reflection, and public commentary in Yeats' poetry. 

- Reinforce your thesis and restate your agreement with the statement. 

- Conclude with a broader reflection on the significance of Yeats' poetry and its enduring 

relevance. 

Remember to support your arguments with specific examples and textual evidence from Yeats' 

poetry. Analyze the language, themes, and imagery in his poems to illustrate how he employs 

evocative language to blend personal reflection and public commentary. Additionally, ensure a 

coherent structure by using clear topic sentences and transitions between paragraphs. 

 
Here are some examples of language you might use when writing about poetry: 
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1. Imagery: When discussing the use of imagery in poetry, you could use phrases like "vivid 

sensory details," "evocative language," or "paints a picture in the reader's mind." 

 

2. Metaphor: When discussing the use of metaphor, you could use phrases like "a powerful 

symbolic comparison," "a bridge between disparate ideas," or "an imaginative leap." 

 

3. Form: When discussing the form of a poem, you could use phrases like "well-crafted 

structure," "precision of line breaks," or "careful attention to rhyme and meter." 

 

4. Tone: When discussing the tone of a poem, you could use phrases like "emotional 

resonance," "nuanced mood," or "the poet's attitude toward the subject matter." 

 

5. Sound: When discussing the use of sound in poetry, you could use phrases like "rhythmic 

patterns," "musicality of language," or "sonic effects that enhance meaning." 

 

6. Theme: When discussing the theme of a poem, you could use phrases like "underlying 

message," "central idea," or "universal truth." 

 

7. Symbolism: When discussing the use of symbolism in poetry, you could use phrases like 

"richly layered imagery," "metaphorical significance," or "a universal symbol with multiple 

meanings." 

 

8. Allusion: When discussing the use of allusion in poetry, you could use phrases like "literary 

reference," "historical context," or "cultural resonance." 

 

9. Personification: When discussing the use of personification in poetry, you could use phrases 

like "animate the inanimate," "humanize the non-human," or "give voice to the voiceless.” 

 

10. Irony: When discussing the use of irony in poetry, you could use phrases like "unexpected 

twist," "subversive humor," or "contradictory layers of meaning." 

 

11. Diction: When discussing the choice of diction in poetry, you could use phrases like 

"precise word choice," "poetic syntax," or "language that conveys a specific tone or mood." 

12. Enjambment: When discussing the use of enjambment in poetry, you could use phrases like 

"line-breaks that disrupt traditional syntax," "flow of language across multiple lines," or "creates 

tension or surprise in the reader." 

 

13. Repetition: When discussing the use of repetition in poetry, you could use phrases like 

"rhythmic effect," "emphasis on key ideas," or "reinforces the poem's theme." 
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14. Imaginative language: When discussing the use of imaginative language in poetry, you could 

use phrases like "creative expression," "unconventional use of language," or "surprising and 

evocative word choice." 

 

15. Persona: When discussing the use of persona in poetry, you could use phrases like "mask of 

the speaker," "fictionalized narrator," or "creates distance between the poet and the poem's 

speaker." 

 

16. Point of view: When discussing the point of view in poetry, you could use phrases like 

"perspective of the speaker," "subjectivity of the poem's narrative," or "influences the reader's 

interpretation of the poem." 

 

17. Tone shift: When discussing a tone shift in poetry, you could use phrases like "emotional 

pivot," "change in mood," or "shifting focus of the poem." 

18. Figurative language: When discussing the use of figurative language in poetry, you could use 

phrases like "poetic devices," "expressive language," or "creative use of metaphor, simile, and 

other figurative techniques." 

 

19. Syntax: When discussing the use of syntax in poetry, you could use phrases like "sentence 

structure," "word order," or "the poet's manipulation of syntax to create a specific effect or 

meaning." 

 

20. Juxtaposition: When discussing the use of juxtaposition in poetry, you could use phrases like 

"contrast of ideas," "unexpected pairing of elements," or "intentional placement of opposing or 

complementary images or ideas to create a specific effect." 

 

Remember! 
● Remember to use descriptive language and be specific in your analysis of the poem. Use examples from 

the text to support your arguments and conclusions. 

● Remember to approach the poem as a whole, looking at the way that the language, structure, and literary 

devices work together to create meaning. Use your own critical insights and close reading skills to draw 

out the subtleties of the poem, and to communicate those insights to your reader. 

● Remember to support your analysis with evidence from the poem, and use language that is precise and 

specific to the poem in question. 

 

 

 

 

 



50 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Unseen Poetry - Samples 
 

2020 Paper 

Badb* 

I was walking where the woods begin 

with an almost sheer drop to the river 

– so that I was eye level with the tops 

of nearby trees and higher than the branch 

when I came upon the crow sitting there, 

so close I could have touched her with a stick. 

She was creaturely and unwary, as the wind 

bore her away and brought her back. 

We shared the same tangy woodland smells, 

the same malt-pale October sunlight. 

Then I must have made a sound, 

for she came alert and looked at me. 

And, in that interval before the legs 

could lift her weight from the branch, 

as the beak sprang open to deliver 

its single rough vowel, she held me off 

with a look, with a sudden realignment 

of the eyes above the gorping mouth. 

It is the look known to legend and folk belief 

– though also an attribute useful for a bird 

without talons or guile to defend it. 
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Then she was gone, in a few wing beats 

indistinguishable from her fellows wheeling 

above the trees, carrying on their business, 

neighbourly and otherworldly. 

 Maurice Riordan 

 

Badb* - is the name of a Celtic war goddess, known for taking the form of a crow.  

 

1. (a) Based on your reading of the above poem, discuss the impact and suitability 

 of its title. Develop your response with reference to the poem. (10) 

 

 (b) Discuss how the poet brings the above poem to life by appealing to the senses. 

 Develop your response with reference to the poem. (10) 

OR 

 

2. Discuss the poet’s use of language in the above poem to convey various aspects of his 

 experience with the crow. Develop your response with reference to the poem. (20) 

 

(a) The title "Badb" has a significant impact on the poem and is highly suitable. Badb, the Celtic 

war goddess who takes the form of a crow, serves as a powerful symbol throughout the poem. By 

invoking this mythological figure, the poet immediately establishes a connection between the 

crow encountered in the woods and a deeper, archetypal presence associated with war, conflict, 

and otherworldly power. The title sets the tone for the poem and foreshadows the transformative 

encounter between the speaker and the crow, infusing the narrative with a sense of mystery, 

ancient mythology, and the potential for profound revelation. 

 

(b) The poet brings the poem to life by appealing to the senses, creating a vivid and immersive 

experience for the reader. Through skillful and evocative language, the poet engages multiple 

senses, transporting the reader to the woodland setting. The mention of the "woods," the "river," 

and the "tangy woodland smells" appeals to the sense of smell, while the reference to the "malt-

pale October sunlight" creates a visual image of the autumn landscape. The tactile sense is 

engaged when the speaker describes being "eye level with the tops of nearby trees" and the 

potential act of touching the crow with a stick. Additionally, the poet captures the fleeting nature 

of the encounter through the movement of the wind, the sound of the crow's beak, and the visual 

imagery of the crow in flight. These sensory details enhance the reader's immersion in the poem, 

making the experience of encountering the crow palpable and memorable. 

 

2. The poet employs language in the above poem to convey various aspects of his experience with 

the crow. Through carefully chosen words and poetic techniques, the poet captures the essence of 

the encounter and the emotions it evokes. The language used is precise and descriptive, enabling 
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the reader to visualize the scene and empathize with the speaker's perspective. For example, 

phrases such as "almost sheer drop," "creaturely and unwary," and "sudden realignment of the 

eyes above the gorping mouth" create vivid mental images and convey the speaker's observations 

and feelings. 

 

The poet also utilizes sound devices, such as alliteration and consonance, to enhance the auditory 

experience of the poem. The repetition of the "w" sound in "walking," "woods," and "wind," and 

the internal rhyme of "gorping mouth" create a melodic quality that adds to the musicality of the 

poem. 

 

Moreover, the poet effectively employs metaphorical language to convey deeper meanings. The 

description of the crow's beak opening to deliver "its single rough vowel" suggests the crow's 

potential to communicate or make its presence known, while also hinting at the mythological 

significance of Badb and the power associated with the goddess. 

 

Overall, the poet's skillful use of language in the poem allows the reader to engage with the 

speaker's experience, connecting with the emotions and impressions conveyed through vivid 

descriptions, sound devices, and metaphorical language. 

 

2013 Paper 

The Fist 

 The fist clenched round my heart 

 loosens a little, and I gasp 

 brightness; but it tightens 

 again. When have I ever not loved 

 the pain of love? But this has moved 

 past love to mania. This has the strong 

 clench of the madman, this is 

 gripping the ledge of unreason, before 

 plunging howling into the abyss. 

 Hold hard then, heart. This way at least you live. 

 Derek Walcott 

 

1. (a) Walcott expresses powerful emotions in this poem. Choose one emotion present in 

the poem and briefly explain how it is conveyed. Make reference to the text in support of 

your answer. (10)  

 

(b) Write a brief personal response to the final line of the poem. Hold hard then, heart. 

This way at least you live. Support your answer with reference to the poem. (10) 
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 OR  

 

2. Discuss the poet’s use of language in “The Fist”. Your answer should make close 

reference to the text. (20) 

 

(a) In the poem "The Fist," Derek Walcott conveys the powerful emotion of anguish. The 

speaker's anguish is evident through the vivid imagery and intense language used throughout the 

poem. The metaphorical image of the "fist clenched round my heart" symbolizes the 

overwhelming grip of pain and suffering that the speaker experiences. The repeated tightening 

and loosening of the fist intensifies the sense of torment and inner struggle. The use of words 

such as "mania," "madman," and "plunging howling into the abyss" further accentuates the 

speaker's emotional turmoil. Through these evocative descriptions, Walcott effectively conveys 

the intense emotion of anguish that permeates the poem. 

 

(b) In response to the final line of the poem, "Hold hard then, heart. This way at least you live," 

my personal interpretation is one of resilience and a defiant acceptance of the pain of existence. 

The speaker acknowledges the gripping hold of suffering and encourages the heart to hold on 

tightly, suggesting that enduring pain is a form of living. The phrase "this way at least you live" 

implies that despite the hardships and emotional turmoil, embracing pain is preferable to being 

numb or disconnected. It reflects a recognition that experiencing intense emotions, even if 

painful, is a vital aspect of being alive. The line leaves a lingering impact, conveying a sense of 

determination and the will to persevere through the challenges that life presents. 

 

2. In "The Fist," Derek Walcott demonstrates his skillful use of language to convey the 

speaker's inner turmoil and intense emotions. The poem is characterized by vivid imagery and 

powerful metaphors that enhance the reader's understanding of the speaker's emotional state. 

The metaphor of the fist clenched around the heart evokes a visceral image, representing the 

tight grip of pain and suffering. 

 

Walcott's choice of words contributes to the overall impact of the poem. Phrases such as 

"loosens a little," "clench of the madman," and "plunging howling into the abyss" evoke strong 

and visceral sensations, allowing the reader to empathize with the speaker's emotional journey. 

The poem's concise and direct language intensifies the emotional impact, heightening the sense 

of anguish and despair. 

 

Furthermore, the use of enjambment and the repetition of words and phrases, such as "it tightens 

again" and "Hold hard then, heart," create a rhythmic and powerful effect. The poem's structure 

and rhythm mirror the tightening and loosening of the fist, reinforcing the emotional turmoil 

experienced by the speaker. 
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Through his skillful use of language, imagery, and poetic techniques, Walcott effectively 

conveys the depth of the speaker's emotions, immersing the reader in the raw intensity of their 

experience. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2017 Paper 

Bounty 

Make much of something small. 

The pouring‐out of tea, 

a drying flower’s shadow on the wall 

from last week’s sad bouquet. 

A fact: it isn’t summer any more. 

Say that December sun 

is pitiless, but crystalline 

and strikes like a bell. 

Say it plays colours like a glockenspiel*. 

It shows the dust as well, 

the elemental sediment 

your broom has missed, 

and lights each grain of sugar spilled 

upon the tabletop, beside 

pistachio shells, peel of a clementine. 

Slippers and morning papers on the floor, 

and wafts of iron heat from rumbling rads, 

can this be all?  No, look – here comes the cat, 

with one ear inside out. 

Make much of something small. 

                                         Robyn Sarah    

 

*Glockenspiel – a type of musical instrument. 

* Rads – radiators 

   

1. (a) What do you learn about the poet’s approach to life from reading this poem? 

    Explain your answer with reference to the poem.                                                           (10) 

(b) Identify a mood or feeling evoked in the above poem and explain how the poet creates 
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    this mood or feeling.  Support your answer with reference to the poem. (10) 

OR 

2. Discuss the appeal of this poem with reference to its theme, tone and the poet’s use of 

language and imagery.  Refer closely to the text in support of your answer.              (20) 

 

(a) From reading this poem, we learn that the poet, Robyn Sarah, has an appreciative and 

attentive approach to life. The poem emphasizes finding value and significance in small, 

everyday moments and objects. The line "Make much of something small" encapsulates the 

poet's philosophy of cherishing the seemingly insignificant details of life. The pouring-out of 

tea, the shadow of a drying flower, and the play of light on dust and spilled sugar are all 

examples of the poet's ability to recognize and celebrate the beauty in ordinary moments. By 

emphasizing the importance of these small details, the poet encourages readers to find joy and 

meaning in the simplicity of everyday life. 

 

(b) The mood or feeling evoked in the poem is one of contemplation and appreciation. The poet 

creates this mood through her precise and evocative use of language and imagery. Words such 

as "sad bouquet," "pitiless," "bell," and "elemental sediment" convey a sense of introspection 

and reflection. The descriptions of the December sun as "crystalline" and the play of colors like 

a glockenspiel add a touch of wonder and beauty. Additionally, the poet's attention to specific 

details, such as the peel of a clementine, slippers and morning papers on the floor, and the cat 

with one ear inside out, evoke a sense of intimacy and familiarity. This attention to detail, 

combined with the poet's skillful use of imagery, creates a mood that invites readers to pause, 

observe, and appreciate the small moments and objects that often go unnoticed. 

 

2. The poem "Bounty" holds appeal through its theme, tone, and the poet's use of language and 

imagery. The theme of finding value in the small and ordinary aspects of life resonates with 

readers, reminding them to appreciate the beauty in everyday moments. The poem's tone is 

contemplative and appreciative, inviting readers to adopt a similar mindset of attentiveness and 

mindfulness. 

 

The poet's use of language is precise and vivid, creating a clear and evocative imagery. Words 

such as "pouring-out of tea," "sad bouquet," and "pitiless" evoke a sense of atmosphere and 

emotion. The description of the December sun as "crystalline" and the comparison to a 

glockenspiel playing colors add a touch of wonder and musicality to the poem. The poet's 

attention to detail, from the dust on the tabletop to the peel of a clementine, paints a vivid and 

tangible picture for the reader. 

 

Through her skillful use of imagery and language, the poet elevates seemingly mundane objects 

and moments, revealing their inherent beauty and significance. The theme, tone, and imagery 
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work harmoniously to create an appeal that lies in the ability to find joy and meaning in the 

ordinary, and to approach life with a mindful and appreciative perspective. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Comparative 
THEME - Freedom 

 

A DOLL’S HOUSE  

Henrik Ibsen’s play, A Doll’s House, is a literary masterpiece that explores various themes, including the 

concept of freedom. In the play, the central character, Nora, struggles to find her true identity and 

achieve independence, both from her husband and society's expectations. The theme of freedom is 

evident throughout the play, as Ibsen portrays the limitations that societal norms place on individuals and 

the consequences of defying these norms. 

 

At the beginning of the play, Nora is presented as a submissive and naive woman who is content with 

her role as a wife and mother. However, as the play progresses, we see that she is not happy with her 

situation, and she desires to break free from the constraints of her patriarchal society. Nora's quest for 

freedom is evident in her desire to borrow money without her husband's knowledge to save his life. She 

sees it as her duty as a wife to protect her husband, but she soon realizes that this act of benevolence has 

put her in a vulnerable position. She becomes indebted to Krogstad, who uses her secret to manipulate 

her. 

 

Furthermore, Nora's husband, Torvald, treats her like a doll, calling her by pet names, controlling her 

actions, and dictating how she should behave. He does not see her as an equal, and he believes that he 

has the right to make decisions for her. This is evident in his response to Nora's secret borrowing when 

he tells her that she is incapable of understanding the seriousness of the situation and needs him to guide 

her. Torvald's attitude towards Nora is reflective of the patriarchal society, which views women as 

inferior to men and incapable of making sound decisions. 

 

In her quest for freedom, Nora decides to leave her husband and children in the final scene of the play. 

She sees that her marriage has been a prison, and she needs to escape to find her true identity. Nora's 

decision to leave her family is significant, as it shows her willingness to defy societal norms and take 

control of her life. It also portrays the high cost of freedom, as Nora is willing to sacrifice her marriage 

and family to achieve it. 

 

In conclusion, Ibsen's play, A Doll's House, highlights the theme of freedom through Nora's journey to 

self-discovery and her desire to escape societal expectations. The play portrays the limitations that 

societal norms place on individuals and the consequences of defying these norms. Nora's decision to 
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leave her family at the end of the play represents the high cost of freedom, as she is willing to sacrifice 

everything to achieve it. Overall, A Doll's House remains a timeless classic that challenges the audience 

to question societal norms and encourages them to pursue their quest for freedom. 

 

 

 

 

PHILADELPHIA, HERE I COME! 

 

Brian Friel's play, "Philadelphia, Here I Come!" is a poignant exploration of the theme of freedom. Set in 

rural Ireland in the 1960s, the play follows the story of Gar O'Donnell, a young man preparing to 

emigrate to Philadelphia. Through Gar's internal monologue and his interactions with other characters, 

Friel explores the idea of personal and social freedom, as well as the limitations that prevent individuals 

from achieving true independence. 

 

The play opens with Gar's internal monologue, which immediately establishes his sense of entrapment. 

He speaks of feeling "imprisoned" in his small town and trapped by his family's expectations. Gar is 

acutely aware of the limitations placed upon him by his social and economic circumstances. His desire to 

escape to America is driven by a desire for personal freedom, to escape the confines of his small world 

and make a new life for himself. 

 

However, as Gar prepares to leave, he is forced to confront the reality that true freedom is elusive. His 

relationships with his father and his childhood friend, Tom, illustrate the ways in which social and 

familial ties can limit personal freedom. Gar's father, S.B. O'Donnell is a successful businessman who is 

obsessed with his social status and reputation. He has never been able to connect emotionally with Gar 

and is completely oblivious to his son's desire for freedom. S.B.'s emphasis on social appearances and 

material success has blinded him to the emotional needs of his family, leaving Gar feeling trapped and 

unfulfilled. 

 

Tom, Gar's childhood friend, is similarly unable to achieve true freedom. Despite his easy-going manner 

and apparent lack of ambition, Tom is also a victim of his circumstances. He is tied to his family's farm, 

which has been in their possession for generations. Although he is free to come and go as he pleases, 

Tom is ultimately bound by his loyalty to his family and his deep attachment to the land. Unlike Gar, 

Tom is resigned to his lot in life, accepting his lack of freedom as an inevitable consequence of his 

upbringing and social position. 

 

As the play progresses, Gar's internal monologue reveals the depth of his emotional turmoil. Despite his 

excitement about leaving for America, he is plagued by doubts and insecurities. He fears that he will 

never be able to escape the emotional baggage of his past, including his failed romantic relationships and 

his strained relationship with his father. Even as he prepares to embark on a new life, Gar is unable to 

shake the emotional baggage that has weighed him down for years. 

 

In conclusion, Friel's "Philadelphia, Here I Come!" is a powerful exploration of the theme of freedom. 

Through Gar's internal monologue and his interactions with other characters, Friel illustrates the 
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complex interplay between personal desire, social expectations, and emotional baggage. The play 

highlights the fact that true freedom is never easy to achieve and that individuals must confront the 

limitations imposed upon them by their circumstances, their families, and their society. Ultimately, 

Friel's play is a poignant reminder that the struggle for freedom is an ongoing one, requiring constant 

vigilance, self-awareness, and a willingness to confront one's own emotional limitations. 

LADYBIRD  

 

"Freedom" is a central theme in Greta Gerwig's 2017 film "Lady Bird." Set in Sacramento, California in 

the early 2000s, the film follows the titular character Christine "Lady Bird" McPherson as she navigates 

her final year of high school and the transition to adulthood. 

 

Throughout the film, Lady Bird struggles to define herself and find her place in the world. She rebels 

against her strict Catholic school and her overbearing mother, Marion, in her pursuit of freedom and 

independence. Lady Bird's desire for freedom is evident in her decision to change her name and attend 

college on the east coast, away from her family and the constraints of her hometown. 

 

Lady Bird's relationship with her mother is a primary source of conflict in the film. Marion, a nurse who 

works double shifts to support her family, has high expectations for her daughter and frequently 

criticizes her. Lady Bird, in turn, resents her mother's control and longs for the freedom to make her own 

choices. The tension between mother and daughter reaches a breaking point when Lady Bird accuses 

Marion of not liking her, to which Marion responds, "Of course I love you." The scene captures the 

complexity of their relationship and the struggle for both women to balance their love and expectations 

for each other. 

 

Lady Bird's search for freedom is also reflected in her relationships with boys. She dates Danny, a 

theater geek who shares her passion for culture, and Kyle, a popular musician who introduces her to new 

experiences. Ultimately, however, Lady Bird realizes that she doesn't need a boy to define herself and 

chooses to focus on her own goals. 

 

One of the most poignant scenes in the film is Lady Bird's conversation with her mother, in which she 

tells her, "I just want you to be the very best version of yourself that you can be." The scene captures the 

essence of Lady Bird's struggle for freedom and self-actualization. Despite the challenges she faces, 

Lady Bird's desire for freedom ultimately leads her to a place of self-discovery and acceptance. 

 

In conclusion, the theme of freedom in "Lady Bird" is portrayed through the struggles of the protagonist 

as she seeks to define herself and find her place in the world. The film explores the tension between love 

and expectations in relationships, the search for independence, and the importance of self-discovery. 

Through Lady Bird's journey, we are reminded of the importance of pursuing our own goals and 

aspirations, even in the face of obstacles and opposition. 

 

Revision Notes:  

Theme: Freedom in A Doll’s House, Philadelphia Here I Come! and Ladybird 

 

A Doll's House: 
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- Nora, the central character, struggles to find her true identity and achieve independence, both from her 

husband and society's expectations. 

- Nora's quest for freedom is evident in her desire to borrow money without her husband's knowledge to 

save his life, which puts her in a vulnerable position. 

- Nora's husband, Torvald, treats her like a doll, calling her by pet names, controlling her actions, and 

dictating how she should behave. 

- Nora's decision to leave her family at the end of the play represents the high cost of freedom, as she is 

willing to sacrifice everything to achieve it. 

 

Philadelphia Here I Come!: 

- Gar O'Donnell, the central character, is a young man who is leaving his small town in Ireland to start a 

new life in America. 

- Gar's desire for freedom is evident in his decision to leave his hometown and pursue his dreams. 

- Gar is trapped by the expectations of his father and his community, who do not understand his desire 

for freedom. 

- Gar's decision to leave his hometown is a symbol of his desire to break free from the limitations of his 

community and society. 

 

Ladybird: 

- Ladybird, the central character, is a rebellious teenager who desires to break free from her small town 

and her mother's expectations. 

- Ladybird's desire for freedom is evident in her decision to change her name, dye her hair, and attend a 

school outside of her town. 

- Ladybird is trapped by the expectations of her mother and her community, who do not understand her 

desire for freedom. 

- Ladybird's decision to leave her hometown and attend college in New York represents her desire to 

break free from the limitations of her community and society. 

 

Comparisons: 

- All three texts explore the theme of freedom through the struggles of their central characters. 

- The desire for freedom is evident in each character's decision to break free from societal norms and 

expectations. 

- Each character is trapped by the limitations of their community and society, which hinders their ability 

to achieve true freedom. 

- The cost of freedom is evident in each text, as each character is willing to sacrifice something in order 

to achieve it. 

 

Contrasts: 

- A Doll's House explores the theme of freedom through the lens of a woman in a patriarchal society, 

while Philadelphia Here I Come! and Ladybird explore the theme through the lens of young people in 

small towns. 

- A Doll's House and Philadelphia Here I Come! focus on the cost of freedom in terms of personal 

sacrifice, while Ladybird focuses on the cost of freedom in terms of relationships. 
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- A Doll's House and Philadelphia Here I Come! are both set in the past, while Ladybird is set in the 

present day. 

 

THEME OF FREEDOM 

The theme of freedom is a common thread that runs through Henrik Ibsen's play, A Doll's House, Brian 

Friel's Philadelphia, Here I Come!, and Greta Gerwig's Ladybird. Each text explores the concept of 

freedom in unique ways, offering varying perspectives on what it means to be free and the challenges 

one may encounter in their pursuit of freedom. In this essay, I will compare and contrast the exploration 

of the theme of freedom in these three works of literature. 

 

A Doll's House tells the story of Nora, a woman who is trapped in a patriarchal society that limits her 

freedom. Nora's desire for freedom is evident from the beginning of the play when she borrows money 

without her husband's knowledge to save his life. Her journey towards independence is characterized by 

her realization that her marriage has been a prison, and she needs to escape to find her true identity. The 

play portrays the limitations that societal norms place on individuals and the consequences of defying 

these norms. Ultimately, Nora's decision to leave her family represents the high cost of freedom, as she 

is willing to sacrifice everything to achieve it. 

 

Similarly, in Philadelphia, Here I Come!, Gar O'Donnell is a young man who feels trapped in a small 

town in Ireland, longing for the freedom of the big city. The play explores the theme of freedom through 

Gar's internal struggles, as he prepares to leave his hometown and start a new life in America. The play 

highlights the challenges one may encounter in their pursuit of freedom, as Gar's inability to connect 

with his father and communicate with those around him creates a sense of isolation and loneliness. 

 

Greta Gerwig's Ladybird explores the theme of freedom through the character of Christine "Ladybird" 

McPherson, a high school senior who is desperate to escape her hometown of Sacramento and start a 

new life in New York City. The film portrays the challenges of being a teenager and the struggle to find 

one's place in the world. Ladybird's journey towards freedom is characterized by her rebellion against 

her mother's expectations and her desire to break free from the limitations of her hometown. However, 

the film also highlights the consequences of our choices, as Ladybird's impulsive decisions have a lasting 

impact on her relationships. 

 

While each text explores the theme of freedom, they differ in their approach and perspective. A Doll's 

House and Philadelphia, Here I Come! are both set in the past and explore the limitations that societal 

norms place on individuals, particularly women and those from small towns. Ladybird, on the other 

hand, is set in the present and focuses on the challenges of being a teenager in today's society. 

Additionally, while A Doll's House and Philadelphia, Here I Come! end with the protagonists making 

significant sacrifices to achieve their freedom, Ladybird ends with Ladybird learning to appreciate the 

things she has in her life. 

 

In conclusion, the theme of freedom is a powerful motif that runs through A Doll's House, Philadelphia, 

Here I Come!, and Ladybird. Each text explores the concept of freedom in unique ways, offering 

different perspectives on what it means to be free and the challenges one may encounter in their pursuit 
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of freedom. While these works of literature differ in their approach and perspective, they share a 

common thread that speaks to the human experience of seeking and fighting for personal liberation. 

GENERAL VISION AND VIEWPOINT 

 

Philadelphia, Here I Come! 

 

"Philadelphia, Here I Come!" is a play written by Brian Friel. It explores the story of Gar O'Donnell, a 

young Irishman who is preparing to emigrate to Philadelphia. Here are some key moments that 

contribute to the general vision and viewpoint of the play: 

 

● Dual Narration: The play utilizes a unique narrative technique where Gar is portrayed as both the public self 

(Gar Public) and the private self (Gar Private). This duality highlights the divide between Gar's inner thoughts 

and feelings and the facade he presents to the world. It reflects a central theme of the play, which is the 

struggle to express true emotions and the limitations of interpersonal communication. 

 

● The Ballybeg Community: The interactions and conversations with the people in Gar's small Irish hometown, 

Ballybeg, offer insights into the general vision and viewpoint of the play. These encounters depict a tight-knit 

community, yet one that is stifling and lacks opportunities for personal growth. The repetitive nature of daily 

life and the lack of understanding or emotional connection within the community contribute to a sense of 

frustration and longing for something more. 

 

● Gar's Relationship with Kate Doogan: Gar's strained relationship with his father is a significant aspect of the 

play. The interactions between Gar and his father, as well as Gar's memories and reflections on their troubled 

past, shed light on the general vision and viewpoint. The play explores themes of regret, unfulfilled desires, 

and the emotional distance that can exist between family members. 

 

● The Emigration Theme: The decision to leave Ireland for Philadelphia symbolizes the pursuit of a better life 

and the desire for personal freedom and fulfillment. Gar's dreams of escaping the constraints of his hometown 

and the potential opportunities in America reflect a more optimistic aspect of the general vision and 

viewpoint. However, the play also acknowledges the potential loss and longing that comes with leaving 

behind familiar surroundings and loved ones. 

 

Overall, "Philadelphia, Here I Come!" presents a balanced general vision and viewpoint by juxtaposing 

elements of hope and longing with themes of loneliness, unfulfilled desires, and the challenges of 

interpersonal communication. 

 

Positive/Optimistic: 

Gar's dreams of emigrating to Philadelphia symbolize hope for a better future, personal freedom, and 

new opportunities. 

Moments of camaraderie and humor among Gar and his friends, as well as the warmth and support he 

receives from some members of his community, highlight positive aspects of human connection and 

friendship. 
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Negative/Pessimistic: 

Gar's internal monologues and the strained relationship with his father portray a sense of emotional 

isolation and communication breakdown. 

The repetitive and stagnant nature of life in Ballybeg reflects feelings of stagnation, limited 

opportunities, and the challenges of breaking free from the confines of one's environment. 

 

Ladybird 

 

"Lady Bird" is a film written and directed by Greta Gerwig. It tells the coming-of-age story of Christine 

"Lady Bird" McPherson, a high school student navigating her senior year in Sacramento, California. 

Here are some key moments that contribute to the general vision and viewpoint of the film: 

 

● Mother-Daughter Relationship: The complex relationship between Lady Bird and her mother, Marion, is a 

central aspect of the film. The interactions between the two characters showcase a mixture of love, conflict, 

and misunderstandings. This dynamic explores themes of identity, independence, and the struggle for 

acceptance within the context of a family relationship. 

 

● Socioeconomic Struggles: Lady Bird's family faces financial difficulties, and the film addresses the impact of 

socioeconomic status on her aspirations and opportunities. The depiction of her desire to break free from her 

lower-middle-class background and pursue a college education at an East Coast school reflects themes of 

ambition, social mobility, and the pursuit of dreams in the face of economic challenges. 

 

● Friendship and Identity: Lady Bird's friendships, particularly her relationship with her best friend, Julie, offer 

insights into her search for identity and a sense of belonging. The film explores the ups and downs of teenage 

friendships, the exploration of different social circles, and the evolving dynamics that shape personal growth 

during adolescence. 

 

● Transition to Adulthood: As Lady Bird approaches adulthood, the film delves into the challenges and 

uncertainties that come with this transition. It touches on themes such as self-discovery, first love, sexuality, 

academic pressures, and the fear of leaving the familiar behind as Lady Bird navigates the possibilities and 

uncertainties of the future. 

 

Overall, "Lady Bird" presents a nuanced general vision and viewpoint by capturing the complexities of 

adolescence, family relationships, and the pursuit of dreams. It portrays both the joys and hardships of 

growing up, and the film's authenticity and relatable characters contribute to its universal appeal. 

 

Positive/Optimistic: 

Lady Bird's aspirations to attend college on the East Coast and pursue her dreams represent a sense of 

ambition, hope, and the pursuit of personal growth and fulfillment. 

Moments of deep connection and loyalty with her best friend, Julie, highlight the positive aspects of 

friendship and the support system that helps navigate the challenges of adolescence. 

 

Negative/Pessimistic: 
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The financial struggles faced by Lady Bird's family and the limitations it imposes on her aspirations 

reflect the harsh realities of socioeconomic constraints and the potential for unfulfilled dreams. 

Tensions and conflicts within Lady Bird's relationship with her mother depict the challenges of 

communication, the pressure of parental expectations, and the emotional strain in family dynamics. 

 

A Doll’s House 

"A Doll's House" is a play written by Henrik Ibsen. It follows the story of Nora Helmer, a seemingly 

contented wife and mother who gradually comes to question her role and societal expectations. Here are 

some key moments that contribute to the general vision and viewpoint of the play: 

 

● Gender Roles and Expectations: The play explores the restrictive gender roles and societal expectations imposed 

on women in the 19th century. Nora's character arc revolves around her realization that she has been treated as a 

"doll" or object rather than a person with her own desires, ambitions, and independence. This critique of 

traditional gender roles is a central aspect of the play's general vision and viewpoint. 

 

● Nora's Secret: Nora's decision to secretly borrow money to save her husband's life sets the stage for a major 

turning point in the play. This act of rebellion against societal norms and her husband's authority challenges the 

concept of duty and obedience within marriage. Nora's secret and the subsequent consequences contribute to the 

play's exploration of personal identity, autonomy, and the sacrifices made in the pursuit of societal expectations. 

 

● The Helmer's Marriage: The portrayal of Nora's marriage to Torvald Helmer is a key aspect of the play's general 

vision and viewpoint. The seemingly idyllic marriage is gradually revealed to be superficial and based on 

societal conventions rather than genuine emotional connection. The power dynamics, unequal distribution of 

authority, and lack of mutual understanding within the marriage underscore the play's criticism of traditional 

gender roles and societal expectations. 

 

● The Ending: The play's controversial ending, where Nora decides to leave her family and pursue her own 

personal growth and freedom, is a powerful statement on individuality and self-determination. It challenges 

societal expectations and emphasizes the importance of personal fulfillment and self-realization. 

 

Overall, "A Doll's House" presents a critical general vision and viewpoint that questions the restrictive 

gender roles, societal expectations, and the sacrifice of personal identity for the sake of conformity. It 

explores themes of independence, self-discovery, and the pursuit of authenticity, making it a significant 

work in the realm of feminist literature. 

 

Positive/Optimistic: 

Nora's decision to leave her oppressive marriage and pursue her own path toward self-discovery and 

independence symbolizes a hopeful and empowering act of personal liberation. 

The play's exploration of societal constraints and gender roles challenges the status quo and encourages 

the audience to question and strive for a more egalitarian society. 

 

 

Negative/Pessimistic: 
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The portrayal of Nora's marriage as superficial and built on societal conventions highlights the 

limitations of traditional gender roles and the oppressive nature of expectations placed on women. 

The consequences and potential social backlash faced by Nora due to her decision to leave her family 

underscore the challenges and sacrifices involved in challenging societal norms. 

 

GV&V Overview 

Comparisons: 

 

Questioning Societal Expectations: All three texts explore the theme of characters questioning societal 

expectations and the roles assigned to them based on gender, class, or other societal norms. Whether it's 

Gar in "Philadelphia, Here I Come!" desiring to break free from his small town, Lady Bird in "Lady 

Bird" rebelling against her socioeconomic status, or Nora in "A Doll's House" challenging traditional 

gender roles, these texts share a common thread of characters seeking personal fulfillment beyond 

societal constraints. 

 

Focus on Personal Growth: Each text delves into the journey of individual characters striving for 

personal growth and self-discovery. Gar, Lady Bird, and Nora all undergo transformative experiences 

that challenge their perspectives and lead to a reevaluation of their lives. These characters confront their 

desires, ambitions, and the need for autonomy, highlighting the universal theme of personal growth and 

the search for authenticity. 

 

Contrasts: 

 

Setting and Time Period: "Philadelphia, Here I Come!" is set in a small Irish town in the 1960s, "Lady 

Bird" takes place in 2002 Sacramento, California, and "A Doll's House" is set in 19th-century Norway. 

The different settings and time periods provide distinct social and cultural contexts that shape the 

characters' experiences and the societal expectations they confront. 

 

Family Dynamics: The portrayal of family dynamics differs among the texts. In "Philadelphia, Here I 

Come!" and "Lady Bird," there is a focus on the complicated relationships between the main characters 

and their parents, particularly their mothers. In "A Doll's House," the emphasis is on Nora's marriage and 

her husband's role in shaping her identity. The exploration of family relationships and their influence on 

personal growth varies in each text. 

 

Cultural and Socioeconomic Contexts: Each text explores different cultural and socioeconomic 

contexts. "Philadelphia, Here I Come!" delves into Irish culture and the impact of emigration on 

individuals and communities. "Lady Bird" examines American middle-class struggles and the pursuit of 

dreams within the constraints of limited resources. "A Doll's House" provides insights into the societal 

expectations and gender roles of 19th-century Norwegian society. These varying contexts shape the 

characters' experiences and the themes addressed in each text. 

 

Comparing and Contrasting - In General 

A Doll’s House, Philadelphia Here I Come!, and Greta Gerwig’s Ladybird explore the complexities of 

identity and the struggle for personal freedom. Each text portrays characters who are grappling with their 
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place in the world and the societal expectations placed upon them. While each text is distinct in its 

presentation, there are similarities in the themes that they explore. 

 

A Doll’s House by Henrik Ibsen explores the suffocating nature of societal expectations and the 

constraints placed on women in the late 19th century. The play's protagonist, Nora, struggles to balance 

her roles as a wife, mother, and individual. The general vision and viewpoint of the play expose the 

flaws of a patriarchal society, and how it limits women's opportunities and freedoms. Nora's decision to 

leave her husband and children at the end of the play is a powerful statement of individual freedom and 

liberation from the societal constraints placed upon her. 

 

Similarly, Brian Friel’s Philadelphia Here I Come! examines the impact of societal expectations on 

individual identity. The play follows Gar O’Donnell, a young man who dreams of leaving his small Irish 

village and moving to America. However, Gar is unable to reconcile his desire for freedom with his 

responsibilities to his family and community. The play explores the complexities of identity and the 

struggle for individualism within a small, traditional community. 

 

In Greta Gerwig’s Ladybird, the protagonist, Christine “Ladybird” McPherson, is a high school senior 

who is eager to escape her hometown of Sacramento and attend college in New York City. Ladybird’s 

desire to leave behind her small town and family is a reflection of her search for personal freedom and 

self-discovery. The film explores the complexities of growing up and the search for individual identity 

within the context of familial relationships. 

 

While each text explores the theme of individualism and personal freedom, there are differences in the 

way that they present these themes. A Doll’s House and Philadelphia Here I Come! focus primarily on 

the constraints of societal expectations and the limitations placed upon individuals by their communities. 

Ladybird, on the other hand, explores the complexities of familial relationships and the impact of these 

relationships on individual identity. 

 

In conclusion, A Doll’s House, Philadelphia Here I Come!, and Ladybird offer distinct perspectives on 

the complexities of identity and the struggle for personal freedom. Each text examines the societal and 

familial expectations that can limit individual opportunities and freedoms. While the themes and 

presentations differ, each text highlights the universal struggle for individualism and self-discovery 

within the context of societal and familial relationships. 

 

PAST QUESTIONS 

2019 - Past Paper 

“Our view of the personal integrity of a central character can help to shape our impression of the 

general vision and viewpoint of a text.”      

Compare the extent to which your view of the personal integrity of one central character, in each of three 

texts on your comparative course, helped to shape your impression of the general vision and viewpoint 

of your chosen texts.  Develop your answer with reference to the texts. (70) 

 

Essay points: 

"Philadelphia, Here I Come!": 
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In "Philadelphia, Here I Come!", the personal integrity of the central character, Gar O'Donnell, 

significantly shapes our impression of the general vision and viewpoint of the play. Gar is portrayed as a 

complex character struggling with his emotions and the limitations of expressing his true self. Our view 

of Gar's personal integrity, his internal conflicts, and his desire for personal growth and freedom shapes 

our understanding of the play's general vision and viewpoint. 

 

Gar's struggle to communicate his true feelings and his decision to leave his hometown and family 

behind contribute to our impression of a play that critiques the stifling nature of societal expectations and 

the limitations imposed by one's environment. The exploration of Gar's personal integrity and his pursuit 

of authenticity help shape the play's general vision and viewpoint, which encompasses themes of self-

discovery, the search for personal fulfillment, and the challenges of breaking free from societal 

constraints. 

 

"Lady Bird": 

In "Lady Bird," the personal integrity of the central character, Christine "Lady Bird" McPherson, also 

plays a significant role in shaping our impression of the general vision and viewpoint. Lady Bird is 

depicted as a young woman with a strong sense of self and a desire to defy societal expectations. Her 

personal integrity, reflected in her rebellious spirit and unwavering determination to pursue her dreams, 

influences our perception of the film's general vision and viewpoint. 

 

Lady Bird's integrity and her refusal to conform to prescribed roles and limitations contribute to the 

film's optimistic and empowering general vision and viewpoint. Her journey of self-discovery, the 

exploration of her personal integrity, and her pursuit of authenticity align with themes of individuality, 

personal growth, and the importance of staying true to oneself in the face of societal pressures. 

 

"A Doll's House": 

In "A Doll's House," the personal integrity of the central character, Nora Helmer, plays a crucial role in 

shaping our impression of the play's general vision and viewpoint. Nora is initially presented as a 

seemingly contented wife and mother, but as the play progresses, her personal integrity is revealed 

through her secret actions and her decision to challenge societal expectations. 

 

Nora's personal integrity, her act of rebellion against her oppressive marriage, and her pursuit of personal 

freedom and self-realization significantly influence our understanding of the play's general vision and 

viewpoint. Nora's journey exposes the flaws and limitations of traditional gender roles, critiques societal 

expectations, and emphasizes the importance of personal integrity and self-determination in the face of 

societal pressures. 

 

In all three texts, the personal integrity of the central characters—Gar in "Philadelphia, Here I Come!", 

Lady Bird in "Lady Bird," and Nora in "A Doll's House"—plays a vital role in shaping our impression of 

the general vision and viewpoint. Their struggles, aspirations, and acts of personal integrity contribute 

to the exploration of themes such as self-discovery, the pursuit of personal fulfillment, the challenges of 

societal expectations, and the importance of staying true to oneself. 

 

2017 - Past Paper 
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“A variety of factors in texts can change or reinforce our initial impression of the general 

vision and viewpoint.” 

Compare the main factor or factors in three texts on your comparative course that changed 

or reinforced your initial impression of the general vision and viewpoint in these texts.    (70) 

 

Essay Points:  

"Philadelphia, Here I Come!": 

In "Philadelphia, Here I Come!", one of the main factors that changes or reinforces our initial impression 

of the general vision and viewpoint is the use of humor and wit. Initially, the play may seem melancholic 

and focused on the limitations and frustrations faced by the central character, Gar O'Donnell. However, 

the incorporation of humor and witty dialogue provides moments of levity and lightness, which shift our 

perception and add complexity to the general vision and viewpoint. 

 

The humorous interactions between Gar and his friends, as well as the comedic situations he finds 

himself in, change our initial impression of the play from being solely pessimistic or desolate to a more 

nuanced portrayal of life's struggles and the resilience of the human spirit. The infusion of humor 

reinforces the play's general vision and viewpoint, emphasizing the importance of finding moments of 

joy and laughter amidst life's challenges. 

 

"Lady Bird": 

In "Lady Bird," one significant factor that changes or reinforces our initial impression of the general 

vision and viewpoint is the exploration of the mother-daughter relationship. Initially, the film may seem 

focused on Lady Bird's personal journey of self-discovery and her desire to escape her hometown. 

However, the complex dynamics and evolving relationship between Lady Bird and her mother, Marion, 

add depth and complexity to our understanding of the general vision and viewpoint. 

 

The exploration of the mother-daughter relationship challenges our initial impression and introduces 

themes of love, sacrifice, and understanding. The evolving dynamics between Lady Bird and Marion 

change our perception of the film's general vision and viewpoint from a simple coming-of-age story to a 

more nuanced exploration of family, identity, and the complexities of human connections. 

 

"A Doll's House": 

In "A Doll's House," the main factor that changes or reinforces our initial impression of the general 

vision and viewpoint is the climactic revelation of Nora's secret and her decision to leave her family. 

Initially, the play may appear to revolve around societal expectations, gender roles, and the constraints 

faced by women in the 19th century. However, Nora's transformation and her act of personal rebellion 

significantly alter and reinforce our understanding of the play's general vision and viewpoint. 

 

Nora's decision to leave her family challenges our initial impression and highlights the themes of 

personal integrity, self-realization, and the pursuit of individual freedom. This revelation and her 

subsequent actions reinforce the play's general vision and viewpoint, underscoring the importance of 

authenticity, personal growth, and the pursuit of personal fulfillment beyond societal expectations. 
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In all three texts, factors such as humor and wit in "Philadelphia, Here I Come!", the exploration of the 

mother-daughter relationship in "Lady Bird," and the climactic revelations and actions of the central 

characters in "A Doll's House" play significant roles in changing or reinforcing our initial impression of 

the general vision and viewpoint. These factors introduce complexity, depth, and thematic richness to the 

texts, allowing for a more nuanced understanding of their overall themes and messages. 

 

Past Paper - 2014 

“Significant events in texts and the impact they have on readers often help to clarify the general vision 

and viewpoint of those texts.”  

With reference to three texts on your comparative course, compare the ways in which at least one 

significant event in each text, and its impact on you, helped to clarify the general vision and viewpoint of 

these texts. (70)  

 

Essay Points 

"Philadelphia, Here I Come!": 

In "Philadelphia, Here I Come!", a significant event that helps clarify the general vision and viewpoint is 

Gar O'Donnell's departure from his hometown. This event, as Gar prepares to leave for Philadelphia, 

marks a crucial turning point in the play and has a profound impact on both the character and the reader. 

 

Gar's departure signifies his desire for personal freedom, growth, and escape from the limitations of his 

small town. The event highlights the play's exploration of individuality, self-discovery, and the pursuit of 

personal fulfillment beyond societal constraints. It clarifies the general vision and viewpoint of the play, 

emphasizing the importance of breaking free from restrictive environments and embracing new 

opportunities for personal growth and authenticity. As readers, we are impacted by Gar's decision, 

understanding the transformative power of self-determination and the significance of pursuing one's 

dreams. 

 

"Lady Bird": 

In "Lady Bird," a significant event that helps clarify the general vision and viewpoint is Lady Bird's 

realization of her mother's love and sacrifices. Throughout the film, Lady Bird has a strained relationship 

with her mother, Marion. However, a pivotal moment occurs when Lady Bird reads a letter from her 

mother that expresses unconditional love and support. 

 

This event deepens our understanding of the general vision and viewpoint of the film, which explores the 

complexities of family dynamics, love, and understanding. Lady Bird's realization of her mother's love 

helps clarify the film's underlying theme of empathy, compassion, and the multifaceted nature of familial 

relationships. The impact of this event on readers is profound, as it prompts reflection on the depth of 

love and sacrifices made by parents, leading to a greater appreciation of the film's overall vision and 

viewpoint. 

 

"A Doll's House": 

In "A Doll's House," a significant event that helps clarify the general vision and viewpoint is Nora 

Helmer's decision to leave her family. This climactic moment in the play has a powerful impact on both 

the character and the reader. 
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Nora's decision to leave her marriage and family serves as a culmination of her journey towards self-

discovery and personal liberation. It clarifies the play's general vision and viewpoint, which challenges 

societal expectations, traditional gender roles, and the sacrifices individuals make to conform to societal 

norms. The impact of this event on readers is thought-provoking, as it prompts reflection on the themes 

of personal integrity, autonomy, and the pursuit of individual happiness, leading to a deeper 

understanding of the play's critique of social conventions. 

 

In all three texts, the significant events of Gar's departure in "Philadelphia, Here I Come!", Lady Bird's 

realization of her mother's love in "Lady Bird", and Nora's decision to leave her family in "A Doll's 

House" contribute to clarifying the general vision and viewpoint. These events have a profound impact 

on readers, deepening their understanding of the texts' underlying themes and messages, and provoking 

introspection and reflection on the transformative power of personal choices and relationships. 

 

Comparative Language  

When conducting a comparative study, it is essential to use appropriate language to effectively compare 

and contrast the texts. Here are some examples of language that can be used: 

 

Similarities: 

Both texts share a common theme of... 

Similarly, both texts explore the idea of... 

The characters in both texts face similar challenges such as... 

Likewise, the authors/directors employ similar techniques to convey... 

 

Differences: 

In contrast to Text A, Text B takes a different approach to... 

Unlike Text A, which focuses on..., Text B places emphasis on... 

While Text A presents a pessimistic view of..., Text B offers a more optimistic perspective on... 

The characters in Text A exhibit contrasting traits compared to those in Text B... 

 

Comparisons: 

Just as Text A examines..., Text B also delves into... 

Similarly, both texts use symbolism to represent... 

Both authors/directors employ flashbacks to provide insights into... 

Text A and Text B depict the consequences of societal expectations on the characters... 

 

Contrasts: 

Unlike Text A, which employs a linear narrative structure, Text B utilizes a non-linear approach to... 

Text A uses a minimalist writing style, whereas Text B employs rich, descriptive language to... 

The tone of Text A is somber and introspective, while Text B maintains a lighthearted and humorous 

tone... 

In contrast to Text A's focus on the individual, Text B examines the broader societal implications of... 

 

Cause and Effect: 
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Text A's portrayal of... leads to... 

The consequences of... in Text A are evident in... 

Text B explores the aftermath of... resulting in... 

The actions of the characters in both texts have significant implications on... 

 

Emphasizing the Overall Comparative Study: 

Through a comparative analysis of Text A and Text B, it becomes evident that... 

By examining the similarities and differences between Text A and Text B, a deeper understanding of... 

emerges. 

The comparative study of Text A and Text B reveals the overarching theme of... 

The contrasting approaches in Text A and Text B highlight the diversity of perspectives on... 

Remember to use appropriate linking words and phrases such as "similarly," "likewise," "in contrast," 

"unlike," "compared to," and "on the other hand" to effectively connect your ideas and create a coherent 

comparative analysis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Macbeth 
Character Analysis  
 

Macbeth 

- Macbeth is the tragic protagonist of William Shakespeare's play "Macbeth," set in 11th-

century Scotland. 
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- At the beginning of the play, Macbeth is a brave and loyal general serving under King 

Duncan. However, his encounter with three witches sparks his ambition and desire for power. 

- Lady Macbeth, Macbeth's wife, plays a significant role in influencing him to pursue his 

ambitions, encouraging him to murder King Duncan to seize the throne. 

- Macbeth's internal struggle between his ambition and his conscience is a central theme of the 

play. He experiences intense guilt and paranoia after committing regicide, which leads to a 

series of further murders to secure his position. 

- The influence of the supernatural, particularly the witches' prophecies, amplifies Macbeth's 

ambition and fuels his downfall. 

- Macbeth's character undergoes a transformation throughout the play. Initially, he is depicted as 

noble and valiant, but his moral compass erodes as he becomes consumed by his ambition and 

the pursuit of power. 

- Macbeth's ambition blinds him to the consequences of his actions, and he becomes 

increasingly isolated and tormented by guilt, hallucinations, and fear. 

- Despite his flaws, Macbeth retains a tragic quality, as he is ultimately a victim of his own 

ambition and the manipulation of others. 

- Macbeth's final moments reveal a tragic realization of the futility of his actions and the 

destructive nature of unchecked ambition. 

- The character of Macbeth explores themes of ambition, guilt, fate, and the corrupting influence 

of power. 

 

Lady Macbeth 

- Lady Macbeth is a complex character in William Shakespeare's play "Macbeth." She is the 

ambitious and manipulative wife of Macbeth, who plays a significant role in the events that 

unfold. 

- Lady Macbeth is introduced as a strong and determined woman who is willing to do whatever 

it takes to help her husband attain power and achieve their ambitions. 

- She challenges Macbeth's masculinity and manipulates him into carrying out the murder of 

King Duncan, planting the seeds of ambition and moral corruption in his mind. 

- Lady Macbeth is portrayed as ruthless and unyielding, often depicted as the driving force 

behind Macbeth's actions. She encourages him to be remorseless and to "screw [his] courage to 

the sticking-place." 

- However, as the play progresses, Lady Macbeth's guilt and psychological deterioration 

become evident. The weight of their deeds begins to take a toll on her conscience, leading to her 

sleepwalking and compulsive hand-washing scenes. 

- The contrast between Lady Macbeth's initial confidence and her eventual descent into madness 

highlights the destructive consequences of unchecked ambition. 

- Despite her earlier strength, Lady Macbeth is ultimately unable to cope with the guilt and 

remorse of her actions, culminating in her tragic demise. 
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- Lady Macbeth's character explores themes of gender roles, ambition, guilt, and the fragility of 

the human mind. 

- It is essential to analyze Lady Macbeth's soliloquies, interactions with other characters, and her 

role in the play's major events to gain a deeper understanding of her character and the 

complexities she embodies. 

 

Banquo  

- Banquo is a character in William Shakespeare's play "Macbeth" and serves as a foil to 

Macbeth. 

- He is a brave and loyal general, just like Macbeth, and fights alongside him in battle. 

- Banquo receives prophecies from the witches that his descendants will be kings, but he is 

cautious and does not let ambition consume him. 

- Unlike Macbeth, Banquo maintains his integrity and remains honorable throughout the play. 

- Banquo suspects that Macbeth has gained the throne through foul play but keeps his thoughts 

to himself. 

- Macbeth becomes increasingly paranoid and sees Banquo as a threat to his newfound power, 

leading him to order Banquo's murder. 

- Banquo's ghost haunts Macbeth, symbolizing guilt and the consequences of unchecked 

ambition. 

- Banquo's presence serves as a reminder of Macbeth's treachery and the corrupting influence of 

power. 

- Banquo's character embodies themes of loyalty, integrity, the contrast between ambition and 

morality, and the repercussions of betrayal. 

- Analyzing Banquo's interactions with Macbeth, his soliloquy, and his reactions to the witches' 

prophecies can provide further insights into his character and the dynamics between him and 

Macbeth. 

 

King Duncan 

- Duncan is a character in William Shakespeare's play "Macbeth" and serves as the King of 

Scotland. 

- He is initially depicted as a wise and benevolent ruler who is respected and loved by his 

subjects. 

- Duncan's murder is the catalyst for the events that unfold in the play. He is killed by Macbeth 

in his own castle. 

- Duncan's murder reflects Macbeth's ambition and desire for power, as he sees the opportunity 

to seize the throne. 

- Duncan's death creates a sense of moral chaos and disruption in the kingdom, setting off a 

chain of violent and tragic events. 

- Despite his limited stage time, Duncan's character symbolizes the rightful and lawful rule that 

Macbeth subverts. 
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- Duncan's murder is a heinous act that contrasts sharply with his own virtuous nature, 

highlighting the depths to which Macbeth descends. 

- The consequences of Duncan's murder haunt Macbeth throughout the play, contributing to his 

guilt and eventual downfall. 

- Analyzing Duncan's interactions with other characters, his speeches, and his portrayal as a just 

and noble king can provide insights into the themes of leadership, betrayal, and the corrupting 

nature of power in the play. 

 

Macduff 

- Macduff is a noble and loyal character in William Shakespeare's play "Macbeth." 

- He is initially portrayed as a brave and honorable warrior who fights for King Duncan and 

Scotland. 

- Macduff becomes suspicious of Macbeth's actions and is one of the first characters to suspect 

foul play in King Duncan's murder. 

- Macduff's loyalty to Scotland leads him to take a stand against Macbeth's tyrannical rule and 

join forces with others to overthrow him. 

- Macduff is driven by a sense of justice and seeks revenge for the murder of his family, which 

Macbeth orders in an attempt to eliminate any threat to his reign. 

- In the climactic final act of the play, Macduff engages in a personal duel with Macbeth and 

ultimately kills him, fulfilling the prophecy that "none of woman born shall harm Macbeth." 

- Macduff's character embodies the themes of loyalty, justice, and the quest for vengeance. 

- His actions and choices highlight the contrast between good and evil and the moral 

consequences of unchecked ambition. 

- Analyzing Macduff's interactions with other characters, his determination to restore rightful 

order, and his role in the play's resolution can provide deeper insights into his character and the 

overall themes of the play. 

 

The Witches 

 

- The witches, also known as the Weird Sisters, are supernatural characters in William 

Shakespeare's play "Macbeth." 

- They are the catalysts of the play's events, as they deliver prophecies to Macbeth and Banquo 

that set the wheels of ambition and tragedy in motion. 

- The witches are depicted as otherworldly beings with supernatural powers, often portrayed as 

haggard and mysterious. 

- Their prophecies fuel Macbeth's ambition and manipulate his desires, leading him to commit 

heinous acts to fulfill the prophecies. 

- The witches' prophecies, particularly the "double, double toil and trouble" chant, contribute to 

the atmosphere of darkness and foreboding in the play. 



74 

- The ambiguity surrounding the witches' intentions and their ability to foresee the future raises 

questions about fate, free will, and the role of supernatural forces in human actions. 

- The witches reappear throughout the play, further manipulating Macbeth and sowing the seeds 

of his downfall. 

- Their presence and influence reflect the play's themes of the corrupting nature of ambition and 

the consequences of unchecked desire for power. 

- Analyzing the witches' interactions with Macbeth, their prophecies, and their role as agents of 

chaos and manipulation can deepen the understanding of their characters and their impact on the 

overall narrative of "Macbeth." 

Key Quotes  
 

 Is this a dagger which I see 
before me? 

(Imagery of violence) 

 There’s daggers in men’s 
smiles. 

(Appearance vs reality, Imagery 
of violence) 

 The instruments of darkness 
tell us truths,  

Win us with honest trifles, to 
betray ’s  

In deepest consequence. 
(Appearance vs reality, 

Disturbing imagery) 

 All hail, Macbeth, that shalt be 
king hereafter 

(Theme of power, Macbeth as a 
gullible man) 

 Disdaining fortune, with his 
brandish’d steel, 

Which smoked with bloody 
execution… 

Till he unseamed him from the 
nave to th’ chops, 

And fixed his head upon our 
battlements. 

(Imagery of violence, learn just 
part of this quotation) 

 Fair is foul, and foul is fair 
(Appearance vs reality) 

 Eye of newt… 
Liver of blaspheming Jew… 

Nose of Turk and Tartar’s lips… 
(Disturbing imagery) 

 
 

 I’ll fight till from my bones my 
flesh be hacked. 

(Imagery of violence, Theme of 
ambition, Macbeth as a not so 
gullible man – this quotations 
shows that Macbeth makes his 

own decisions) 

 You should be women, 
And yet your beards forbid me 

to interpret 
That you are so. 

(Appearance vs reality, 
Disturbing imagery) 

 Yet do I fear thy nature; It is 
too full o’ the milk of human 

kindness. 
(Role of Lady Macbeth, Theme 

of ambition) 

 I would, while it was smiling in 
my face, 

Have plucked my nipple from 
his boneless gums 

And dashed the brains out, had I 
so sworn as you 

Have done to this. 
(Theme of ambition, Role of 
Lady Macbeth, Disturbing 

imagery, Macbeth as a gullible 
man – you can learn just part of 

this quotation) 

 unsex me here, 
And fill me from the crown to 

the toe top-full 
Of direst cruelty… 

take my milk for gall 
(Disturbing imagery, Role of 

Lady Macbeth) 

 Come, thick night, 
And pall thee in the dunnest 

 look like th’ innocent flower, 
But be the serpent under’t 

 False face must hide what the 
false heart doth know. 

 So clear in his great office 
(Macbeth conflicted: he speaks 
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smoke of hell, 
That my keen knife see not the 

wound it makes, 
Nor heaven peep through the 

blanket of the dark 
(Imagery of darkness, 

Disturbing imagery, Theme of 
ambition, Appearance vs reality 
– you can learn just part of this 

quotation) 

(Appearance vs reality, Macbeth 
as a gullible man, Role of Lady 

Macbeth) 

(Appearance vs reality, Macbeth 
conflicted) 

of Duncan’s excellent kingship) 

 That is a step 
On which I must fall down, or 

else o’erleap 
(Macbeth conflicted) 

 Stars, hide your fires; 
Let not light see my black and 

deep desires 
(Imagery of darkness, Macbeth 
conflicted – this is a point of no 

return) 

 For Banquo’s issue have I filed 
my mind 

(Macbeth conflicted) 

 Macbeth shall never 
vanquished be until 

Great Birnam Wood to high 
Dunsinane Hill 

Shall come against him 
(Appearance vs reality, Macbeth 

as a gullible man, Theme of 
fate) 

 
 

Vaulting ambition 
(Theme of ambition) 

Thy crown does sear mine 
eyeballs 

(Theme of ambition – Macbeth 
hates the thought of Banquo’s 

descendant’s ruling) 
 
 
 

When the battle’s lost and won 
(Appearance vs reality, Theme 

of fate) 

give to th’ edge o’ th’ sword 
His wife, his babes, and all 

unfortunate souls 
(Imagery of violence) 

New widows howl, new orphans 
cry, new sorrows 

(Theme of kingship, Divine right 
of kings) 

Out, out, brief candle! 
Life’s but a walking shadow, a 

poor player 
That struts and frets his hour 

upon the stage 
And then is heard no more. It is 

a tale 
Told by an idiot, full of sound 

and fury, 
Signifying nothing. 

(Theme of fate – Macbeth 
reflects on everything he has 

done and how it has been futile) 

Now does he feel his title 
Hang loose about him, like a 

giant’s robe 
Upon a dwarfish thief. 

(Divine right of kings) 
 

A falcon, towering in her pride 
of place, was by a mousing owl 

hawked and killed. 
(Unnatural imagery, Pathetic 

fallacy) 
 

If the assassination 
Could trammel up the 

consequence… 

this supernatural soliciting  
Cannot be ill, cannot be good. 
(Macbeth’s deliberation over 

Our fears in Banquo 
Stick deep, and in his royalty of 

nature 

If good, why do I yield to that 
suggestion 

Whose horrid image doth unfix 
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We’d jump the life to come.” 
(Macbeth’s lack of morals) 

 

how to handle the Witches 
prophecy) 

Reigns that which would be 
feared. 

(Macbeth admits his own lack of 
honour compared to Banquo) 

 

my hair 
And make my seated heart 

knock at my ribs, 
Against the use of nature? 

(Macbeth’s moral struggle and 
fear) 

 

 

Key Themes 
 

1. Kingship & Power: 

At a glance: 
- "Macbeth" explores the theme of kingship and power through the quest for the throne and the 

consequences of its acquisition. 

- Ambition for power drives Macbeth to commit regicide and subsequent acts of violence to 

maintain his position. 

- The play raises questions about the legitimacy of rulership and the responsibilities that come 

with it. 

- The theme highlights the corrupting nature of unchecked ambition and the destructive 

consequences of a tyrannical rule. 

 

An in-depth analysis: 

In "Macbeth," the theme of kingship and power is explored through the characters' relentless 

pursuit of authority, the consequences of their actions, and the implications of a corrupted 

rulership. Here is a more in-depth analysis of how the play delves into this theme: 

 

1. Ambition and Corruption: 

- Macbeth's ambition for power is the driving force behind his actions. His initial encounter with 

the witches' prophecies plants the seed of desire, leading him to contemplate regicide. 

- As Macbeth ascends the throne through immoral means, the play illustrates the corrupting 

influence of power. His once noble character deteriorates as he becomes more ruthless, 

paranoid, and disconnected from morality. 

- The theme highlights the danger of unchecked ambition and the lengths to which individuals 

may go to acquire and retain power. 

 

2. The Legitimacy of Rule: 
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- "Macbeth" raises questions about the legitimacy of rulership and the divine right of kings. 

Macbeth's actions undermine the natural order of succession and disrupt the rightful line of 

succession. 

- The play suggests that a ruler's legitimacy rests not only on power but also on moral virtue, 

just governance, and the support of the people. Macbeth's tyrannical rule lacks these essential 

qualities, leading to chaos and rebellion. 

 

3. The Price of Power: 

- "Macbeth" explores the price one must pay to attain and maintain power. Macbeth's journey is 

marked by a series of sacrifices, including his own conscience, relationships, and moral 

integrity. 

- The play depicts the heavy burden of power and the toll it takes on the individual, as 

Macbeth's guilt and paranoia increase with each immoral act. 

- Macbeth's downfall serves as a cautionary tale about the consequences of an insatiable thirst 

for power and the dangers of sacrificing one's humanity in its pursuit. 

 

4. Ambiguity of Prophecy: 

- The witches' prophecies play a central role in the exploration of kingship and power. They 

provide a tantalizing glimpse into Macbeth's future, igniting his ambition. 

- However, the prophecies are open to interpretation and leave room for manipulation. The 

theme delves into the question of fate versus free will and whether the characters' actions are 

predestined or shaped by their own choices. 

- The witches' ambiguous predictions contribute to Macbeth's downfall, highlighting the 

dangers of relying solely on supernatural guidance in the pursuit of power. 

 

In summary, "Macbeth" delves into the theme of kingship and power by examining the 

consequences of unchecked ambition, the disruption of rightful rule, the price of power, and the 

ambiguous nature of prophecy. The play serves as a cautionary tale about the corrupting 

influence of power and raises profound questions about the legitimacy and moral implications 

of rulership. 

 

2. Good vs. Evil: 

At a glance: 
- "Macbeth" delves into the battle between good and evil, showcasing the moral decay and 

internal struggle of the characters. 

- Macbeth's descent into evil and his struggle with guilt and remorse illustrate the consequences 

of succumbing to darkness. 

- Characters like Banquo and Macduff embody goodness, highlighting the contrast between 

virtue and corruption. 
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- The play explores the idea that evil deeds have a ripple effect, disrupting the natural order and 

causing chaos. 

 

An in-depth analysis: 

In "Macbeth," the theme of good versus evil is a central focus, exploring the moral struggle 

between virtuous actions and the corrupting influence of wickedness. Here is a more in-depth 

analysis of how the play delves into this theme: 

 

The Corruption of Ambition: 

The play portrays the destructive consequences of unchecked ambition, as Macbeth's initial 

aspirations for power lead him down a dark path. He succumbs to evil deeds, such as regicide, 

in his pursuit of the throne. 

Macbeth's descent into darkness represents the triumph of evil over good. His actions are driven 

by selfish desires and a disregard for moral boundaries, highlighting the seductive power of evil. 

 

Moral Decay and Guilt: 

"Macbeth" vividly depicts the internal struggle between good and evil within the characters. 

Macbeth's guilt and tormented conscience serve as reminders of his past virtuous self, revealing 

the profound impact of evil choices. 

Lady Macbeth, initially an accomplice to Macbeth's evil deeds, is ultimately consumed by guilt 

and descends into madness. Her deterioration exemplifies the psychological consequences of 

embracing evil. 

 

 

The Contrast of Characters: 

The play juxtaposes characters who embody good and evil traits, emphasizing the dichotomy 

between virtue and corruption. 

Characters such as Banquo, Macduff, and Duncan represent goodness, loyalty, and moral 

rectitude. They serve as a moral compass, highlighting the virtues that Macbeth abandons. 

In contrast, characters like Macbeth and Lady Macbeth epitomize ambition, deceit, and the 

willingness to commit evil acts to achieve personal gain. 

 

Symbolism and Imagery: 

Symbolism and imagery throughout the play reinforce the theme of good versus evil. Dark 

imagery, such as the recurring motifs of blood and darkness, underscores the sinister actions and 

immoral choices of the characters. 

The witches themselves are powerful symbols of evil and supernatural malevolence. Their 

presence signifies the disruption of natural order and the lure of wickedness. 

 

Consequences and Redemption: 
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"Macbeth" emphasizes the notion that evil deeds have lasting consequences. The characters face 

their fates, reflecting the moral principle that justice prevails in the end. 

Characters who maintain their moral integrity, such as Macduff, ultimately play a crucial role in 

the restoration of order and the triumph of good over evil. 

The play explores the possibility of redemption through the characters' recognition of their 

wrongdoings and their willingness to take a stand against evil. 

 

In summary, "Macbeth" explores the theme of good versus evil through the contrast between 

virtuous characters and those consumed by ambition and moral decay. The play delves into the 

corrupting influence of unchecked ambition, the internal struggle between good and evil within 

the characters, and the consequences of immoral choices. Symbolism, imagery, and the ultimate 

triumph of justice underscore the exploration of this theme. 

 

3. Justice vs. Injustice: 

At a glance: 
- The theme of justice vs. injustice is depicted through the characters' actions and the 

consequences they face. 

- Macbeth's rise to power through unjust means leads to a breakdown of order and the suffering 

of innocent characters. 

- The play explores the idea that justice will eventually prevail, as Macbeth faces his downfall 

and the restoration of rightful rule is sought. 

 

An in-depth analysis: 

In "Macbeth," the theme of justice versus injustice is woven throughout the play, examining the 

consequences of immoral actions, the disruption of rightful order, and the pursuit of vengeance. 

Here is a more in-depth analysis of how the play delves into this theme: 

 

1. Moral Order and Disruption: 

- The play begins in a world where a sense of moral order and justice prevails, represented by 

King Duncan's rightful rule. Macbeth's actions upset this natural order, leading to a breakdown 

in justice and a state of moral chaos. 

- The murder of Duncan and subsequent acts of violence disrupt the established hierarchy, 

creating an atmosphere of injustice and lawlessness. 

 

2. The Quest for Justice: 

- Characters such as Macduff and Malcolm embody the quest for justice in response to 

Macbeth's tyrannical rule. They seek to restore the rightful order and avenge the crimes 

committed. 

- Macduff, in particular, becomes the embodiment of justice as he resolves to hold Macbeth 

accountable for his actions, motivated by personal loss and a sense of moral duty. 
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3. Guilt and Consequences: 

- The theme of justice versus injustice is tied closely to the characters' guilt and the 

repercussions of their immoral acts. Macbeth's guilt and paranoia plague him as he realizes the 

injustice he has committed. 

- Lady Macbeth, driven by her ambition, descends into madness and guilt, haunted by the 

injustice they have unleashed upon others. 

- The play portrays the notion that guilt and the internal struggle for justice are inevitable 

consequences of unjust actions. 

 

4. Vengeance and Restoration: 

- The theme is further explored through the pursuit of vengeance and the desire to restore 

justice. Macduff's determination to avenge his family's murder and restore rightful rule 

highlights the pursuit of justice as a powerful motivator. 

- The overthrow of Macbeth and the reinstatement of a rightful ruler symbolize the restoration 

of justice, suggesting that moral balance can be regained even after a period of injustice. 

 

5. Irony and Divine Justice: 

- "Macbeth" employs irony to underscore the theme of justice versus injustice. For instance, 

Macbeth's rise to power is achieved through unjust means, yet his rule is plagued by insecurity 

and fear, denying him the true satisfaction he sought. 

- The play also suggests the presence of divine justice, as the prophecy of the witches eventually 

leads to Macbeth's downfall. The idea that fate or a higher power punishes those who commit 

unjust acts adds another layer to the exploration of justice. 

 

In summary, "Macbeth" explores the theme of justice versus injustice through the disruption of 

moral order, the quest for justice, the consequences of guilt, the pursuit of vengeance, and the 

restoration of rightful rule. The play highlights the profound impact of immoral actions, the 

internal struggle for justice, and the potential for balance and redemption even in the face of 

overwhelming injustice. 

 

4. Appearance vs. Reality: 

At a glance: 
- "Macbeth" examines the deceptive nature of appearances and the contrast between how things 

seem and how they truly are. 

- Characters often wear masks to hide their true intentions and manipulate others. 

- The theme is explored through the prophecies of the witches, the false sense of security that 

Macbeth holds, and the ironic twists in the plot. 

- The play warns against blindly trusting appearances and emphasizes the importance of 

discerning reality from illusion. 
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An in-depth analysis of: 

In "Macbeth," the theme of appearance versus reality is a prominent thread that explores the 

deceptive nature of appearances and the contrast between how things seem and how they truly 

are. Here is a more in-depth analysis of how the play delves into this theme: 

 

1. Deception and Masks: 

- The play delves into the idea that characters often wear masks, presenting themselves 

differently from their true nature. This creates a stark contrast between the appearance they 

project and the reality of their intentions. 

- Macbeth and Lady Macbeth, for instance, project an image of loyalty and innocence while 

hiding their ambitious and murderous desires. Their true selves are revealed through soliloquies 

and the unfolding of their actions. 

 

2. Illusion and Reality: 

- "Macbeth" explores the blurred lines between illusion and reality. Characters experience 

visions, hallucinations, and supernatural occurrences that challenge their understanding of what 

is real and what is merely a figment of their imagination. 

- Macbeth's encounter with the witches' prophecies serves as a prime example of the deceptive 

nature of appearances. The prophecies appear to promise power and security, but their 

interpretation and actual implications differ from what Macbeth initially perceives. 

 

3. Irony and Paradox: 

- Irony and paradox are utilized to highlight the theme of appearance versus reality. The play 

often presents situations in which the outcome is the opposite of what is expected or seemingly 

implied. 

- For example, Macbeth gains the crown he desires but is consumed by guilt and paranoia, 

leaving him with a hollow victory. This irony exposes the discrepancy between appearances and 

the true consequences of one's actions. 

 

4. Symbolism and Imagery: 

- Symbolism and imagery in the play further underscore the theme of appearance versus reality. 

The recurring motif of clothing, for instance, reflects the idea of hiding one's true self behind a 

façade. 

- The use of darkness and light imagery also contributes to the exploration of the theme. 

Darkness represents deception and the concealment of truth, while light signifies clarity and the 

revelation of reality. 

 

5. Moral Consequences: 
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- The theme of appearance versus reality carries moral implications. Characters who are skilled 

at manipulating appearances, such as the Macbeths, often suffer profound moral and 

psychological consequences. 

- The play suggests that the pursuit of power and the manipulation of appearances ultimately 

lead to a loss of integrity, moral decay, and a distorted sense of self. 

 

In summary, "Macbeth" explores the theme of appearance versus reality through the deceptive 

nature of appearances, the blurring of illusion and reality, the use of irony and paradox, and the 

moral consequences of manipulating one's appearance. The play highlights the danger of 

trusting appearances at face value and emphasizes the importance of discerning reality from 

illusion in a world where things are not always as they seem. 

 

5. Supernatural: 

At a glance: 
- The supernatural theme is prevalent in "Macbeth," with the presence of the witches and their 

prophecies. 

- The witches symbolize the forces of darkness and the disruption of natural order. 

- Supernatural elements, such as visions and apparitions, add an eerie atmosphere to the play 

and further manipulate the characters' actions. 

- The theme raises questions about the influence of fate, the power of premonitions, and the 

moral implications of seeking supernatural guidance. 

 

An in-depth analysis of: 

In "Macbeth," the theme of the supernatural is a pervasive and compelling element that 

explores the presence of otherworldly forces and their impact on human actions and decisions. 

Here is a more in-depth analysis of how the play delves into this theme: 

 

1. The Witches: 

- The witches play a central role in the exploration of the supernatural theme. They are 

portrayed as mysterious, dark, and supernatural beings who possess prophetic powers. 

- The witches' prophecies serve as catalysts for Macbeth's ambition and actions. They ignite his 

desire for power and set in motion the tragic events of the play. 

- The supernatural influence of the witches raises questions about fate, free will, and the extent 

to which individuals are responsible for their actions. 

 

2. Ambiguity and Manipulation: 

- The theme of the supernatural is intertwined with ambiguity and manipulation. The witches' 

prophecies are intentionally cryptic and open to interpretation, which leads Macbeth to make 

choices based on his own skewed understanding. 
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- The witches manipulate Macbeth's beliefs and desires, exploiting his vulnerabilities and 

pushing him towards his tragic fate. This highlights the potential danger of seeking supernatural 

guidance and relying on external forces for personal gain. 

 

3. Imagery and Atmosphere: 

- The play creates an eerie atmosphere through the use of supernatural imagery and symbolism. 

Dark and unnatural elements, such as thunder, lightning, and the presence of familiars like the 

witches' familiars, contribute to the sense of the supernatural. 

- Visions and apparitions, such as the ghost of Banquo and the floating dagger, further 

emphasize the otherworldly nature of the play. These supernatural occurrences unsettle the 

characters and blur the line between reality and illusion. 

 

4. Moral and Psychological Consequences: 

- The supernatural theme in "Macbeth" carries moral and psychological implications for the 

characters. Macbeth's reliance on the witches' prophecies leads him to commit heinous acts in 

pursuit of power. 

- The characters' interactions with the supernatural ultimately have severe psychological effects. 

Macbeth is tormented by guilt and paranoia, experiencing hallucinations and visions that reflect 

his deteriorating mental state. 

 

5. Divine Justice and the Unnatural: 

- The play suggests a connection between the supernatural and divine justice. Macbeth's 

downfall can be seen as a form of retribution for his unjust actions and his defiance of the 

natural order. 

- The disruption of the natural order is a recurring theme throughout the play. The supernatural 

events symbolize the distortion and imbalance caused by Macbeth's actions, highlighting the 

consequences of tampering with forces beyond human control. 

 

In summary, "Macbeth" explores the theme of the supernatural through the presence of the 

witches, their prophecies, and their manipulative influence. The play examines the ambiguity of 

supernatural guidance, the unsettling imagery and atmosphere created, and the moral and 

psychological consequences of engaging with the supernatural. It also raises questions about 

fate, free will, divine justice, and the disruption of the natural order. 

 

Power 

At a glance: 

In "Macbeth," the theme of power is a central focus, exploring the desire for power, its 

corrupting influence, and the consequences of its pursuit. Here is a more in-depth analysis of 

how the play delves into this theme: 
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An in-depth analysis: 

1. Ambition and the Lust for Power: 

- "Macbeth" delves into the theme of power by examining the destructive effects of unbridled 

ambition. Macbeth's initial encounter with the witches' prophecies ignites his desire for power 

and sets him on a path of ruthless ambition. 

- The play explores the allure of power and the lengths to which individuals may go to attain it. 

Macbeth's ambition becomes a driving force that leads him to commit heinous acts, including 

regicide and further atrocities to secure his position. 

 

2. The Corrupting Influence of Power: 

- "Macbeth" highlights the corrupting influence of power on individuals. As Macbeth ascends 

the throne, his character undergoes a transformation. He becomes increasingly paranoid, 

ruthless, and detached from moral principles. 

- The theme explores how the pursuit and acquisition of power can erode one's humanity and 

lead to a loss of moral compass. Macbeth's actions illustrate the devastating consequences of 

unchecked power and its ability to corrupt even the noblest of individuals. 

 

3. Power Struggles and Political Machinations: 

- The play also examines power struggles and political machinations as individuals vie for 

positions of authority. Ambitious characters, such as Macbeth and Lady Macbeth, employ 

manipulation, deceit, and violence to achieve their goals. 

- The theme delves into the strategies and tactics employed in the pursuit and maintenance of 

power, shedding light on the moral compromises and ethical dilemmas faced by those who 

crave and hold positions of authority. 

 

4. The Nature of Power: 

- "Macbeth" also explores the nature of power itself. The play raises questions about the 

legitimacy and moral implications of rulership. Macbeth's tyrannical rule lacks the qualities of 

just governance and moral virtue, leading to chaos and rebellion. 

- The theme suggests that true power comes not only from the throne but from moral integrity, 

wise decision-making, and the support of the people. Macbeth's reign serves as a cautionary 

tale, illustrating the consequences of an illegitimate and corrupt exercise of power. 

 

5. Power as a Catalyst for Tragedy: 

- The pursuit of power sets in motion a series of tragic events in the play. The quest for power 

leads to bloodshed, betrayal, and the destruction of relationships and moral values. 

- "Macbeth" demonstrates the tragic consequences of individuals driven by their thirst for 

power, ultimately resulting in their own downfall. The play serves as a cautionary tale about the 

dangers of unchecked ambition and the price one must pay for the relentless pursuit of power. 
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In summary, "Macbeth" explores the theme of power through the examination of ambition, the 

corrupting influence of power, power struggles, the nature of power itself, and the tragic 

consequences of its pursuit. The play delves into the moral complexities, psychological impact, 

and destructive potential of power, serving as a cautionary exploration of its allure and the 

devastating effects it can have on individuals and society. 

 

2023 Mock Paper Question and Sample Essay Points 

 

“Shakespeare uses a variety of techniques to create a world of 

deception in the play, Macbeth.”  

Discuss this statement with detailed reference to the text 

 

Shakespeare indeed employs various techniques to create a world of deception in the play 

"Macbeth." Through the skillful use of language, imagery, dramatic irony, and manipulation, he 

crafts a narrative where appearances and reality often diverge. Here are some points you could 

use when answering this question, be sure to expand upon these techniques and don’t forget to 

make constant reference to the text: 

 

1. Language and Manipulation: 

- Shakespeare's characters, particularly Macbeth and Lady Macbeth, use manipulative language 

to deceive others and shape their perception. For example, Lady Macbeth urges Macbeth to 

"look like the innocent flower, but be the serpent under't" (Act 1, Scene 5). 

- Macbeth himself is adept at manipulating his words to hide his true intentions. He speaks 

ambiguously to Banquo about the witches' prophecies, saying, "I think not of them" (Act 2, 

Scene 1), while secretly contemplating his plan to fulfill the prophecies through foul means. 

 

2. Imagery and Appearance: 

- Imagery is a powerful tool Shakespeare employs to convey the theme of deception. The motif 

of clothing and its metaphorical significance is recurrent in the play. When Macbeth considers 

murdering Duncan, he remarks, "False face must hide what the false heart doth know" (Act 1, 

Scene 7), highlighting the idea of disguising one's true intentions. 

- The play also uses darkness and light imagery to underscore the theme of deception. Lady 

Macbeth, for instance, calls on "thick night" to conceal her murderous actions, emphasizing the 

notion of hiding behind a veil of darkness. 

 

3. Dramatic Irony: 

- Shakespeare utilizes dramatic irony, where the audience possesses knowledge that the 

characters lack, to create a sense of deception. For instance, when Macbeth welcomes Duncan 

to his castle, the audience knows of his treacherous plans, while Duncan remains oblivious. 

- The use of dramatic irony intensifies the audience's engagement and amplifies the tension, as 

they anticipate the consequences of the characters' misguided actions. 



86 

 

4. Supernatural Deception: 

- The supernatural elements in the play contribute to the overall atmosphere of deception. The 

witches' prophecies, though enticing, prove to be misleading and manipulative. Macbeth 

initially believes their predictions, only to discover their true nature as twisted half-truths. 

- The ghostly apparitions that appear to Macbeth further contribute to the sense of deception. 

They offer him a false sense of security by assuring him that "none of woman born shall harm 

Macbeth" (Act 4, Scene 1), leading him to underestimate his enemies. 

 

 

5. Character Deception: 

- Individual characters deceive one another, perpetuating a web of lies and deceit. Macbeth, for 

example, deceives Banquo by pretending to be his loyal friend while secretly plotting his 

murder. Lady Macbeth deceives Duncan and the other guests by projecting an image of 

hospitality and innocence while concealing her involvement in the regicide. 

 

In summary, Shakespeare masterfully creates a world of deception in "Macbeth" through 

various techniques. Language and manipulation, imagery, dramatic irony, and character 

deception all contribute to the pervasive theme of appearances versus reality. The play 

emphasizes the consequences of succumbing to deception and the inherent dangers of believing 

what is merely superficial, underscoring the timeless relevance of this theme. 

 

 

What could I be asked? 
 

How does Shakespeare explore the theme of ambition in "Macbeth"? Analyze the 

motivations, actions, and consequences of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth's ambition 

throughout the play. 

● Macbeth's initial ambition is sparked by the witches' prophecies, which plant the idea of 

becoming king in his mind. 

● Lady Macbeth's ambition is equally strong, as she encourages and manipulates Macbeth 

to seize power through any means necessary. 

● Both Macbeth and Lady Macbeth's ambition leads to a series of morally questionable 

actions, including regicide and the murder of innocent individuals. 

● The consequences of their ambition include guilt, paranoia, and the loss of their moral 

integrity, ultimately leading to their downfall. 

● Shakespeare explores how unchecked ambition can corrupt individuals and disrupt the 

natural order, highlighting the destructive nature of unbridled ambition. 
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Discuss the role of supernatural elements in "Macbeth" and their impact on the 

characters' decisions and moral compass. Consider the witches' prophecies, the 

supernatural visions, and the theme of fate versus free will. 

● The witches' prophecies serve as a catalyst for Macbeth's ambition and subsequent 

actions. They manipulate his desires and create a sense of inevitability. 

● Macbeth's belief in the supernatural prophecies leads him to make choices that shape his 

destiny and alter his moral compass. 

● The supernatural visions, such as the floating dagger and the ghost of Banquo, intensify 

Macbeth's guilt and paranoia, driving him further into madness. 

● The theme of fate versus free will is explored through the characters' struggles to 

reconcile their own agency with the influence of the supernatural. 

● The play raises questions about the extent to which individuals can defy or shape their 

predetermined fate, highlighting the moral dilemmas faced by the characters. 

 

Examine the portrayal of gender in "Macbeth." How do Lady Macbeth and the witches 

challenge traditional gender roles, and what effect does this have on the play's themes and 

character dynamics? 

● Lady Macbeth defies traditional gender roles by embracing a dominant and assertive 

role. She desires power and exhibits ambition typically associated with men. 

● The witches, with their supernatural powers and influence, challenge societal 

expectations of femininity and portray a menacing and disruptive force. 

● Lady Macbeth's manipulation and persuasion of Macbeth reflects a reversal of 

traditional gender roles, as she urges him to be more assertive and ruthless. 

● The play explores the consequences and conflicts that arise when characters deviate 

from prescribed gender roles, including the distortion of power dynamics and the 

erosion of moral values. 

● The portrayal of gender in "Macbeth" ultimately contributes to a complex examination 

of power, ambition, and the societal expectations placed upon men and women. 

 

Explore the theme of guilt and its psychological effects on Macbeth. Analyze the gradual 

development of Macbeth's guilt, its manifestation in his actions and soliloquies, and its 

ultimate impact on his downfall. 

● Macbeth's guilt begins immediately after the murder of Duncan, as he is haunted by a 

profound sense of remorse and moral turmoil. 

● His guilt manifests in his inability to find peace, as he is tormented by hallucinations, 

visions, and the ghost of Banquo. 

● Macbeth's soliloquies provide insight into his tortured psyche and the inner conflict 

caused by his guilt, revealing his growing paranoia and deteriorating mental state. 

● His guilt leads to a loss of confidence and a desperation to maintain his power, resulting 

in further bloodshed and betrayal. 
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● Ultimately, Macbeth's guilt becomes unbearable, contributing to his downfall and 

highlighting the moral consequences of his actions. 

 

How does Shakespeare use dramatic irony to create tension and engage the audience in 

"Macbeth"? Examine specific scenes and instances of dramatic irony, and discuss their 

significance in relation to the play's themes and character development. 

● One significant instance of dramatic irony is when Duncan praises the loyalty of the 

traitorous Macbeth in Act 1, Scene 4. The audience knows of Macbeth's murderous 

intentions, creating tension as they anticipate the inevitable betrayal. 

● In Act 3, Scene 4, the ghost of Banquo appears only to Macbeth, while the other 

characters are unaware. The dramatic irony lies in the stark contrast between Macbeth's 

terrified reaction and the obliviousness of those around him, heightening the tension and 

showcasing his guilt. 

● The scene where Macbeth seeks guidance from the witches in Act 4, Scene 1 is filled 

with dramatic irony. The audience knows that the prophecies are deceptive, but Macbeth 

places his trust in them, leading to his downfall. 

● The dialogue between Lady Macbeth and Macbeth in Act 3, Scene 2 contains dramatic 

irony. While they discuss the need to act innocent and conceal their dark deeds, the 

audience is fully aware of their guilt, creating tension as they navigate their false 

appearances. 

● The climactic scene of the play, Act 5, Scene 8, features Macduff revealing that he was 

"untimely ripped" from his mother's womb, fulfilling the witches' prophecy. The 

dramatic irony lies in Macbeth's realization that his seemingly invincible opponent is not 

bound by the limitations he assumed, intensifying the tension and signaling his 

impending doom. 

 

Discuss the theme of appearance versus reality in "Macbeth." Explore how characters, 

events, and symbolism in the play contribute to the exploration of this theme and its 

implications on the narrative. 

● The deceptive appearances of the witches contribute to the theme of appearance versus 

reality. They initially appear to be agents of supernatural knowledge, but their 

prophecies prove to be twisted and misleading, highlighting the theme's exploration. 

● Macbeth's and Lady Macbeth's outward appearance of loyalty and nobility masks their 

ambitious and murderous intentions. They project an image of innocence and 

hospitality, while secretly plotting Duncan's murder. 

● The motif of clothing serves as a symbolic representation of appearance versus reality. 

Lady Macbeth urges Macbeth to "look like the innocent flower, but be the serpent 

under't" (Act 1, Scene 5), emphasizing the need to disguise their true intentions. 
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● The false sense of security created by the appearance of invincibility in the prophecies 

contributes to the theme. Macbeth believes he cannot be harmed by anyone "of woman 

born" (Act 4, Scene 1), but this turns out to be a deceptive interpretation. 

● The contrast between the outward appearance of the Macbeths' successful reign and the 

inner turmoil and guilt they experience underscores the theme of appearance versus 

reality. Despite their external power, their internal struggles reveal the emptiness and 

fragility of their supposed success. 

 

Analyze the role of the witches in "Macbeth" and their influence on Macbeth's actions 

and decisions. Consider the witches' prophecies, their ambiguous nature, and their 

manipulation of Macbeth's ambition.  

● The witches play a pivotal role in shaping Macbeth's actions and decisions. Their 

prophecies, particularly the prediction that Macbeth will become king, awaken his 

ambition and set him on a path of ruthless pursuit of power. 

● The witches' ambiguous nature adds to their intrigue and influence. They speak in 

paradoxes and cryptic language, leaving Macbeth uncertain of their true intentions and 

the precise meaning of their prophecies. This ambiguity fuels his curiosity and desire to 

seek further guidance from them. 

● The witches manipulate Macbeth's ambition by preying upon his deepest desires. They 

exploit his vulnerability and suggestibility, planting the idea of regicide in his mind and 

manipulating him into believing that his actions are fated and justified. 

● The witches' prophecies provide Macbeth with a false sense of security and invincibility. 

The prediction that "none of woman born shall harm Macbeth" (Act 4, Scene 1) and the 

vision of the forest moving towards Dunsinane Hill (Act 4, Scene 1) give him a distorted 

perception of his own fate, leading him to make reckless decisions and underestimate his 

adversaries. 

● The witches symbolize the supernatural forces at work in the play and represent the 

disruption of the natural order. Their presence and influence reflect the underlying theme 

of the corrupting nature of unchecked ambition. Through their manipulation of Macbeth, 

they contribute to his moral deterioration and eventual downfall. 

● Overall, the witches serve as catalysts for Macbeth's transformation and central figures 

in exploring the destructive power of ambition and the blurring of moral boundaries. 

 

How does Shakespeare use imagery and symbolism, such as the motif of blood or the 

metaphor of clothing, to convey themes and enhance the audience's understanding of the 

characters and their motivations in "Macbeth"? 

● The motif of blood serves as a powerful symbol throughout the play, representing guilt, 

violence, and the consequences of Macbeth's actions. As the characters commit heinous 

acts, they become increasingly stained with blood, both literally and figuratively. This 
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imagery conveys the theme of the inescapable nature of guilt and the irreversible 

consequences of one's choices. 

● The metaphor of clothing is used to explore the theme of deception and the discrepancy 

between appearances and reality. Characters often use clothing as a means to disguise 

their true intentions or project a false image. For example, Lady Macbeth urges Macbeth 

to "look like the innocent flower, but be the serpent under't" (Act 1, Scene 5), 

highlighting the theme of appearance versus reality and the deceptive nature of power. 

● The use of darkness and night imagery throughout the play reflects the moral and 

psychological darkness that engulfs the characters. It represents the hidden desires, 

secret ambitions, and nefarious deeds that take place under the cover of darkness. This 

imagery conveys the theme of the corrupting influence of unchecked ambition and the 

loss of moral clarity. 

● The motif of sleep and sleeplessness symbolizes the characters' guilty conscience and 

psychological torment. As Macbeth and Lady Macbeth descend into guilt and paranoia, 

they are plagued by sleepless nights and hallucinations. This imagery underscores the 

theme of the psychological consequences of immoral actions and the inability to find 

peace. 

● The use of animal imagery, particularly the metaphor of the falcon and the owl, 

highlights the theme of the disruption of the natural order. Macbeth, initially compared 

to a noble falcon, becomes a predatory owl, symbolizing his transformation into a 

ruthless and unnatural being. This imagery reflects the moral decay and chaos that result 

from the characters' unchecked ambition and desire for power. 

● By employing vivid imagery and powerful symbols, such as blood, clothing, darkness, 

sleep, and animal metaphors, Shakespeare enhances the audience's understanding of the 

characters' motivations, moral dilemmas, and the overarching themes of the play. These 

literary devices deepen the emotional impact of the story and provide layers of meaning 

for the audience to interpret and analyze. 


