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(i) Critical Appreciation of a Given Poem or Piece of Prose 

Part I: Foundational Knowledge - The Analyst's Toolkit 

Section 1: Deconstructing the RPSC Examination: Syllabus, Pattern, and Mindset 

A successful approach to any competitive examination begins not with the subject matter itself, but with 

a forensic understanding of the examination's structure, the philosophy behind its syllabus, and the 

specific cognitive skills it is designed to test. The Rajasthan Public Service Commission (RPSC) Assistant 

Professor examination for English is a multi-stage process designed to select candidates with not only 

deep subject knowledge but also the analytical acuity required for a career in higher education. This 

section deconstructs the examination to build a strategic foundation for preparation, focusing 

specifically on the demands of the critical appreciation component. 

1.1 Understanding the Examination Framework 

The selection process for the RPSC Assistant Professor post involves two primary stages: a written 

examination followed by an interview.The total marks for the process are 224, with the written test 

accounting for 200 marks and the interview for 24 marks. The written examination is the gateway to the 

interview and is composed of three distinct papers, all of which feature an objective, Multiple-Choice 

Question (MCQ) format. 

The structure of the written examination is as follows: 

● Paper I: Subject Concerned (English) - 75 Marks, 3 Hours Duration 

● Paper II: Subject Concerned (English) - 75 Marks, 3 Hours Duration 

● Paper III: General Studies of Rajasthan - 50 Marks, 2 Hours Duration 

A critical feature of the RPSC examination pattern is the implementation of negative marking. For each 

incorrect answer, one-third (1/3) of the marks allocated to that question will be deducted.This punitive 

measure fundamentally alters exam strategy; it elevates the importance of accuracy and certainty over 

speculative guessing and places a premium on a candidate's ability to make precise, evidence-based 

judgments. An unanswered question carries no penalty, making the decision to attempt a question a 

strategic choice. 

The following table provides a consolidated overview of the written examination structure, synthesizing 

details from multiple official and analytical sources to offer a clear reference for aspirants. 

Component Subject Maximum 

Marks 

Duration Format Negative Marking 

Paper I English (Subject 

Specific) 

75 3 Hours MCQ Yes (1/3 mark per 

wrong answer) 

Paper II English (Subject 

Specific) 

75 3 Hours MCQ Yes (1/3 mark per 

wrong answer) 

Paper III General Studies 

of Rajasthan 

50 2 Hours MCQ Yes (1/3 mark per 

wrong answer) 

Total  200 8 Hours   

CHAPTER 
 

 

English Language and Critical 

Appreciation 
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Table 1: RPSC Assistant Professor (English) Exam Structure. Data synthesized from. 

This structure underscores the profound importance of the subject-specific papers, which together 

constitute 150 of the 200 total marks (75% of the written exam's weightage). This Study Guide is 

therefore dedicated to mastering a crucial, high-skill component of Paper I. 

1.2 Decoding Paper I: The Triad of Appreciation, Criticism, and Theory 

The syllabus for Paper I, as prescribed by the RPSC, is not merely a list of topics but a carefully constructed 

intellectual framework. It is divided into three parts that are deeply interconnected: 

● Part 'A': 

○ (i) Critical Appreciation of a given poem or piece of prose. 

○ (ii) English Language Usage and Grammar. 

● Part 'B': Literary Criticism (covering Classical, Renaissance, Elizabethan and Jacobean, Neo-Classical, 

Pre-Romantic and Romantic, Victorian and Pre-Raphaelite, and Early Moderns till T.S. Eliot). 

● Part 'C': Critical Theory (covering New Criticism, Structuralism and Post-Structuralism, Modernism 

and Post-Modernism, Post-Colonialism, Feminist Criticism, Psychoanalytical Criticism, and New 

Historicism). 

A superficial reading might suggest these are discrete units to be studied in isolation. However, a more 

sophisticated understanding, necessary for this level of examination, reveals their integrated nature. The 

task of "Critical Appreciation" in Part A(i) is not a basic exercise in identifying literary devices. It is the 

practical application of the analytical principles and theoretical frameworks outlined in Parts B and C. 

The examination is designed to test a candidate's ability to think like a critic. 

When a question asks about the function of paradox and irony in creating a poem's unified meaning, it 

is implicitly testing the principles of New Criticism. When a question probes the psychological 

motivations of a character based on their utterances, it is drawing from Psychoanalytical Criticism. When 

an option asks the candidate to consider how a narrator's perspective shapes the reader's understanding 

of events, it touches upon concepts from Reader-Response theory and Post-Structuralism. Therefore, 

this guide is built upon the principle that to excel in the "unseen passage" section, one must internalize 

the core questions and methods of the major critical and theoretical schools. The syllabus is not a menu 

of choices; it is a pyramid of skills, with appreciation as the apex supported by the broad bases of criticism 

and theory. 

1.3 Analysis of Previous Year Question Papers (PYQP): Reverse-Engineering the Examiner's Mindset 

The most reliable method for understanding the true nature of an examination is a forensic analysis of 

its past iterations. The 2020 RPSC Assistant Professor English Paper I provides an invaluable blueprint of 

the examiner's expectations and question-setting patterns. 

Passage Selection Analysis: 

The passages selected for critical appreciation in the 2020 paper were drawn from the heart of the 

English literary canon, representing significant authors and movements. Analysis reveals excerpts from: 

● William Wordsworth's Lines Composed a Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey (Romanticism) 

● Charles Lamb's Dream-Children: A Reverie (Romantic Prose) 

● John Donne's Poetry (Metaphysical) 

● T.S. Eliot's The Waste Land (Modernism) 

This selection indicates a preference for texts that are thematically complex, stylistically rich, and open 

to multiple layers of interpretation. Candidates should expect to encounter texts that are not simple or 

straightforward, but rather demand a high level of analytical engagement. 
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Question Stem Taxonomy: 

The true challenge of the RPSC exam lies not in the passages themselves, but in the nature of the 

questions asked about them. The questions in the 2020 paper consistently moved beyond simple 

identification to assess a candidate's understanding of function, effect, and interpretation. This focus on 

higher-order thinking is the key differentiator at the Assistant Professor level. 

Based on an analysis of the 2020 paper and best practices from similar high-level literary examinations, 

the questions can be categorized into the following taxonomy: 

1. Function of a Device/Technique: These questions ask why an author uses a specific tool. 

○ Example Stem: "The use of [alliteration] in lines X-Y primarily serves to..." 

○ Skill Tested: Moving beyond naming the device to explaining its purpose (e.g., to create a harsh 

sound, to link two concepts, to emphasize a particular mood). 

2. Inference of Tone, Mood, or Attitude: These questions require the candidate to deduce the 

emotional or intellectual stance of the speaker, narrator, or author. 

○ Example Stem: "The speaker's attitude towards the 'wreaths of smoke' in the landscape can best 

be described as..." 

○ Skill Tested: Synthesizing diction, imagery, and syntax to identify a specific tone (e.g., nostalgic, 

critical, ambivalent, reverent). 

3. Analysis of Structure and Shifts: These questions focus on the organization of the text and the effect 

of changes within it. 

○ Example Stem: "The transition in the third stanza from a description of the past to a reflection 

on the present achieves..." 

○ Skill Tested: Recognizing structural units (stanzas, paragraphs) and analyzing the purpose of shifts 

in time, perspective, or tone. 

4. Diction and Connotation: These questions probe the specific meaning and implication of word 

choices. 

○ Example Stem: "In the context of the passage, the word 'vagrant' (line X) implies..." 

○ Skill Tested: Understanding that words have layers of meaning beyond their dictionary definition 

and analyzing how a specific word choice contributes to the overall theme or tone. 

5. Character/Speaker Analysis: These questions ask what is revealed about a person (real or fictional) 

through their words or the narrator's description. 

○ Example Stem: "The narrator's detailed description of his grandmother's house reveals his..." 

○ Skill Tested: Making inferences about character traits, motivations, and values based on textual 

evidence. 

6. Overall Theme and Main Idea: These questions require a holistic understanding of the excerpt. 

○ Example Stem: "Which of the following statements best captures the central theme of the passage?" 

○ Skill Tested: Synthesizing all literary elements to identify the core message or philosophical 

concern of the text. 

This analysis demonstrates that the examination is a rigorous test of analytical discipline. It rewards the 

candidate who can perform a focused, evidence-based "close reading" under pressure, resisting the 

temptation to rely on pre-existing knowledge of the full text and instead grounding every answer in the 

specific excerpt provided. The combination of canonical texts, functionally-oriented questions, and 

negative marking creates an environment where precision is paramount. 

Section 2: The Architecture of Poetry - Form, Structure, and Meaning 

A poem is not merely a collection of beautiful words; it is a constructed object, an architecture of 

meaning. Its form, the arrangement of its lines, and its stanzas are not decorative containers but active 

participants in the creation of its effect. For the RPSC examination, a candidate must be able to move 

swiftly from identifying a poem's form to analyzing how that form shapes and enhances its content. 
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2.1 The Spectrum of Form: From Closed to Open 

Poetic forms exist on a spectrum from highly constrained "closed" or "fixed" forms to the apparent 

liberty of "open" forms. Understanding the conventions of these forms is the first step toward 

appreciating how poets use, subvert, or innovate within them. 

Closed (Fixed) Forms: 

These forms adhere to strict rules regarding line count, meter, and rhyme scheme. These constraints 

are not limitations but powerful tools for shaping argument, emotion, and rhythm. 

● The Sonnet: A fourteen-line lyric poem, traditionally in iambic pentameter, and a cornerstone of the 

English poetic tradition. Its compact form makes it ideal for developing a single, concentrated 

argument or emotion. The key to analyzing a sonnet lies in understanding its two primary variants 

and the function of the volta, or turn in thought. 

○ Petrarchan (Italian) Sonnet: Divided into an octave (eight lines, rhyming ABBAABBA) which 

presents a problem, question, or observation, and a sestet (six lines, with a variable rhyme 

scheme like CDECDE or CDCDCD) which provides a resolution, answer, or commentary. The volta 

occurs at the transition between the octave and sestet. 

○ Shakespearean (English) Sonnet: Composed of three quatrains (four-line stanzas, rhyming ABAB 

CDCD EFEF) that develop an idea or theme through varied examples or perspectives, and a 

concluding rhyming couplet (GG) that offers a powerful summary, epigrammatic twist, or new 

insight. The volta can occur around line 9 or, more dramatically, in the final couplet. 

● The Ballad: A narrative form, originally intended for singing, that tells a story, often of tragedy, love, 

or supernatural events. Its structure is typically simple and memorable. 

○ Structure: Composed of quatrains (four-line stanzas). 

○ Rhyme Scheme: Usually ABCB, with the second and fourth lines rhyming. 

○ Meter: A characteristic rhythm known as "ballad meter," alternating between iambic tetrameter 

(four beats) in the first and third lines, and iambic trimeter (three beats) in the second and fourth. 

This creates a distinctive, song-like cadence. 

● The Ode: A lengthy, serious, and elevated lyric poem that addresses a noble subject. While its English 

form is more flexible than the sonnet, it maintains a formal tone and often employs complex stanzaic 

structures. 

○ Pindaric Ode: Named after the Greek poet Pindar, it was originally performed by a chorus and 

has a three-part structure: strophe, antistrophe, and epode. 

○ Horatian Ode: More personal and meditative, typically using a consistent stanza pattern. 

○ Irregular Ode: As practiced by Romantic poets like Wordsworth and Keats, this form allows for 

great flexibility in stanza length, line length, and rhyme scheme, adapting its structure to the 

emotional and intellectual progression of the poem. 

● The Villanelle: A highly structured nineteen-line poem that uses intricate repetition to create a 

haunting, often obsessive, effect. 

○ Structure: Five tercets (three-line stanzas) followed by a final quatrain. 

○ Repetition: The first line of the poem is repeated as the last line of the second and fourth stanzas. 

The third line of the poem is repeated as the last line of the third and fifth stanzas. These two 

lines then come together as the final two lines of the concluding quatrain. 

○ Rhyme: The entire poem is built on only two rhymes, following an ABA scheme in the tercets and 

ABAA in the quatrain. The repetition of entire lines makes the villanelle a powerful form for 

exploring themes of fixation, inescapable memory, or profound loss. 
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Open Forms: 
These forms liberate the poet from the strictures of meter and rhyme, but they achieve their structure 
and musicality through other means. 
● Blank Verse: Unrhymed iambic pentameter. This is the form of Shakespeare's great tragedies and 

Wordsworth's Tintern Abbey. It is considered the poetic form closest to natural English speech, 
allowing for a tone that is both conversational and elevated, serious without being sing-song. Its 
analysis focuses on subtle variations in the iambic rhythm to create emphasis. 

● Free Verse (vers libre): Poetry that lacks a consistent metrical pattern or rhyme scheme. Its analysis 
is more challenging as it requires attention to how rhythm is created through other means: the 
cadence of phrases, the use of repetition (like anaphora), the strategic placement of line breaks, and 
the careful control of imagery and syntax. 

The following table provides a comparative summary of these major forms, linking their structural rules 
to their conventional effects—a crucial connection for answering function-oriented MCQs. 

Form Key Structural Features Conventional Themes & Effects 

Sonnet 14 lines, iambic pentameter, specific 
rhyme scheme (Petrarchan or 
Shakespearean), features a volta (turn). 

Love, argument, meditation. The structure 
models a logical or emotional progression, with 
the volta marking a shift in thought or resolution. 

Ballad Quatrains, ABCB rhyme scheme, 
alternating iambic tetrameter and 
trimeter. 

Narrative, storytelling. Often deals with tragedy, 
love, or supernatural events. The simple, song-
like structure makes it memorable. 

Ode Long lyric poem, complex stanzas, 
elevated tone, formal diction. Can be 
regular or irregular in structure. 

Praise, public commemoration, serious 
meditation on a philosophical or abstract subject 
(e.g., beauty, melancholy). 

Villanelle 19 lines (5 tercets, 1 quatrain), two 
rhymes, two repeating refrains. 

Obsession, loss, inescapable memory, deep 
reflection. The circular, repetitive structure 
mimics a persistent, haunting thought. 

Table 2: Comparative Analysis of Major Poetic Forms. Data synthesized from. 

2.2 The Building Blocks: Stanza, Line, and Punctuation 
Beyond the overall form, meaning is shaped at the micro-level of the stanza, the line, and the placement 
of a single comma. 
● Stanzaic Analysis: Stanzas function as the "paragraphs" of a poem, grouping ideas or images into 

coherent units. The type of stanza contributes to the poem's overall effect: 
○ Couplet: A two-line stanza, usually rhyming. A heroic couplet (rhyming iambic pentameter) 

provides a sense of closure, wit, and epigrammatic force. 
○ Tercet: A three-line stanza, as seen in the villanelle or terza rima. 
○ Quatrain: A four-line stanza, the most common in English poetry, found in ballads, hymns, and 

sonnets. 
● The Poetic Line (Lineation): The decision of where to end a line is one of a poet's most powerful 

tools. It controls the poem's rhythm, pace, and the relationship between ideas. 
○ Enjambment: This occurs when a sentence or grammatical phrase runs on from one line to the 

next without a pause. Enjambment creates a sense of momentum, urgency, or surprise, 
compelling the reader forward. It can create a tension between the visual unit of the line and the 
grammatical unit of the sentence. 

○ End-stopped Lines: A line that concludes with a punctuation mark (., ;, :, —) creates a distinct 
pause. This slows the pace, gives weight and finality to the line's content, and creates a more 
deliberate, measured rhythm. 

○ Caesura: A pause that occurs within a poetic line, created by punctuation. A caesura breaks the 
rhythmic flow, forcing the reader to stop and reflect. It can be used to create a dramatic pause, 
to juxtapose two ideas within a single line, or to mimic the natural, sometimes hesitant, patterns 
of speech. 
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Section 3: The Music of Language - Sound, Rhythm, and Meter 

Poetry is an oral art at its root, and its meaning is conveyed as much through sound as through sense. A 

candidate must be attuned to the "music" of a poem—its rhythm, its sound textures, and its rhymes—

and be able to analyze how these sonic qualities contribute to its overall impact. 

3.1 A Practical Guide to Scansion 

Scansion is the process of analyzing a poem's meter, which is its regularly repeating rhythm. While it can 

seem mechanical, its purpose is to understand how the rhythm reinforces or contrasts with the poem's 

subject matter. 

● Metrical Feet: The basic unit of meter is the "foot," a combination of stressed (accented, marked with 

a /) and unstressed (unaccented, marked with a x) syllables. The most common feet in English are:  

○ Iamb (x /): An unstressed syllable followed by a stressed one (e.g., "be-lieve"). This is the most 

natural-sounding meter in English. 

○ Trochee (/ x): A stressed syllable followed by an unstressed one (e.g., "dou-ble"). It creates a 

more forceful, driving rhythm. 

○ Anapest (x x /): Two unstressed syllables followed by a stressed one (e.g., "un-der-stand"). It has 

a galloping, rolling feel. 

○ Dactyl (/ x x): A stressed syllable followed by two unstressed ones (e.g., "po-e-try"). It can feel 

stately or falling. 

● Metrical Lines: The line is named for the number of feet it contains: 

○ Monometer: One foot 

○ Dimeter: Two feet 

○ Trimeter: Three feet 

○ Tetrameter: Four feet 

○ Pentameter: Five feet (the most common, especially iambic pentameter) 

An RPSC question is unlikely to ask a candidate simply to identify a line as "iambic pentameter." Instead, 

it will focus on the function of metrical variations. A poet might substitute a trochee at the beginning of 

an iambic line ("Dou-ble, dou-ble, toil and trou-ble") to create a jarring, incantatory effect. Analyzing 

these substitutions is key to understanding how meter creates meaning. 

3.2 The Palette of Sound: Sonic Devices 

Poets paint with sound, using the repetition and texture of vowels and consonants to create mood and 

reinforce meaning. 

● Repetition of Sounds: 

○ Alliteration: The repetition of initial consonant sounds ("Fair foul"). It links words together, 

creates emphasis, and can produce a specific musical effect. 

○ Assonance: The repetition of vowel sounds within words ("through, doom, gloom"). Long vowel 

sounds can slow the pace and create a somber mood, while short vowel sounds can quicken it. 

○ Consonance: The repetition of final consonant sounds ("stop, shape"). It creates a subtle, near-

rhyme effect that adds texture to the line. 

● Texture of Sounds: 

○ Euphony: The use of words with pleasant, harmonious sounds (often involving long vowels and 

liquid consonants like 'l' and 'r') to create a sense of peace, melody, or ease. 

○ Cacophony: The use of harsh, discordant sounds (often involving plosive consonants like 'k', 't', 

'p', and 'g') to create a sense of strife, chaos, or difficulty. 
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3.3 The Art of Rhyme 

Rhyme is the most recognizable sound device, creating musicality and linking ideas across lines. 

● Rhyme Scheme: This is the pattern of end rhymes in a stanza, denoted by letters (e.g., AABB, ABAB). 

A consistent rhyme scheme creates a sense of order and predictability, while a change in the scheme 

can signal a shift in thought. 

● Types of Rhyme: 

○ Internal Rhyme: A rhyme involving a word in the middle of a line and another at the end or in 

the middle of the next ("Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered, weak and weary"). It 

increases the poem's musical density and can quicken its pace. 

○ Slant Rhyme (or Half Rhyme, Near Rhyme): A rhyme in which the words have similar but not 

identical sounds (e.g., "shape/keep" or "love/move").Slant rhymes are a powerful tool for the 

modern poet; they can create a subtle connection while avoiding the predictability of perfect rhyme, 

often suggesting a sense of unease, uncertainty, or dissonance that reflects the poem's theme. 

Section 4: The Fabric of Prose - Unpacking Narrative and Style 

While prose may seem more straightforward than poetry, literary prose is just as artfully constructed. 

Its effects are achieved through the careful manipulation of narrative elements, perspective, and style. 

A critical appreciation of a prose passage requires dissecting this fabric to see how it is woven together. 

4.1 Core Components of Narrative 

At the heart of most prose fiction lies a story. Understanding its fundamental components is the first 

step in analysis. 

● Plot: The sequence of events and the causal connections between them. Analysis of plot involves 

identifying: 

○ Conflict: The central struggle or problem that drives the narrative (e.g., character vs. character, 

character vs. society, character vs. self). 

○ Climax: The point of highest tension, where the conflict comes to a head. 

○ Resolution: The outcome of the conflict, which restores or establishes a new order. 

● Characterization: The methods an author uses to create and develop characters. 

○ Direct Characterization: The narrator explicitly tells the reader about a character's traits. 

○ Indirect Characterization: The reader must infer a character's traits from their speech, actions, 

thoughts, appearance, and interactions with others. High-level analysis focuses on the nuances 

of indirect characterization. 

● Setting: The time and place of the narrative, but also the social and historical atmosphere. Setting is 

rarely just a backdrop. It can: 

○ Influence Character and Mood: A bleak, industrial setting might create a sense of oppression. 

○ Precipitate Plot: A storm could be the event that triggers the main conflict. 

○ Function Symbolically: A decaying mansion can represent the moral decay of its inhabitants. 

● Theme: The central idea, concern, or message of the work. Themes are abstract concepts (e.g., love, 

betrayal, the nature of power) that are explored through the concrete elements of plot, character, 

and setting. 

4.2 Advanced Narrative Techniques: Who is Telling the Story? 

The choice of narrator, or point of view (POV), is arguably the most significant decision a prose writer 

makes, as it controls the flow of information and shapes the reader's entire experience of the story. 

● First-Person POV: The narrator is a character within the story, using "I." This creates a sense of 

immediacy and intimacy. However, it is inherently subjective. The key analytical question here is 

about reliability. An unreliable narrator is one whose account of events the reader has reason to 

doubt (due to bias, naivety, or deliberate deception). Identifying unreliability is a sophisticated 

analytical skill. 
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● Third-Person POV: The narrator is outside the story. 

○ Omniscient: The narrator knows everything about all characters, events, and settings. This "all-

knowing" perspective allows the author to provide commentary, delve into any character's mind, 

and offer broad thematic statements. 

○ Limited: The narrator's knowledge is restricted to the perceptions and thoughts of a single 

character (or a very small number of characters). This blends the objectivity of the third-person 

voice with the subjective experience of the first person, allowing for deep psychological 

exploration while maintaining some narrative distance. 

● Stream of Consciousness: A key Modernist technique that attempts to render the total, unedited 

flow of a character's consciousness—including thoughts, sensory impressions, memories, and 

associative leaps—often in a non-linear and grammatically unconventional way. This technique, 

pioneered by authors like Virginia Woolf and James Joyce, challenges the reader to piece together 

meaning from a seemingly chaotic flow of information, mirroring the workings of the mind itself. 

Given its appearance in the works of T.S. Eliot, understanding this technique is vital. 

4.3 The Author's Voice: Stylistic Analysis 

Style is the cumulative effect of an author's choices in language. It is the "how" of the writing, and it is 

inseparable from the "what." 

● Diction: An author's word choice is fundamental to their style. Analysis of diction involves examining: 

○ Connotation and Denotation: The literal, dictionary meaning of a word (denotation) versus its 

associated ideas and feelings (connotation). Skilled writers manipulate connotations to create 

tone and imply meaning. 

○ Levels of Formality: Language can be formal, informal, colloquial (slang), or archaic. The level of 

diction can reveal character, social setting, and the author's attitude. 

○ Abstraction and Concreteness: Abstract words refer to ideas and concepts (love, justice), while 

concrete words refer to tangible things (chair, rain). The balance between them affects the 

texture of the prose. 

● Syntax: This refers to the arrangement of words and the structure of sentences. Syntactic choices 

create rhythm and emphasis. An analyst should consider: 

○ Sentence Length and Structure: Short, simple sentences can create a sense of urgency or 

directness. Long, complex sentences with multiple clauses (periodic or loose sentences) can 

reflect a character's complex thought process or create a more formal, elaborate style. 

○ Rhetorical Patterns: The use of patterns like parallelism (similar grammatical structures), 

chiasmus (inverted structures), or antithesis (juxtaposed opposites) creates a deliberate, artful 

effect that emphasizes relationships between ideas. 

● Tone: Tone is the narrator's or author's attitude toward the subject matter or the audience.It is 

created by the interplay of diction and syntax. A candidate must have a rich vocabulary of tone words 

(e.g., 

ironic, satirical, nostalgic, somber, didactic, ambivalent, condescending, wry) and be able to identify 

the specific textual evidence that creates a particular tone. 

The critical appreciation of prose, therefore, requires a multi-layered analysis. It demands that the reader 

see the text not as a simple window onto a story, but as a complex, woven fabric where plot, character, 

setting, point of view, and style are all threads contributing to the final pattern of meaning. The RPSC 

examination will test the ability to isolate one of these threads and explain precisely how it contributes 

to the whole. 
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Part II: Applied Analysis - From Theory to Practice 

Section 5: A Comprehensive Glossary of Literary and Rhetorical Devices 

This glossary is designed as a practical and exhaustive resource for the Assistant Professor aspirant. It 

moves beyond simple definitions to focus on the function and effect of each device, providing a 

framework for analyzing how these tools are used to create meaning. For each term, the entry includes 

a clear definition, a canonical literary example, an analysis of its function, and a note on how it is likely 

to be tested in a high-level MCQ format. This approach is designed to build the analytical muscle required 

for the examination, where understanding why a device is used is more critical than simply naming it.  

Allegory 

● Definition: A narrative or visual representation in which a character, place, or event can be 

interpreted to represent a hidden meaning with moral or political significance. It is a story with two 

levels of meaning: the literal and the symbolic. 

● Literary Example: In George Orwell's Animal Farm, the farm animals and their rebellion are a literal 

story, but they are also an allegory for the Russian Revolution and the subsequent rise of Stalinism. 

● Function & Effect: Allegory allows an author to address controversial political or moral issues 

indirectly, using the fictional narrative as a vehicle for a complex argument. It makes abstract ideas 

more concrete and accessible. 

● How It's Tested: MCQs may ask about the symbolic correspondence between a character/event in 

the passage and an abstract idea or historical reality, or about the overall moral or political point the 

allegorical structure serves to make. 

Alliteration 

● Definition: The repetition of the same initial consonant sounds in a sequence of words or syllables. 

● Literary Example: "From forth the fatal loins of these two foes; / A pair of star-cross'd lovers take 

their life." (William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet, Prologue). 

● Function & Effect: Alliteration creates a musical and rhythmic effect, making language more 

memorable. It can also be used to link words for emphasis or to create a specific mood (e.g., soft 's' 

sounds for serenity, hard 'k' sounds for harshness). 

● How It's Tested: A question will likely focus on the function of the alliteration in a specific line, asking 

what mood it creates or which words it emphasizes to reinforce a theme. 

Allusion 

● Definition: A brief and indirect reference to a person, place, thing, or idea of historical, cultural, 

literary, or political significance. It does not describe in detail the person or thing to which it refers. 

● Literary Example: "He was a real Romeo with the ladies." This alludes to the famous lover from 

Shakespeare's play. In The Waste Land, Eliot's line "April is the cruellest month" alludes to and inverts 

the opening of Chaucer's Canterbury Tales. 

● Function & Effect: Allusion creates a resonance with the reader by tapping into a shared body of 

knowledge. It can economically enrich a text with layers of meaning, irony, or comparison. 

● How It's Tested: Questions will test the ability to recognize the source of the allusion and, more 

importantly, to analyze what the allusion adds to the passage's meaning or tone. For example, "The 

allusion to [mythological figure] in line X serves to..." 

Anaphora 

● Definition: The repetition of a word or phrase at the beginning of successive clauses, sentences, or lines. 

● Literary Example: "It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it 

was the age of foolishness..." (Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities). 

ToppersNotes / 9614-828-828 9



   

   

 
        

● Function & Effect: Anaphora is a powerful rhetorical device used to build emphasis, rhythm, and 

emotional momentum. It is often used in speeches and persuasive writing to create a memorable 

and powerful cadence. 

● How It's Tested: An MCQ will likely ask about the rhetorical effect of the anaphora, such as its role 

in creating a persuasive tone, emphasizing a central contrast, or building emotional intensity. 

Antithesis 

● Definition: A rhetorical device in which two opposite ideas are put together in a sentence to achieve 

a contrasting effect, often in a parallel grammatical structure. 

● Literary Example: "To err is human; to forgive divine." (Alexander Pope, An Essay on Criticism). 

● Function & Effect: Antithesis serves to highlight the contrast between two ideas, making the point 

more memorable and emphatic. It creates a balanced, structured, and often witty or profound 

statement. 

● How It's Tested: Questions may ask what central conflict or idea is highlighted by the antithetical 

structure, or how this structure contributes to the author's overall argument or tone. 

Apostrophe 

● Definition: A figure of speech in which a speaker directly addresses someone or something that is 

not present or cannot respond in reality. This could be an absent person, an abstract concept (like 

Love or Death), or an inanimate object. 

● Literary Example: "O, pardon me, thou bleeding piece of earth, / That I am meek and gentle with 

these butchers!" (William Shakespeare, Julius Caesar, Antony addressing Caesar's corpse). 

● Function & Effect: Apostrophe creates a dramatic and emotional effect, allowing the speaker to vent 

their feelings with high intensity. It can make an abstract concept feel more immediate and personal. 

● How It's Tested: A question would likely focus on what the use of apostrophe reveals about the 

speaker's emotional state or their relationship with the entity being addressed. 

Assonance 

● Definition: The repetition of similar vowel sounds in two or more words in proximity to each other. 

● Literary Example: "And so all the night-tide, I lie down by the side / Of my darling—my darling—my 

life and my bride..." (Edgar Allan Poe, "Annabel Lee"). 

● Function & Effect: Assonance creates internal rhyming within a line, enhancing its musicality and 

flow. The choice of vowel sound can also contribute to the mood; long vowels often create a more 

somber or serious tone, while short vowels can create a lighter, quicker pace. 

● How It's Tested: Questions will focus on the effect of the assonance, asking how it contributes to the 

poem's mood, rhythm, or sonic texture. 

Chiasmus 

● Definition: A rhetorical device in which two or more clauses are balanced against each other by the 

reversal of their structures in order to produce an artistic effect. The pattern is an inverted parallel, 

ABBA. 

● Literary Example: "Ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your 

country." (John F. Kennedy). A simpler example is "Fair is foul, and foul is fair." 

● Function & Effect: Chiasmus creates a memorable, balanced, and often profound statement. The 

inverted structure forces the reader to consider the relationship between the two parts more deeply. 

● How It's Tested: An MCQ might ask about the relationship between the two inverted clauses or the 

central idea that this balanced reversal serves to emphasize. 
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Conceit 

● Definition: A figure of speech in which two vastly different objects are likened together with the help 

of similes or metaphors. A metaphysical conceit, in particular, is a complex and highly ingenious 

extended metaphor that yokes together heterogeneous ideas with violence.34 

● Literary Example: In John Donne's "A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning," the souls of two lovers are 

compared to the two legs of a drawing compass—an intellectual, surprising, and elaborate 

comparison.43 

● Function & Effect: A conceit showcases the poet's intellectual wit and originality. It forces the reader 

to see a familiar subject in a radically new way, often exploring complex philosophical or emotional 

states through a surprising analogy. 

● How It's Tested: Questions will focus on explaining the logic of the complex comparison and what it 

reveals about the poem's central theme (e.g., the nature of love, faith, or death). 

Hyperbole 

● Definition: The use of extreme exaggeration for the sake of emphasis or effect. It is not meant to be 

taken literally. 

● Literary Example: "I'm so hungry I could eat a horse." In literature, Andrew Marvell's "To His Coy 

Mistress": "My vegetable love should grow / Vaster than empires, and more slow." 

● Function & Effect: Hyperbole is used to create a strong impression, evoke intense feelings, or create 

a comic effect. It emphasizes a point by overstating it dramatically. 

● How It's Tested: A question might ask what emotion or idea the hyperbole is intended to convey, or 

what it reveals about the speaker's state of mind. 

Irony 

● Definition: A figure of speech in which words are used in such a way that their intended meaning is 

different from the actual meaning of the words. It can also refer to a situation that ends in a way that 

is contrary to what is expected. 

○ Verbal Irony: When a speaker says one thing but means the opposite (sarcasm is a form of verbal irony). 

○ Situational Irony: When the outcome of a situation is the opposite of what was expected. 

○ Dramatic Irony: When the audience is aware of something that the characters in the story are not. 

● Literary Example: In Shakespeare's Julius Caesar, Antony repeatedly says "And Brutus is an 

honourable man" in his funeral oration, while masterfully demonstrating the opposite to the crowd 

(verbal irony). 

● Function & Effect: Irony creates complexity, humor, and depth. It engages the reader's intellect by 

requiring them to perceive the gap between appearance and reality. 

● How It's Tested: Questions on irony are common and require careful reading. They will ask the 

candidate to identify the discrepancy between what is said/happens and what is meant/expected, 

and to analyze its effect on the tone or theme. 

Juxtaposition 

● Definition: A literary technique in which two or more ideas, places, characters, and their actions are 

placed side by side in a narrative or a poem for the purpose of developing comparisons and contrasts. 

● Literary Example: The opening of Dickens' A Tale of Two Cities ("It was the best of times, it was the 

worst of times...") juxtaposes opposite conditions to establish the novel's central theme of duality 

and conflict. 

● Function & Effect: Juxtaposition encourages the reader to compare and contrast the two elements, 

often highlighting a specific quality or creating an ironic effect. 

● How It's Tested: An MCQ will likely ask what is revealed or emphasized by the placement of two 

contrasting elements next to each other. 
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Litotes 

● Definition: A figure of speech and a form of understatement in which a positive statement is 

expressed by negating its opposite. 

● Literary Example: Saying "He's not a bad singer" to mean he is a good singer. Or "The journey was 

not an easy one" to mean it was very difficult. 

● Function & Effect: Litotes creates a subtle and ironic effect of understatement. It can be used for 

emphasis, often with a tone of modesty or restraint. 

● How It's Tested: A question might ask for the true meaning of the understated phrase or what the 

use of litotes suggests about the speaker's tone. 

Metaphor 

● Definition: A figure of speech that makes an implicit or hidden comparison between two things that 

are unrelated but share some common characteristics. It states that one thing is another thing. 

● Literary Example: "All the world's a stage, / And all the men and women merely players." (William 

Shakespeare, As You Like It). 

● Function & Effect: Metaphors allow writers to convey vivid imagery and complex ideas concisely. 

They make abstract concepts more concrete and encourage readers to see the world in new ways. 

● How It's Tested: Questions will focus on interpreting the comparison. What qualities of the "vehicle" 

(the thing used for comparison, e.g., a stage) are being transferred to the "tenor" (the subject, e.g., 

the world)? What does this comparison reveal about the author's theme? 

Metonymy 

● Definition: A figure of speech in which a thing or concept is referred to by the name of something 

closely associated with that thing or concept. 

● Literary Example: Referring to the king as "the Crown." Or saying "The pen is mightier than the 

sword," where "pen" represents writing/diplomacy and "sword" represents military force. 

● Function & Effect: Metonymy provides a more evocative and often more concise way of speaking 

about a subject. It relies on cultural and contextual associations. 

● How It's Tested: Questions will test the ability to understand the association being made and what 

it implies (e.g., "The reference to 'the cloth' for a clergyman emphasizes his..."). 

Oxymoron 

● Definition: A figure of speech in which two opposite ideas are joined to create an effect. It is a 

combination of two contradictory or incongruous words. 

● Literary Example: "Cruel kindness," "living dead," "deafening silence." 

● Function & Effect: An oxymoron creates a startling and thought-provoking paradox, often revealing 

a deeper truth or a complex emotional state. 

● How It's Tested: An MCQ might ask what complex reality or feeling is captured by the contradictory 

phrase. 

Paradox 

● Definition: A statement that appears to be self-contradictory or silly but may include a latent truth. 

It is used to make a reader think over an idea in an innovative way. 

● Literary Example: "I must be cruel only to be kind." (William Shakespeare, Hamlet). This seems 

contradictory, but Hamlet means he must take harsh action to prevent a greater cruelty later. 

● Function & Effect: A paradox arrests the reader's attention and forces them to contemplate the 

underlying truth behind the apparent contradiction. It is a tool for exploring complex philosophical 

and psychological themes. 

● How It's Tested: Questions will focus on resolving the paradox: what is the deeper truth or complex 

situation that makes the contradictory statement true? 
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Personification 

● Definition: A figure of speech in which a thing—an idea or an animal—is given human attributes. The non-

human objects are portrayed in such a way that we feel they have the ability to act like human beings.  

● Literary Example: "The wind whispered through the trees." 

● Function & Effect: Personification makes objects and abstract ideas more vivid and relatable. It can 

create a specific mood or reflect the speaker's own emotional state by projecting it onto the world 

around them. 

● How It's Tested: A question will ask what is achieved by giving human qualities to a non-human 

entity, such as creating a particular mood or reflecting a character's feelings. 

Simile 

● Definition: A figure of speech that makes a comparison, showing similarities between two different 

things. Unlike a metaphor, a simile draws resemblance with the help of the words "like" or "as". 

● Literary Example: "O my Luve is like a red, red rose." (Robert Burns). 

● Function & Effect: Similes make descriptions more vivid and memorable. The comparison helps the 

reader visualize or understand the subject in a new way. The use of "like" or "as" makes the 

comparison more explicit and less absolute than a metaphor. 

● How It's Tested: Similar to metaphor questions, MCQs will ask what specific quality is being 

highlighted by the comparison and what effect this has on the passage's meaning or tone. 

Synecdoche 

● Definition: A literary device in which a part of something represents the whole, or it may use a whole 

to represent a part. It is often considered a type of metonymy. 

● Literary Example: "All hands on deck" (where "hands" refers to sailors). "The United States won a 

gold medal" (where "The United States" refers to a specific team or athlete). 

● Function & Effect: Synecdoche focuses the reader's attention on a particular part, often one that is 

considered representative or significant. It can be used for conciseness and to create a more vivid image. 

● How It's Tested: A question will test the ability to identify the part-whole relationship and analyze 

why the author chose to focus on that specific part. 

Section 6: Workshop - Deconstructing Unseen Poems 

The true test of critical appreciation lies in applying foundational knowledge to an unseen text under 

timed conditions. This section provides guided workshops designed to model the analytical process a 

candidate should follow. Each workshop presents a canonical poem (or an excerpt), followed by a step-

by-step deconstruction and a set of RPSC-style MCQs with detailed explanations. 

6.1 Methodology 

The analytical process for each poem will follow these steps: 

1. First Reading & Initial Impression: A quick read-through to grasp the poem's general subject, 

speaker, and mood. 

2. Structural Analysis: Identify the form (sonnet, ode, etc.), stanza structure, rhyme scheme, and meter. 

Note any significant deviations from the expected pattern. 

3. Line-by-Line Deconstruction (Close Reading): Analyze the diction (word choice), imagery, and 

figurative language (metaphors, similes, personification). 

4. Sonic Analysis: Examine the use of sound devices like alliteration, assonance, and 

cacophony/euphony. 

5. Synthesis: Combine the observations to determine the poem's central theme(s), the speaker's tone 

and its shifts, and the overall function of the poetic devices used. 

6. MCQ Application: Answer a series of questions designed to test the nuanced understanding gained 

from the analysis. 
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6.2 Workshop 1: The Metaphysical Sonnet (John Donne, "Holy Sonnet XIV: Batter my heart, three-

person'd God") 

Text: 

Batter my heart, three-person'd God; for you 

As yet but knock, breathe, shine, and seek to mend; 

That I may rise and stand, o'erthrow me, and bend 

Your force to break, blow, burn, and make me new. 

I, like an usurp'd town to another due, 

Labour to admit you, but O, to no end; 

Reason, your viceroy in me, me should defend, 

But is captiv'd, and proves weak or untrue. 

Yet dearly I love you, and would be lov'd fain, 

But am betroth'd unto your enemy; 

Divorce me, untie or break that knot again, 

Take me to you, imprison me, for I, 

Except you enthrall me, never shall be free, 

Nor ever chaste, except you ravish me. 

● Step-by-Step Analysis: 

1. Initial Impression: The poem is a passionate, violent, and desperate prayer to God. The speaker 

feels trapped and wants God to intervene forcefully. 

2. Structural Analysis: This is a 14-line poem, a sonnet. The rhyme scheme is ABBA ABBA CDCD EE, a 

hybrid form blending a Petrarchan octave with a concluding Shakespearean couplet. The meter is 

broadly iambic pentameter, but it is frequently disrupted by forceful, stressed syllables at the 

beginning of lines (e.g., "Bat-ter my heart"), reflecting the speaker's emotional turmoil. The volta or 

turn occurs around line 9 ("Yet dearly I love you..."), shifting from a description of the problem to a 

direct plea. 

3. Deconstruction: The poem is built on a series of powerful paradoxes. The speaker asks to be 

overthrown to "rise and stand," imprisoned to be "free," and ravished to be "chaste." The central 

metaphysical conceit compares the speaker's soul to a "usurp'd town". God is figured as a divine 

invader, while Reason, which should be God's viceroy, is a captured traitor. The diction is violent 

and aggressive ("batter," "break," "blow," "burn," "ravish"), subverting the typical language of 

gentle prayer. 

4. Sonic Analysis: The use of harsh, plosive consonants ('b', 'k') in "batter," "break," "blow," "knock" 

creates a cacophonous effect, mirroring the violence of the speaker's request. 

5. Synthesis: The poem uses the sonnet form, traditionally associated with romantic love, for a 

religious plea, creating a tension between form and content. The central theme is the speaker's 

desire for a forceful, transformative spiritual renewal, which he believes can only be achieved 

through a violent divine intervention that shatters his current state of sin. The tone is desperate, 

impassioned, and paradoxical. 

● RPSC-Style MCQs: 

1. The speaker's use of verbs like "batter," "break," "blow," and "burn" in the first quatrain primarily 

serves to: 

(A) Express anger and resentment towards God. 

(B) Convey the intensity of the spiritual transformation he desires. 

(C) Describe a literal battle scene. 

(D) Showcase the poet's command of alliteration. 
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2. The central paradox in the final couplet ("Except you enthrall me, never shall be free, / Nor ever 

chaste, except you ravish me") suggests that the speaker believes: 

(A) True freedom is found in complete submission to a higher power. 

(B) He is incapable of making moral choices. 

(C) God's love is inherently violent and destructive. 

(D) He wishes to abandon his faith. 

3. The comparison of the speaker to a "usurp'd town" (line 5) functions as a metaphysical conceit that 

primarily emphasizes his: 

(A) Political importance and influence. 

(B) Feeling of being occupied by a sinful force against his will. 

(C) Desire for architectural renewal. 

(D) Sense of community with other believers. 

● Answer Key & Explanations: 

1. (B) The verbs are not about anger (he is pleading with God) but about the profound and violent 

change needed to "make me new." The intensity of the language matches the intensity of the 

desired spiritual state. (D) is true but does not explain the function of the words. 

2. (A) This is the core of the paradox. The speaker argues that only by being "enthralled" (enslaved) by 

God can he be freed from his enslavement to sin. Spiritual purity ("chaste") can only be achieved 

through a divine "ravishing" that overcomes his corrupted will. 

3. (B) The conceit of the "usurp'd town" powerfully conveys the speaker's internal state: his soul 

rightfully belongs to God ("to another due"), but it has been taken over by an enemy (Satan/sin), 

and his own faculties ("Reason") are too weak to expel the usurper. 

6.3 Workshop 2: The Romantic Monologue (William Wordsworth, excerpt from "Tintern Abbey") 

Text: 

...And I have felt 

A presence that disturbs me with the joy 

Of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime 

Of something far more deeply interfused, 

Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns, 

And the round ocean and the living air, 

And the blue sky, and in the mind of man: 

A motion and a spirit, that impels 

All thinking things, all objects of all thought, 

And rolls through all things. Therefore am I still 

A lover of the meadows and the woods 

And mountains; and of all that we behold 

From this green earth; of all the mighty world 

Of eye, and ear,—both what they half create, 

And what perceive... 

● Step-by-Step Analysis: 

1. Initial Impression: The speaker is describing a profound, almost mystical experience of connection 

with nature. This experience is not just visual but spiritual and intellectual, linking the outer world 

with the inner world of the mind. 

2. Structural Analysis: This excerpt is written in blank verse (unrhymed iambic pentameter). This form 

allows for a tone that is both conversational and deeply reflective, avoiding the artifice of rhyme to 

create a sense of sincere, spontaneous thought. The lines are heavily enjambed, creating a flowing, 

continuous movement that mirrors the "rolling" spirit he describes. 
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3. Deconstruction: The speaker describes a "presence" or "spirit." This is not a traditional, personified 

God but an immanent force "deeply interfused" in everything. The key movement in these lines is 

the expansion from specific natural objects ("setting suns," "ocean," "air," "sky") to the abstract and 

internal ("the mind of man," "all thinking things"). The speaker's love for nature is no longer just a 

simple pleasure ("thoughtless youth") but is now based on this deep, philosophical understanding. 

The famous lines about the "mighty world / Of eye, and ear,—both what they half create, / And 

what perceive" introduce a key Romantic idea: that perception is an active, creative process, not 

just passive reception. 

4. Sonic Analysis: The language is largely euphonious, with smooth, flowing sounds ('l', 's', 'r' in "rolls 

through all things") that contribute to the sublime and tranquil mood. 

5. Synthesis: This passage encapsulates the mature phase of Wordsworth's relationship with nature. 

Nature is no longer just a playground but the source of a "sense sublime," a pantheistic spirit that 

connects the universe and the human mind. The tone is one of profound reverence, awe, and 

philosophical conviction. 

● RPSC-Style MCQs: 

1. The phrase "a presence that disturbs me with the joy / Of elevated thoughts" is a paradox that 

suggests the speaker's experience is: 

(A) Frightening and unsettling. 

(B) Overwhelmingly powerful yet intellectually and spiritually uplifting. 

(C) A source of both happiness and deep anxiety. 

(D) A memory that is difficult to recall. 

2. The speaker's list of the "spirit's" dwellings (lines 5-7) is structured to show a progression from: 

(A) The earthly to the celestial. 

(B) The specific and external to the universal and internal. 

(C) The beautiful to the mundane. 

(D) The ancient to the modern. 

3. The lines "the mighty world / Of eye, and ear,—both what they half create, / And what perceive" 

imply that the human mind: 

(A) Is often deceived by the senses. 

(B) Can only understand a fraction of reality. 

(C) Passively receives information from the external world. 

(D) Actively participates in shaping its experience of reality. 

● Answer Key & Explanations: 

1. (B) The experience is "disturbing" not because it is negative, but because of its sheer power and 

sublimity. It shakes the speaker from his ordinary state of being, but this disturbance leads to "joy" 

and "elevated thoughts." 

2. (B) The list begins with specific elements of the external, natural world ("setting suns," "ocean") and 

expands to encompass everything ("living air," "blue sky"), culminating in the most significant 

dwelling place: the internal "mind of man." This progression is central to Wordsworth's philosophy. 

3. (D) This is a classic statement of Romantic epistemology. The mind does not just "perceive" an 

objective, external reality; it "half creates" what it experiences. Perception is an active, imaginative 

partnership between the mind and the world. 

Section 7: Workshop - Deconstructing Unseen Prose 

The principles of close reading and functional analysis apply equally to prose. The workshops in this 

section will focus on the unique elements of prose fiction and non-fiction, such as narrative voice, 

characterization, and stylistic choices in sentence structure and diction. 
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7.1 Methodology 

The approach will mirror the poetry workshops: 

1. Initial Reading: Grasp the passage's context, characters, setting, and basic plot or argument. 

2. Narrative & Structural Analysis: Identify the point of view, the narrator's reliability, and the overall 

structure of the passage (e.g., chronological, flashback, associative). 

3. Stylistic Analysis (Close Reading): Examine the author's diction, syntax, and use of figurative 

language. 

4. Character & Theme Analysis: Analyze what the passage reveals about the characters' motivations 

and how the stylistic choices contribute to the central theme. 

5. Synthesis & MCQ Application. 

7.2 Workshop 1: The Romantic Essay (Charles Lamb, excerpt from "Dream-Children: A Reverie") 

Text: 

Then I told how for seven long years, in hope sometimes, sometimes in despair, yet persisting 

ever, I courted the fair Alice W——n; and, as much as children could understand, I explained 

to them what coyness, and difficulty, and denial meant in maidens—when suddenly, turning 

to Alice, the soul of the first Alice looked out at her eyes with such a reality of re-presentment, 

that I became in doubt which of them stood there before me, or whose that bright hair was; 

and while I stood gazing, both the children gradually grew fainter to my view, receding, and 

still receding till nothing at last but two mournful features were seen in the uttermost 

distance, which, without speech, strangely impressed upon my senses that they were not of 

Alice, nor of me, nor were they children at all. The children of Alice call Bartrum father. We 

are nothing; less than nothing, and dreams. We are only what might have been... 

● Step-by-Step Analysis: 

1. Initial Impression: The passage describes a tender moment of storytelling between a father and his 

children, which abruptly dissolves into a heartbreaking realization of loss and loneliness. 

2. Narrative & Structural Analysis: The passage is narrated in the first person by the persona "Elia". 

The structure is that of a reverie, or daydream, which is shattered in the final lines. The key 

structural element is the sudden, dramatic shift from the dream world to the stark reality. 

3. Stylistic Analysis: The syntax in the first part is long and complex ("Then I told how for seven long 

years..."), reflecting the meandering, nostalgic quality of a story being told. The tone is gentle and 

wistful. In the final lines, the syntax becomes short, fragmented, and stark ("We are nothing; less 

than nothing, and dreams."), mirroring the abrupt and painful awakening. The blend of pathos (the 

sorrow of lost love and family) and gentle nostalgia is a hallmark of Lamb's style. 

4. Character & Theme Analysis: The narrator, Elia, is revealed as a man haunted by regret and 

unfulfilled desires—for the love of Alice W----n (a fictionalized version of Lamb's real-life love, Ann 

Simmons) and for the family he never had. The central themes are memory, loss, and the painful 

gap between imagination and reality. The "dream-children" are not characters but symbols of 

"what might have been." 

5. Synthesis: Lamb uses the narrative frame of a reverie to explore his deepest personal sorrows. The 

gentle, nostalgic tone of the dream makes the final, stark revelation of reality all the more poignant 

and emotionally devastating. The passage is a masterclass in controlling tone and structure to create 

a powerful emotional effect. 

ToppersNotes / 9614-828-828 17



   

   

 
        

● RPSC-Style MCQs: 

1. The shift in sentence structure in the final lines ("We are nothing; less than nothing, and dreams.") 

serves to: 

(A) Indicate the children's simple way of speaking. 

(B) Reflect the narrator's abrupt and painful return to reality. 

(C) Suggest the narrator is growing tired of his story. 

(D) Create a sense of mystery and suspense. 

2. The "re-presentment" of the first Alice in the eyes of the dream-child Alice functions as the: 

(A) Climax of the narrator's happiness. 

(B) Proof that the dream is real. 

(C) Trigger that dissolves the fantasy. 

(D) Symbol of hope for a future family. 

3. The overall tone of the passage can best be described as a blend of: 

(A) Bitter irony and sharp satire. 

(B) Objective reporting and historical analysis. 

(C) Gentle nostalgia and profound pathos. 

(D) Lighthearted humor and playful fantasy. 

● Answer Key & Explanations: 

1. (B) The long, flowing sentence of the reverie is shattered by these short, stark, declarative 

fragments. This syntactic break mirrors the psychological break as the dream collapses and the 

narrator confronts his lonely reality. 

2. (C) The moment the dream becomes too real—when the ideal memory of the lost love looks out 

from the eyes of the imagined child—the fantasy becomes unsustainable. This "reality of re-

presentment" is the precise point at which the dream cannot hold and begins to fade. 

3. (C) The passage is suffused with the gentle sadness of nostalgia for the past (courting Alice, the 

memory of his brother and grandmother mentioned earlier in the essay) and the profound pathos 

(deep sorrow) of his ultimate solitude and the loss of the life he imagined. This blend is characteristic 

of Lamb's essays. 

Part III: Advanced Frameworks and Strategic Mastery 

Section 8: The Theoretical Lens - Integrating Critical Theories into Appreciation 

To achieve the highest level of critical appreciation, a candidate must possess not just a toolkit of literary 

devices but also a set of analytical lenses through which to view a text. The RPSC syllabus for Paper I 

explicitly lists major schools of literary criticism and theory. While an MCQ is unlikely to ask, "Which 

school of thought does this passage represent?", it will undoubtedly frame questions that are implicitly 

informed by the core concerns of these theories. Understanding these frameworks provides new, 

powerful angles for analysis and helps a candidate anticipate and deconstruct sophisticated questions. 

8.1 Why Theory Matters for MCQs 

Literary theory provides systematic ways of asking questions about a text. A formalist asks how the parts 

create a unified whole. A feminist critic asks about the representation of gender and power. A 

psychoanalytic critic asks about unconscious motives. By internalizing these "question-asking" 

frameworks, a candidate can approach any unseen passage and immediately generate multiple avenues 

of inquiry. This is invaluable in an MCQ format, where questions can come from any of these angles. A 

question about class dynamics in a prose passage is a Marxist question; a question about a character's 

repressed desires is a psychoanalytic one; a question about how a text subverts a traditional narrative is 

a post-structuralist one. Being equipped with these lenses means a candidate is never caught off guard. 
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