AP Literature Prompts — Think about Hamlet
2011, Form B. In The Writing of Fiction (1925), novelist Edith Wharton states the following:

At every stage in the progress of his tale the novelist must rely on what may be called the illuminating incident
to reveal and emphasize the inner meaning of each situation. [lluminating incidents are the magic casements of
fiction, its vistas on infinity.

Choose a novel or play that you have studied and write a well-organized essay in which you describe an
“illuminating” episode or moment and explain how it functions as a “casement,” a window that opens onto the
meaning of the work as a whole. Avoid mere plot summary.

2011. In a novel by William Styron, a father tells his son that life “is a search for justice.”

Choose a character from a novel or play who responds in some significant way to justice or injustice. Then
write a well-developed essay in which you analyze the character’s understanding of justice, the degree to which
the character’s search for justice is successful , and the significance of this search for the work as a whole.

2009. A symbol is an object, action, or event that represents something or that creates a range of associations
beyond itself. In literary works a symbol can express an idea, clarify meaning, or enlarge literal meaning. Select
a novel or play and, focusing on one symbol, write an essay analyzing how that symbol functions in the work
and what it reveals about the characters or themes of the work as a whole. Do not merely summarize the plot.

2008. In a literary work, a minor character, often known as a foil, possesses traits that emphasize, by contrast or
comparison, the distinctive characteristics and qualities of the main character. For example, the ideas or
behavior of a minor character might be used to highlight the weaknesses or strengths of the main character.
Choose a novel or play in which a minor character serves as a foil for the main character. Then write an essay in
which you analyze how the relation between the minor character and the major character illuminates the
meaning of the work.

2007, Form B. Works of literature often depict acts of betrayal. Friends and even family may betray a
protagonist; main characters may likewise be guilty of treachery or may betray their own values. Select a novel
or play that includes such acts of betrayal. Then, in a well-written essay, analyze the nature of the betrayal and
show how it contributes to the meaning of the work as a whole.

2005 - In Kate Chopin's The Awakening (1899), protagonist Edna Pontellier is said to possess
"that outward existence which conforms, the inward life which questions." In a novel or play
that you have studied, identify a character who conforms outwardly while questioning inwardly.
Then write an essay in which you analyze how this tension between outward conformity and
inward questioning contributes to the meaning of the work. Avoid mere plot summary.

2004 Critic Roland Barthes has said, “Literature is the question minus the answer.” Choose a
novel or play and, considering Barthes’ observation, write an essay in which you analyze a
central question the work raises and the extent to which it offers any answers. Explain how the
author’s treatment of this question affects your understanding of the work as a whole.



2003 According to critic Northrop Frye, “Tragic heroes are so much the highest points in their
human landscape that they seem the inevitable conductors of the power about them, great trees
more likely to be struck by lightning than a clump of grass. Conductors may of course be
instruments as well as victims of the divine lightning.” Select a novel or play in which a tragic
figure functions as an instrument of the suffering of others. Then write an essay in which you
explain how the suffering brought upon others by that figure contributes to the tragic vision of
the work as a whole.

2002 Morally ambiguous characters — characters whose behavior discourages readers from
identifying them as purely evil or purely good — are at the heart of many works of literature.
Choose a novel or play in which a morally ambiguous character plays a pivotal role. Then write
an essay in which you explain how the character can be viewed as morally ambiguous and why
his or her moral ambiguity is significant to the work as a whole. Avoid mere plot summary.

2001 One definition of madness is “mental delusion or the eccentric behavior arising from it.”
But Emily Dickinson wrote, “Much madness is divinest Sense — To a discerning Eye — Novelists and
playwrights have often seen madness with a “discerning Eye.”

Select a novel or play in which a character’s apparent madness or irrational behavior plays an important role.
Then write a well-organized essay in which you explain what this delusion or eccentric behavior consists of and
how it might be judged reasonable. Explain the significance of the “madness” to the work as a whole.

2000 Many works of literature not readily identified with the mystery of detective story genre
nonetheless involve the investigation of a mystery. In these works, the solution to the mystery
may be less important than the knowledge gained in the process of its investigation. Choose a
novel or play in which one or more of the characters confront a mystery. Then write an essay in
which you identify the mystery and explain how the investigation illuminates the meaning of the
work as a whole.

1999 The eighteenth-century British novelist Laurence Stern wrote, “No body, but he who has
felt it, can conceive what a plaguing thing it is to have a man’s mind torn asunder by two projects
of equal strength, both obstinately pulling in a contrary direction at the same time.” From a

novel or play choose a character (not necessarily the protagonist) whose mind is pulled in
conflicting directions by two compelling desires, ambitions, obligations, or influences. Then, in a
well-organized essay, identify each of the two conflicting forces and explain how this conflict
within one character illuminates the meaning of the work as a whole.



