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AP Literature Essay Questions

Choose a complex and important character in a novel or a play of recognized literary merit who might—on the basis of the character’s actions alone—be considered evil or immoral.  In a well-organized essay, explain both how and why the full presentation of the character in the work makes us react more sympathetically than we might otherwise think.  Avoid plot summary.


You may base your essay on one of the following or choose another appropriate work.

Great Expectations


Othello


Hedda Gabler

The Stranger



Jane Eyre


Crime & Punishment

Light in August


Antigone


Wuthering Heights

Richard III



Doctor Faustus

Major Barbara

Brighton Rock


Moby-Dick


Native Son

Billy Budd

HIGH SCORE:


A man slaps his wife violently across the face.  Upon finding that his close, long-standing friend has been killed, he doesn’t even shed a tear.  Rather, he rushes forward to smother his young, delicate and innocent bride with a pillow from their bed.  By looking at actions alone, Othello, the Moor of Venice, would certainly be considered evil.  How-ever, William Shakespeare creates a character decidedly more complex—a complexity we can see through a transformation in language and development of plot and character.


When Othello is first presented to the reader, he is a brave warrior, well-regarded for his military skill.  When he first speaks, he is eloquent in describing how Desdemona fell in love with him.  His composure and articulate speech, however, do not stay with him through to the finish.  Just before and during his ‘evil’ acts of violence, Othello is much less articulate.  His speech is not flowing, but rather disrupted.  Many of his lines in exclamation points.  He can’t seem to get through a speech without a handful of pauses and erratic exclamations.  This speech is the product of a distracted mind.  More and more confused and overwhelmed by what he thinks is happening around him, Othello thinks not with a calm mind, but rather with a passionate heart.


What is the source of such confusion?  Though Shakespeare plants a variety of unfortunate circumstances, his character Iago is the one who capitalizes on each of them.  The introduction of the Machiavellian Iago, whose cunning and manipulativeness are paramount, is what ultimately causes Othello to turn from brave warrior to a rambling and vulnerable person.  Iago, through hints and handkerchiefs, instills doubt in the too-trusting Othello.  Iago knows well that where suspicion is planted, jealousy will grow.  Thinking that Desdemona is sleeping with Cassis, Othello is driven by jealousy and insecurity.  Who, after wedding someone like Desdemona, “too good to be true,” would not have doubts when presented with evidence from a trusted colleague?


Thus by the final scene of Othello, we see that Othello is not a barbarian who smothered his wife solely out of evil, but is a vulnerable soul whose actions are very understandable when considering  his vast manipulation by Iago.  In the end Othello wishes to be remembered not for his horrible actions, but only for loving “too well.”

This response to the open-ended question in extremely well-written and answers the question fully.  Sentences are complex and make use of elevated language.  The essay begins with a creative introduction that, though not required, distinguishes the essay, intrigues the reader, and begins to explain the sympathy Shakespeare is able to evoke.  The author establishes a cogent argument supported by examples.  These include a well-developed presentation of Iago’s machinations and of the proclivity of Othello to doubt Desdemona and trust Iago.  Also included is a logical analysis of the diction that traces Othello’s descent into apparent evil.  Finally, the author concludes by linking the arguments and providing a quote that typifies Shakespeare’s ability to justify to the reader a passionate, misguided heart.


MIDDLE SCORE:


A controversial character, based on his actions toward and treatment of his trans-formed son in Franz Kafka’s Metamorphosis, is Mr. Samsa.  Gregor’s father reacts rashly and perhaps too cruelly after discovering that his son is a beetlelike insect one day.  Re-pelled at the very sight of him, Mr. Samsa forces Gregor to stay locked, under the bed, in his room, and won’t have anything to do with him.  Gregor’s father could easily be seen as a villain for what he does without closer examination.


Gregor’s eventual death from loneliness and malnutrition probably could have been averted had his family not turned their backs on him.  Mr. Samsa is an easy target of blame, since he’s the one who injured Gregor and rejected him the most frequently and severely.  But one needs to put himself in the place of Mr. Samsa before determining that he immorally abandoned his son.  How many people would simply accept it if one day their son was a beetle (a giant one)?  It is a normal human reaction to be sickened at the sight of it.  Very few, if any, people would continue life as if nothing had happened.  Although the reader doesn’t really gain a great understanding of Mr. Samsa’s character from the text, Kafka does tell us that he’s a hardworking father who does the best he can for his family under very difficult financial circumstances.  Especially when Gregor can’t work any more, the financial burden is almost unbearable.  Mr. Samsa, who was retired, must go back to work to support his family.  It’s difficult to blame him for treating Gregor as he does initially.


That’s not to say that Mr. Samsa’s actions are completely excusable; they’re not.  However, to regard him as evil is inaccurate based on the circumstances of the novel.  Rejecting a son because of who he is or what he has done is one thing; rejecting a son because of the fact that he’s turned into a giant insect is quite another.


Also, how could Mr. Samsa even have been sure that the beetlelike insect was Gregor?  Gregor could not communicate and had no means of actually showing that he could still think and feel and function.  His father couldn’t know that, and that fact is important in understanding that perhaps Mr. Samsa didn’t even realize that he was reject-ing his son.  If one truly thinks about how Mr. Samsa’s character is presented and what circumstances he was under, one could not consider him to be truly evil, only misguided and completely normal in his reaction.  This is why we react more sympathetically with Mr. Samsa’s character:  we know that if we were placed in his situation, we’d most likely react similarly.


This essay is well-written and is correct in its claim that Mr. Samsa could be viewed with sympathy, but its argument is thin in some places and invalid in others.  The writer, perhaps searching for reasons to back up his/her assertions, inaccurately states that Mr. Samsa was a hardworking, dedicated father.  Actually, the man was rather dependent of Gregor for money and only returns to work out of necessity.  Nevertheless, the writer was rewarded for what he/she did well, which was write about an original character that certainly took some thought to come up with.  The reason the essay did not receive a high score is the incompleteness of the response.

LOW SCORE


In Shakespeare’s Othello, Iago is portrayed as a character devoid of morale and human decency.  Concerned only with his own selfish desires, Iago will stop at nothing.  From his complex plots aimed at gaining the lieutenancy he felt he deserved, to his murderous acts upon his wife and Rodrigo, Iago further epitomizes evil.  The full pre-sentation of his character does in fact evoke sympathy from the reader, though not towards him.  As more and more of Iago’s character is revealed, the reader further sym-pathizes with the other characters in the play.


At the opening of Othello, Iago feels cheated out of the lieutenancy.  He felt that Cassio was given the post because of his friendship towards Othello, rather than deeds on the battlefield.  His jealousy sparks a plot which is the backbone of the play’s action, in which Iago plans to have Cassio expelled from the lieutenancy and become his replace-ment.  Since Cassio has done nothing wrong or immoral, the reader will sympathize with him, rather than the devious Iago, who is power-hungry.


Iago knows what he wants, and is a genius in his own right in going about getting it.  He turns innocent characters against each other while earning the trust of each.  Othello is convinced that his wife Desdemona has cheated on him with his best friend Cassio. For Iago’s intricate plot was able to persuade him.  Iago used his wife Emilia to obtain Desdemona’s handkerchief before planting it upon Cassio.  Roderigo believes that Desdemona will soon break up with Othello, simply because Iago told him.  He is thus willing to plot with Iago to break up the new marriage.  The other characters are oblivi-ous to Iago’s plans, but the reader is not.  The reader reacts sympathetically towards the innocent.


Iago’s apparent lack of human feelings is what sets him apart from the other characters.  Othello and Rodrigo were prepared to kill out of love.  Iago has killed, but for a much different reason.  Both Roderigo and Emilia were ready to expose Iago’s plan when Iago killed them.  Iago felt no compunction about tearing apart a new couple in love because of his own desires.  He hates Othello not only because Cassio was given the lieutenancy, but because Othello is a Moor.


While Iago’s outward actions can be considered evil or immoral, they only tell half the story.  His inward motives and character traits are much more indecent and thus evoke sympathy from the reader towards the other characters.


This essay is well-written, and chooses as its subject a character that is indis-putably evil:  Iago, from Shakespare’s Othello.  Despite the writer’s excellent descrip-tion of Iago’s immoral acts, however, s/he has failed to consider that the other half of the question requires an explanation of how the readers of the play or novel feel sym-pathetic toward  the character.  Although the essay does attempt to justify Iago’s actions, it is still difficult to feel sympathy for him. Ultimately, Iago was a poor choice of a character, primarily because the full portrayal of him in the play does not make him seem to be a better person; in fact, many of his speeches and soliloquies emphasize his manipulative nature.


Since the essay did not completely answer the question, it could score at most a 4, which was its final grade.  Although the student appears to have control of the language, his/her failure to choose an appropriate subject seriously affected the score.

