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ENGLISH LITERATURE AND COMPOSITION 

SECTION II 

Total time— 2 hours 

 

Question 1 

(Suggested time— 40 minutes. This question counts as one-third of the total essay section 

score.) 

In the following poem by Caribbean writer Derek Walcott, the speaker recalls a childhood experience of visiting 
an elderly woman storyteller. Read the poem carefully. Then, in a well-developed essay, discuss the speaker’s 
recollection and analyze how Walcott uses poetic devices to convey the significance of the experience. 

 

XIV 
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With the frenzy of an old snake shedding its skin, 
the speckled road, scored with ruts, smelling of mold, 
twisted on itself and reentered the forest 
where the dasheen1 leaves thicken and folk stories begin. 
Sunset would threaten us as we climbed closer 

to her house up the asphalt hill road, whose yam vines 
wrangled over gutters with the dark reek of moss, 
the shutters closing like the eyelids of that mimosa2 

called Ti-Marie; then— lucent as paper lanterns, 
lamplight glowed through the ribs, house after house— 
there was her own lamp at the black twist of the path. 
There’s childhood, and there’s childhood’s aftermath. 
She began to remember at the minute of the fireflies, 
to the sound of pipe water banging in kerosene tins, 
stories she told to my brother and myself. 
Her leaves were the libraries of the Caribbean. 
The luck that was ours, those fragrant origins! 
Her head was magnificent, Sidone. In the gully of her voice 
shadows stood up and walked, her voice travels my shelves. 
She was the lamplight in the stare of two mesmerized boys 
still joined in one shadow, indivisible twins. 

 
1 dasheen: tropical plant with large leaves 
2 mimosa: tropical plant whose leaves close or droop when touched or shaken 

 
“XIV” from MIDSUMMER by Derek Walcott. Copyright © 1984 by Derek Walcott. 
Reprinted by permission of Farrar, Straus and Giroux, LLC and Faber and Faber 
Ltd. 
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Question 2 

(Suggested time— 40 minutes. This question counts as one-third of the total essay section 

score.) 

The following excerpt is from the opening of The Beet Queen, a 1986 novel by Louise Erdrich. Read the passage 
carefully. Then write a well-developed essay in which you analyze how Erdrich depicts the impact of the 
environment on the two children. You may wish to consider such literary devices as tone, imagery, selection of 
detail, and point of view. 

 

The Branch 

Long before they planted beets in Argus and built 

the highways, there was a railroad. Along the track, 

which crossed the Dakota-Minnesota border and 

stretched on to Minneapolis, everything that made the 

town arrived. All that diminished the town departed by 

that route, too. On a cold spring morning in 1932, the 

train brought both an addition and a subtraction. They 

came by freight. By the time they reached Argus their 

lips were violet and their feet were so numb that, when 

they jumped out of the boxcar, they stumbled and 

scraped their palms and knees through the cinders. 

The boy was a tall fourteen, hunched with his 

sudden growth and very pale. His mouth was sweetly 

curved, his skin fine and girlish. His sister was only 

eleven years old, but already she was so short and 

ordinary that it was obvious she would be this way all 

her life. Her name was square and practical as the rest 

of her. Mary. She brushed her coat off and stood in the 

watery wind. Between the buildings there was only 

more bare horizon for her to see, and from time to 

time men crossing it. Wheat was the big crop then, and 

the topsoil was so newly tilled that it hadn’t all blown 

off yet, the way it had in Kansas. In fact, times were 

generally much better in eastern North Dakota than in 

most places, which is why Karl and Mary Adare had 

come there on the train. Their mother’s sister, Fritzie, 

lived on the eastern edge of town. She ran a butcher 

shop with her husband. 

The two Adares put their hands up their sleeves 

and started walking. Once they began to move they 

felt warmer, although they’d been traveling all night 

and the chill had reached deep. They walked east, 

down the dirt and planking of the broad main street, 

reading the signs on each false-front clapboard store 

they passed, even reading the gilt letters in the window 

of the brick bank. None of these places was a butcher 

shop. Abruptly, the stores stopped, and a string of 

houses, weathered gray or peeling gray paint, with 

dogs tied to their porch railings, began. 

Small trees were planted in the yards of a few of 

these houses, and one tree, weak, a scratch of light 

against the gray of everything else, tossed in a film of 

blossoms. Mary trudged solidly forward, hardly 

glancing at it, but Karl stopped. The tree drew him 

with its delicate perfume. His cheeks went pink, he 

stretched his arms out like a sleepwalker, and in one 

long transfixed motion he floated to the tree and 

buried his face in the white petals. 

Turning to look for Karl, Mary was frightened by 

how far back he had fallen and how still he was, his 

face pressed in the flowers. She shouted, but he did 

not seem to hear her and only stood, strange and stock-

still among the branches. He did not move even when 

the dog in the yard lunged against its rope and bawled. 

He did not notice when the door to the house opened 

and a woman scrambled out. She shouted at Karl too, 

but he paid her no mind and so she untied her dog. 

Large and anxious, it flew forward in great bounds. 

And then, either to protect himself or to seize the 

blooms, Karl reached out and tore a branch from the 

tree. 

It was such a large branch, from such a small tree, 

that blight would attack the scar where it was pulled 

off. The leaves would fall away later on that summer 

and the sap would sink into the roots. The next spring, 

when Mary passed in on some errand, she saw that it 

bore no blossoms and remembered how, when the dog 

jumped for Karl, he struck out with the branch and the 

petals dropped around the dog’s fierce outstretched 

body in a sudden snow. Then he yelled, “Run!” and 

Mary ran east, toward Aunt Fritzie. But Karl ran back 

to the boxcar and the train. 

 

 
 

http://www.collegeboard.org/


2015 AP
®  

ENGLISH LITERATURE AND COMPOSITION FREE-RESPONSE QUESTIONS 

-4- 

 

 

 

 

Question 3 

(Suggested time— 40 minutes. This question counts as one-third of the total essay section 

score.) 
 

In literary works, cruelty often functions as a crucial motivation or a major social or political factor. Select a novel, 
play, or epic poem in which acts of cruelty are important to the theme. Then write a well-developed essay analyzing 
how cruelty functions in the work as a whole and what the cruelty reveals about the perpetrator and/or victim. 

You may select a work from the list below or another work of equal literary merit. Do not merely summarize 
the plot. 

 
Beloved 
A Bend in the River 
Billy Budd 
Black Boy 
Catch-22 
Cat’s Eye 
The Crucible 
Frankenstein 
A Gesture Life 
Great Expectations 
Heart of Darkness 
Invisible Man 
The Kite Runner 
The Last of the Mohicans 
Lord of the Flies 

Mansfield Park Medea 
The Merchant of Venice 
Night 
The Odyssey Oliver Twist 
One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest 
Othello 
The Red Badge of Courage 
The Scarlet Letter 
Sister Carrie 
Sophie’s Choice 
Tess of the d’Urbervilles 
To Kill a Mockingbird 
Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? 
Wuthering Heights

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

STOP 

END OF EXAM 
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