Timed Essay: Herman Melville’s Billy Budd, Sailor

Choose ONE of the following prompts, taken from former AP exams that
specifically listed this work among viable options. Begin with a clear,
specific statement of your thesis, and include direct references to the
events, characters, and details of the text. Avoid plot summary.

1979. 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 otherwise might.

1981. The meaning of some literary works is often enhanced by sustained allusion to
myths, the Bible, or other works of literature. Select a literary work that makes use of such
a sustained reference. Then write a well-organized essay in which you explain the allusion
that predominates in the work and analyze how it enhances the work's meaning.

1982. In great literature, no scene of violence exists for its own sake. Choose a work of
literary merit that confronts the reader or audience with a scene or scenes of violence. In a
well-organized essay, explain how the scene or scenes contribute to the meaning of the
complete work.

1983. From a novel or play of literary merit, select an important character who is a villain.
Then, in a well-organized essay, analyze the nature of the character’s villainy and show
how it enhances meaning in the work.

1985. A critic has said that one important measure of a superior work of literature is its
ability to produce in the reader a healthy confusion of pleasure and disquietude. Select a
literary work that produces this “healthy confusion.” Write an essay in which you explain
the sources of the “pleasure and disquietude” experienced by the readers of the work.

1999. The eighteenth-century British novelist Laurence Sterne 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 with one character illuminates the
meaning of the work as a whole. You may use one of the novels or plays listed below
or another novel or work of similar literary quality.



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.

2004. Critic Roland Barthes has said, "Literature is the question minus the answer." Choose
anovel, 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 answers. Explain how
the author's treatment of this question affects your understanding 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 that questions." In a novel
or play that you have studied, identify a character who outwardly conforms 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.

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.

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.



