
Renée H. Shea
Robin Dissin Aufses

Lawrence Scanlon
Katherine E. Cordes

Carlos A. Escobar
Carol Jago

Third  
Edition

Composition 
Literature & 

Essential Voices, Essential Skills
For the AP® Course

AP® is a trademark registered by the College Board, which is not affiliated with, and does not endorse, this product.

The flexibility 
you want,  
the alignment 
you need.

INSIDE: 
Chapter 4:  
Identity &  
Culture



AP® is a trademark registered by the College Board, which is not affiliated with, and does not endorse, this product. 

Why read literature? To many of us, that question seems as strange as asking “Why breathe?” Literature has 

been part of our life, family, school, and community for as long as we can remember. Of course, there are those 

who argue that what today’s students need is preparation for the “real world,” but in the push for practical univer-

sity and workplace preparedness we sometimes overlook the importance of cultivating students’ critical thinking 

skills and imaginations. Literature offers a chance to investigate ourselves and others, to study human nature, and 

to encounter complex and compelling ideas. How better to reflect on the demands of contemporary life than to 

study William Wordsworth’s “The World Is Too Much with Us” alongside Joy Harjo’s “For Calling the Spirit Back 

from Wandering the Earth in its Human Feet”? And does not the proffered wisdom of William Shakespeare, Emily 

Dickinson, Richard Blanco, and Natasha Trethewey provide important preparation for surviving and thriving in this 

complex world?

Literary analysis is an intellectual discipline that hones students’ thinking by requiring them to probe a text deeply 

and analyze the means that writers employ to achieve their effects. Along with preparing students for the rigors 

of an AP® exam, learning how to analyze a text and articulate a perspective prepares students for life, both in 

academia and in the workplace. This preparation and exploration are what we hope students achieve when they 

use Literature & Composition because it specifically targets the development of the skills and habits of mind that 

are the keys to their success in an AP® Literature course.

Welcome to Literature & Composition, Third Edition, a textbook designed specifically 
for the AP® English Literature & Composition course. 

Dear Colleagues: 

Renée H. Shea Robin Dissin Aufses

Lawrence Scanlon Katherine E. Cordes

Carol JagoCarlos A. Escobar
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Renée H. Shea was professor of English 
and Modern Languages and director of 
freshman composition at Bowie State 
University in Maryland. A College Board 
faculty consultant for more than thirty 
years in AP® Language and Literature, and 
Pre-AP® English, she has been a reader 
and question leader for both AP® English 
exams. Renée served as a member on 

three committees for the College Board: the AP® Language 
and Composition Development Committee, the English 
Academic Advisory Committee, and the SAT Critical Reading 
Test Development Committee. She is co-author of American 
Literature & Rhetoric, The Language of Composition, Conversa-
tions in American Literature, Advanced Language & Literature, 
and Foundations of Language & Literature, as well as volumes 
on Amy Tan and Zora Neale Hurston for the NCTE High School 
Literature Series. Renée continues to write about contemporary 
authors for publications such as World Literature Today, Poets 
& Writers, and Kenyon Review. Her recent profiles focused on 
Imbolo Mbue, Natalie Handal, Lan Cao, and Ohio’s current poet 
laureate Kari Gunter-Seymour.

Robin Dissin Aufses is director of English 
Studies at Lycée Français de New York, 
where she teaches AP® English Language 
and Composition. Previous to this position, 
Robin was the English department chair and 
a teacher at John F. Kennedy High School 
in Bellmore, New York, and prior to that she 
taught English at Paul D. Schreiber High 
School in Port Washington, New York. She 

taught AP® English Literature and AP® English Language at both 
schools. She is co-author of American Literature & Rhetoric, 
The Language of Composition, and Conversations in American 
Literature and has published articles for the College Board on 
novelist Chang-rae Lee and the novel All the King’s Men.

Lawrence Scanlon taught at Brewster 
High School for more than thirty years and 
then for another ten years at Iona College 
in New York. For twenty-five years he was 
a Reader and Question Leader for the AP® 
Language and Composition Exam. Over that 
same period of time, he has conducted AP® 
workshops in both AP® Language and AP® 
Literature in the United States and abroad as 

College Board® consultant and as a private consultant for many 
school districts. He also served on the AP® English Language 
Test Development Committee. Larry is co-author of American 
Literature & Rhetoric, The Language of Composition, and 
Conversations in American Literature and has published articles 
on curriculum and method for the College Board and elsewhere.

Katherine E. Cordes is a National Board 
Certified English Teacher with a B.A. in 
English, Psychology, and Medieval Studies; 
an M.Ed. in Curriculum and Instruction; 
more than eighteen years of experience 
in the secondary English Language Arts 
classroom; and six years of experience 
working with NBCT candidates through 
the National Education Association. She 

currently teaches tenth grade English, dual enrollment College 
Writing, AP® English Language, and AP® English Literature 
at Skyview High School in Billings, Montana. As part of the 
Instructional Design Team of the College Board, Katherine 
contributed to the development, review, and dissemination of 
the 2019 AP® English Literature and Composition Course and 
Exam Description, and she has been an AP® Reader for the AP® 
English Literature exam for eight years. A co-author of American 
Literature & Rhetoric, she has also authored teacher resource 
materials for Conversations in American Literature and The 
Language of Composition.

Carlos A. Escobar teaches 10th grade 
English and AP® English Literature and 
Composition at Felix Varela Senior High 
School in Miami, Florida, where he is also 
the AP® Program Director. Carlos has been 
the College Board Advisor for AP® English 
Literature, an AP® Reader, and a member of 
the AP® English Literature Test Development 
Committee. He has mentored new AP® 

English teachers and presented at various local and national 
AP® workshops and conferences. As part of the College 
Board’s Instructional Design Team, Carlos contributed to the 
development, review, and dissemination of the 2019 AP® English 
Literature and Composition Course and Exam Description. He 
designed and delivered daily, live YouTube lessons streamed 
globally by the College Board and was the Lead Instructor for 
AP® Daily, the College Board’s skill-based, on-demand video 
series. Carlos has co-authored the Teacher’s Editions for 
Literature & Composition, Second Edition; Advanced Language 
& Literature; and Foundations of Language & Literature. He is 
also a co-author on the second edition of Advanced Language 
& Literature.

Carol Jago has taught English in middle 
and high school for thirty-two years and is 
associate director of the California Reading 
and Literature Project at UCLA. She is a past 
president of the National Council of Teachers 
of English and in 2021 was elected to the 
International Reading Association Executive 
Board. She also served as AP® Literature 
content advisor for the College Board. She 

has published seven books with Heinemann, including With 
Rigor for All, Papers, Papers, Papers, and most recently The 
Book in Question: Why and How Reading Is in Crisis. In 2020 
she was awarded a Lifetime Achievement Award from the 
California Association of Teachers of English.
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Planning Your Year with the AP® Literature Units

AP® Unit 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Opening 
Chapters

Ch. 1 
Section 1

Ch. 2 
Section 1

Ch. 3 
Section 1

Ch. 1 
Section 2

Ch. 2 
Section 2

Ch. 3 
Section 2

Ch. 1 
Section 3

Ch. 2 
Section 3

Ch. 3 
Section 3

Thematic 
Chapters

Ch. 4 Ch. 5 Ch. 6 Ch. 7 Ch. 8 Ch. 9

We focus on alignment—so you can focus on your students.
Since its first edition, Literature & Composition has been designed specifically for the AP® English Literature 
course. Its unique structure of skill-building opening chapters combined with an engaging thematic anthology 
provides the flexibility you need to plan your year and differentiate based on your students’ needs. In this 
edition, the book you know and love now carefully aligns to the new AP® Course and Exam Description.

Chapters 1-3 cover the reading and writing skills key to success in the course and on the AP® Exam. 
Chapters 4-9 are anthology chapters arranged by the timeless themes, such as Identity and Culture, that help 
bring our readings to life. Each of these thematic chapters offers a wide variety of classic and contemporary 
writing — including fiction, poetry, drama, nonfiction, visual texts, and several full-length works—with guidance 
and support to help students think critically and write insightfully about great literature.

New edition available January 2022!

For your review copy, contact your BFW High School representative, email us at  
highschool@bfwpub.com, or visit bfwpub.com/lit3e.
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Differentiation for you, the teacher.

We know that not every school, teacher, or classroom 
is the same—and you need a book that’s right for 
you. Now, you don’t have to choose a one-size-fits-all 
option. With Literature & Composition, Third Edition, 
you can use the book however you see fit—it’s flexible 
enough to make it your own, with enough structure 
and guidance to adhere closely to the AP® Course and 
Exam Description (CED) if you so choose.

Nine Chapters, Nine AP® Units:  
Making the AP® Course work for you.

NEW! Nine chapters in this edition means it’s easy to 
align to the new AP® Course and Exam Description’s 
nine units. Yet the flexible structure you know and 
love hasn’t changed: Skill-building opening chapters 
and an engaging thematic anthology of some of the 
best literature through the ages. Take a look at how 
we’ve incorporated the course units without sacrificing 
any of the flexibility you need to teach effectively.

Opening chapters provide targeted 
instruction covering all the AP® course skills.

The opening chapters develop key reading and writing 
skills for the three literary genres of the course: 

•  Chapter 1, Analyzing Short Fiction (Units 1-4-
7), teaches AP® Exam Prose Fiction Analysis 
Essay (FRQ 1)

•  Chapter 2, Analyzing Poetry (Units 2-5-8), 
teaches AP® Exam Poetry Analysis Essay (FRQ 2) 

•  Chapter 3, Analyzing Longer Fiction and  
Drama (Units 3-6-9), teaches AP® Exam Literary 
Argument Essay (FRQ 3)

With scaffolded step-by-step instruction, AP® 
Tips, activities, guidance for revising, and model 
student essays, these chapters help develop the 
reading and writing skills of the AP® Literature course 
from the ground up. Each chapter is divided into 
three distinct sections that end with Culminating 
Activities aligned to the AP® Units and Personal 
Progress Checks. Designed with flexibility in mind, 
these chapters can be taught straight through in the 
beginning of the year, or taught in alignment with the 
new course framework.

The flexibility you want, the alignment you need.

AP® Literature Short Fiction Strand

AP® Skills Instruction Formative Assessment Further AP® Skills Practice

Chapter 1

AP® Unit 1 Section 1 Section 1 Culminating Activity

AP® Unit 4 Section 2 Section 2 Culminating Activity Chapter 4

AP® Unit 6 Section 3 Section 3 Culminating Activity Chapter 7

AP® Literature Poetry Strand

AP® Skills Instruction Formative Assessment Further AP® Skills Practice

Chapter 2

AP® Unit 2 Section 1 Section 1 Culminating Activity

AP® Unit 5 Section 2 Section 2 Culminating Activity Chapter 4

AP® Unit 8 Section 3 Section 3 Culminating Activity Chapter 7

AP® Literature Longer Works of Fiction or Drama Strand

AP® Skills Instruction Formative Assessment Further AP® Skills Practice

Chapter 3

AP® Unit 3 Section 1 Section 1 Culminating Activity

AP® Unit 6 Section 2 Section 2 Culminating Activity Chapter 4

AP® Unit 9 Section 3 Section 3 Culminating Activity Chapter 7
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Thematic anthology chapters have built-in alignment to the AP® course.
Each thematic chapter includes the following key elements: 

NEW! AP® Unit Chapter 
Introductions give an 
overview of essential 
knowledge and AP®  
Unit skills.

A universal theme 
designed to focus students’ 
interpretation of the literature 
in the chapter. 

4 | Identity & Culture

Chapter Introduction: AP® Unit 4 / Short Fiction II

Central Text
Jhumpa Lahiri, Interpreter of Maladies (short fiction)

Classic Text (not included in this sampler)
Ralph Ellison, Boy on a Train (short fiction)

Texts in Context (not included in this sampler)

Ralph Ellison and the Influence of the Harlem Renaissance
1. Alain Locke, from The New Negro (nonfiction)
2. Countee Cullen, Heritage (poetry)
3. Zora Neale Hurston, Spunk (short fiction)
4. Langston Hughes, I look at the world (poetry)
5. Jacob Lawrence, Migration Series #3 (painting)

Short Fiction

Nathaniel Hawthorne, Young Goodman Brown
Joyce Carol Oates,  Where Are You Going,  

Where Have You Been?
Nadine Gordimer, Homage
Chimamada Ngozi Adichie, Apollo
Nafissa Thompson-Spires, Belles Lettres
Weike Wang, The Trip
Sakinah Hofler, Erasure

Poetry

John Milton, When I consider how my light is Spent
TalkBack | Emma Lazarus, City Visions I

Emily Dickinson, I’m Nobody! Who are you?
Gwendolyn Brooks, We Real Cool
Mahmoud Darwish, Identity Card
Kamau Brathwaite, Ogun
Natasha Trethewey, Southern History
Natalie Diaz, The Facts of Art
Molly Rose Quinn, Dolorosa
Gregory Pardlo, Written by Himself
Quan Barry, loose strife [Somebody says draw a map] 
Jose Olivarez, (citizen) (illegal)
Alexis Aceves Garcia, AQUí HAY TODO MIJA

Chapter 4 AP® Multiple-Choice Practice

Jhumpa Lahiri, from Interpreter of Maladies
Ralph Ellison, from Boy on a Train

Suggestions for Writing: Identity & Culture

Thematic Chapter Overview

NEW! Talkbacks in each 
chapter pair challenging 
pieces of literature with 
thought-provoking 
responses, inviting students 
to explore new and nuanced 
ways of interpreting a work.

Suggestions for 
Writing — from AP®-style Exam 
FRQs to longer multimodal 
assignments, research projects, 
creative writing ideas, and more 
— these prompts give students 
plenty of practice to hone their 
reading and writing skills

A collection of Short Fiction 
in each chapter showcases 
classics like Herman Melville’s 
“Bartleby, the Scrivener” and 
fresh new voices like Weike 
Wang’s “The Trip.” This chapter 
is aligned to AP® Unit 4 and 
has a short fiction focus.

A Classic Text — a major 
work from the AP® Unit 
genre by a world-renowned 
author — invites students to 
apply their skills to challenging 
and beloved literature.

NEW! An AP® Multiple-
Choice Practice section 
with a set of questions on 
the Central and Classic 
Texts in that chapter.

A diverse collection of 
Poetry, spanning the 
sixteenth century to the 
present day, all exploring 
different angles of the 
chapter’s theme.

A Texts in Context 
section explores intriguing 
interpretations and insights 
into the Classic Text. Designed 
to help students incorporate 
sophistication into their literary 
arguments, these sections 
enrich their understanding of 
the complexities within and 
around a work of literature.

A Central Text—an 
exemplar of the AP® Unit 
genre by a contemporary 
author — opens and 
anchors the chapter.

Each thematic chapter has 
a genre focus aligned to the 
AP® Lit CED. Chs. 4 and 7 
emphasize short fiction, Chs. 
5 and 8 emphasize poetry, 
and Chs. 6 and 9 emphasize 
longer works.
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Central and Classic Texts 
spark discussion and foster 
critical thinking.
A Central Text and a Classic Text of significant 
literary merit begin and anchor each thematic 
chapter. These works invite students to delve 
deeply into the theme, forming a foundation 
for interpreting the stories and poems in the 
rest of the chapter. The Classic Texts challenge 
students to read literature from an earlier 
time, written for a very different audience than 
today’s, with syntax and vocabulary that may 
be unfamiliar. These Classic Texts, which 
include such works as Marianne Moore’s “The 
Steeple-Jack,” William Shakespeare’s Hamlet, 
and Ralph Ellison’s “Boy on a Train,” enlarge 
students’ background knowledge by offering 
windows into other times and other worlds. 
Central Texts range from selections written by 
celebrated twentieth-century and contemporary 
authors, including Nella Larsen, August Wilson, 
Jhumpa Lahiri, and Terrance Hayes.

A Diverse Range of Essential Voices from the Past 
and Present Bring Literature to Life

Fresh and familiar fiction and poetry 
readings center diverse voices.
The Central Texts and Classic Texts are followed by 
a collection of rich, rigorous short stories and poems 
that appeal to students. These texts span the ages, 
drawing from work both familiar and fresh, building 
on classics by writers such as Emily Dickinson and 
Nathaniel Hawthorne but also offering literature by a 
wealth of new voices, including Chimamanda Ngozi 
Adichie, Juan Felipe Herrera, Weike Wang, Laura 
van den Berg, Jason Reynolds, Natalie Diaz, Jericho 
Brown, and many more. Bridging the old and the 
new emphasizes that many questions and issues—
about the nature of war or the concept of identity, 
for example—have captivated and puzzled humanity 
through the ages and across cultures. Contemporary 
writers, such as Richard Blanco, Ada Limon, and 
Tracy K. Smith, continue to explore these issues.

128
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examples in this poem simply reveal painful experiences, or does the speaker address them 
in a way that leads to healing? Cite specific lines or passages to support your response.

3. Speaking and Listening. When asked why she so often writes about violence, Barry 
replied: “I used to think I write a lot about violence, but now I realize that what I’m really 
writing about is conflict… Conflict between individuals, cultures, nations, generations, men 
and women, etc…I’m not interested in proselytizing—I like to make connections....” Make a 
list of your associations with violence, a second one associations with conflict. Partner up 
and look for commonalities. Then discuss how (or if) this distinction between violence and 
conflict contributes to your appreciation/understanding of the poem.

4. Connections. This poem has been described as being one of “the greatest examples of the 
poetry of witness,” referring to works by poets who have lived through and survived extreme 
situations of war, imprisonment, torture, slavery, or other kinds of oppression. This genre of 
poetry can be a way to preserve memory not just for survivors but for the historical record. 
Choose a poem that fits into this tradition and discuss its similarities with Barry’s “[loose 
strife] Somebody says draw a map.”

5. Multimodal. The collection Loose Strife was inspired by the 2012 gallery collaboration of the 
same name between Barry and the visual artist Michael Velliquette. While Barry did not use 
the artwork in her collection, this poem has a strong visual quality to it. Develop an 
interpretation of the poem by pairing still or moving images with an audio track of you or one 
of your classmates reading the text. You might present your images in a linear fashion or turn 
them into a collage.

(citizen) (illegal)
José Olivarez

José Olivarez, the author of the poetry collection Citizen Illegal 

(2018), is the editor of the anthology LatiNEXT (2020), co-author of 

Home Court (2014), and the co-host of the poetry podcast The 

Poetry Gods. Sone of Mexican immigrant, he earned a BA from 

Harvard University. Among his honors and awards is the 2019 

prestigious Ruth Lilly and Dorothy Sargent Rosenberg Poetry 

Fellowship from the Poetry Foundation and, in 2018, the first annual 

Author and Artist in Justice Award from the Phillips Brooks House 

Association. He currently lives in New York City.

KeY CONTexT Like many countries, the United States offers citizenship to anyone born on U.S.

soil, a concept known as birthright citizenship. In recent years, however, the legality of birthright

citizenship has become a subject of debate.

M
er
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s 
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Mexican woman (illegal) and Mexican man (illegal) have

a Mexican (illegal)-American (citizen).

Is the baby more Mexican or American?

Place the baby in the arms of the mother (illegal).

If the mother holds the baby (citizen)

too long, does the baby become illegal?
5
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An emphasis on the full-length works 
that are integral to the AP® course.

This edition includes 5 full-length works:
• Susan Glaspell, Trifles
• Nella Larsen, Passing
• William Shakespeare, Hamlet
• August Wilson, Fences
• Mary Shelley, Frankenstein

Essential Support for Developing Sophisticated Literary Arguments

Texts in Context provide support for developing 
nuanced interpretations of Classic Texts.
Designed specifically to broaden student understanding of complex, 
classic works of literature, Texts in Context sections ask students 
to apply high-level thinking skills to a collection of fiction, poetry, 
nonfiction, and visual texts that provide new insights into the chapter’s 
Classic Text. Exploring connections between, among, and beyond the 
Texts in Context encourages students to consider the Classic Text in a 
new light—and guides them to deeper, more nuanced interpretations of 
its meaning that take into account a variety of literary, artistic, cultural, 
political, and historical issues. Through a series of questions and writing 
prompts, students are invited to enter the literary conversation and 
express their viewpoints on the big ideas reflected in these readings.

Classic Text Texts in Context

Ch. 4 Ralph Ellison, Boy on a Train (short fiction) Ralph Ellison and the Influence of the Harlem Renaissance

Ch. 5 William Shakespeare, Sonnet 147 (poetry) William Shakespeare and the Sonnet Form

Ch. 6 William Shakespeare, Hamlet (drama) Hamlet and the Evolution of Character

Ch. 7 Tim O’Brien, The Things They Carried (short fiction) The Things They Carried and Voices of the Vietnam Conflict

Ch. 8 Marianne Moore, The Steeple-Jack (poetry) Marianne Moore and the Modernist Vision

Ch. 9 Mary Shelley, Frankenstein (novel) Frankenstein and the Ethics of Creation

NEW! An extensive digital library of 
full-length works gives you freedom 
to plan your year, your way.

Almost 100 full-length works, many of which 
commonly appear on the AP® Exam, are available at 
your fingertips in the LaunchPad. With these works 
to choose from, you have all the options and all of 
the support you need to plan your year.
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NEW! Features that highlight essential voices and ideas in literature across the ages.

Enrichment for Vibrant Literature

NEW! Key Context notes accompanying most texts 
help young readers navigate unfamiliar contexts that 
come with literature from other time periods and 
cultural traditions, providing a sense of the bigger 
picture. This support is key for developing readers 
and English Language Learners.

NEW! Even more visuals and outside texts engage students and enrich the 
study of challenging literature.

Emphasizing visual analysis: Images with a purpose. 
We believe that visual literacy is crucial to being able to 
understand and analyze why literature is relevant to our world, 
which is why Literature & Composition includes visual texts 
that accompany the fiction and drama in the book. These 
images are carefully chosen—each one has a clear, authentic 
pedagogical purpose and a 
critical thinking question. We 
made it our goal to carefully 
select images that inform 
the reading of a print text, 
suggest new ideas, or provide 
additional context.

Extending Beyond the Text features: 
Encouraging exploration and inspiring new 
ideas, this feature provides ways to both 
challenge well-prepared students and engage 
reluctant readers by giving students the 
opportunity to explore how the ideas of a piece 
connect with real-world issues and other texts.

NEW! TalkBacks threaded throughout the book pair 
challenging pieces of literature with thought-provoking 
responses, inviting students to explore new and nuanced 
ways of interpreting a work.
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NEW! AP® exam prep where you need it.

Building and Reinforcing AP® Skills

End-of-chapter writing practice reinforces key skills.

AP® MCQ practice at the end of each thematic 
chapter provides opportunities for formative 
assessment, class discussion, group work, and other 
in-class activities. 

AP® tips in the margins of the opening chapters 
give students memorable, on-the-spot advice for 
how to apply the reading and writing skills they’re 
learning when it comes time to take the AP® exam.

AP® FRQ exam prompts accompany all readings in the 
thematic chapters. No matter what readings you choose to 
assign, students will always be able to practice writing for 
the AP® exam.

A practice AP® exam at the back of the book makes sure 
students have the chance to practice taking a full exam.

Suggestions for Writing: Prompts for analysis, 
argument, and beyond. Suggestions for Writing 
at the end of each chapter guide students toward 
written responses that connect multiple pieces within 
the chapter or extend to pieces beyond the chapter 
or even beyond the book. Expanding on the AP 
Literature skills introduced in the opening chapters, 
these prompts give students the opportunity to 
practice writing in many modes, including but not 
limited to AP® Exam FRQ practice.
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NEW! Expanded question sets for all readings provide targeted practice for key 
AP® Literature skills.

The in-depth questions and writing prompts that follow each reading enable students to link reading with writing, guiding 
students from understanding what a text is about to analysis of how the content is presented and why—close literary 
analysis. Questions are tagged to the AP® Big Ideas to help you strategically choose what to assign based on student 
skill gaps and a given AP® Unit’s Essential Knowledge and Skills.

Building and Reinforcing AP® Skills

Analyzing Language, Style, and 
Structure questions ask students to look 
at craft—how the writer’s choices create 
meaning. Also tagged to specific AP® Big 
Ideas, these questions provide excellent 
scaffolding for creating literary analysis to 
support an interpretation of a text.

Topics for Composing questions 
provide extended essay and project 
ideas. These always begin with practice 
AP® exam prompts that use stable 
prompt wording. From there, they range 
from literary argumentation and analysis 
prompts to research and multimodal 
projects to creative writing and speaking 
and listening prompts for discussion.

Understanding and Interpreting 
questions lay the foundation for 
analysis. All tagged to specific AP® 
Big Ideas, these questions guide 
students to an understanding of the 
content and move them toward an 
interpretation.
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Unmatched instructor and student support.

Teacher’s Edition
The wraparound Teacher’s Edition for Literature & Composition is an 
invaluable resource for both experienced and new AP® English Literature 
teachers. Written by seasoned teachers, the Teacher’s Edition includes 
thoughtful instruction for planning, pacing, differentiating, and enlivening 
your AP® English Literature course.

Teacher’s Resource Materials
The Teacher’s Resource Materials accompany the Teacher’s Edition 
and contain materials to effectively plan the course, including a detailed 
suggested pacing guide, handouts, suggested responses to questions, 
activities, and more.

Full-Length Works Library
With nearly 100 classic and commonly taught works of literature, including 
several works that have appeared on past AP® exams, this resource is 
perfect for building the course that works best for you and your students. 

Resources for you & your students

Teacher’s Edition
Renée H. Shea

Robin Dissin Aufses
Lawrence Scanlon

Katherine E. Cordes
Carlos A. Escobar

Carol Jago

Third  
Edition

Composition 
Literature & 

Essential Voices, Essential Skills
For the AP® Course
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Digital Options

Literature & Composition is available in our fully interactive digital platform. In this platform, students can read, 
highlight, and take notes on any device, online or offline. You have the ability to assign every question from the 
book as well as supplemental quizzes and activities, and students’ results automatically sync to your gradebook. 
You can also access the Teacher’s Resource Materials, test bank, adaptive quizzing, and more.

LearningCurve, an adaptive quizzing engine, formatively assesses and improves students’ language and analysis 
skills. Through their responses, the program determines any areas of weakness and offers additional questions and 
links to e-book content to strengthen understanding and build mastery.

Assessment
The Test Bank includes several practice AP® Literature Exams. Help your students get the most out of the course 
by ensuring they have ample practice for success on the AP® Exam.
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1 | Analyzing Short Fiction

SECTION 1
Edward P. Jones, The First Day

Elements of Fiction

Character
Character Development

Activity: Analyzing Character
 James Welch, from Fools Crow

Setting

Activity: Analyzing Setting
 Khaled Hosseini, from The Kite Runner

Plot

Activity: Analyzing Plot
Narrative Perspective and Point of View

First-Person Point of View
Second-Person Point of View

Italo Calvino, from If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler
Third-Person Point of View

Katherine Mansfield, from Miss Brill
Jane Austen, from Pride and Prejudice

Activity: Analyzing Narrative Perspective and Point of View
 Louise Erdrich, from The Round House

Putting It All Together: Interpreting Major 
Elements of Fiction

Culminating Activity | Section 1
Interpreting Short Fiction: Defending a Claim with Evidence

Lydia Davis, Blind Date

SECTION 2
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, from Americanah

Close Reading: Analyzing Literary Elements 
and Techniques

Willa Cather, from My Ántonia
Diction

Activity: Analyzing Diction
 F. Scott Fitzgerald, from The Great Gatsby

Figurative Language
Imagery

Activity: Analyzing Figurative Language
 Lan Cao, from Monkey Bridge

Syntax

Activity: Analyzing Syntax
 Tommy Orange, from There There

Tone and Mood
Charles Dickens, from Bleak House

Activity:  Connecting Literary Elements and Techniques 
with Tone and Mood

 Zora Neale Hurston, from Their Eyes Were Watching God

From Reading to Writing: Crafting an AP® 
Prose Fiction Analysis Essay

Jamaica Kincaid, Girl
Preparing to Write: Annotating Short Fiction

Activity: Annotating Short Fiction
Developing a Thesis Statement
Supporting Your Thesis

Writing Topic Sentences
Developing Claims with Evidence from the Text

Activity: Writing a Body Paragraph
Revising an AP® Prose Fiction Analysis Essay
Analyzing a Sample AP® Prose Fiction Analysis Essay

Selin Selcucker, “Girl”

Activity: Providing Peer Feedback for Revision

Culminating Activity | Section 2
Crafting an AP® Prose Fiction Analysis Essay

Edith Wharton, from The House of Mirth

SECTION 3

Developing Sophistication in AP® Prose 
Fiction Analysis Essay

Analyzing Complexities and Tensions within a Text
Qualifying Your Argument

Culminating Activity | Section 3
Developing Sophistication in AP® Prose Fiction Analysis Essay

2 | Analyzing Poetry

SECTION 1

Reading for Literal Meaning
Seamus Heaney, Digging

Activity: Reading a Poem for Literal Meaning
 Christina Rossetti, Promises like Pie-Crust

Considering the Speaker: Analyzing Contrasts

Diction
Juxtaposition, Antithesis, and Paradox
Shifts

Activity: Analyzing Contrasts
 Lucille Clifton, poem to my yellow coat

Tone and Mood
Irony

Activity: Analyzing Tone and Mood
 Elizabeth Barrett Browning, My Heart and I

Table of Contents
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Reading for Detail
A. E. Housman, To an Athlete Dying Young
Figurative Language

Symbol
Imagery

Activity: Connecting Figurative Language to Meaning
 Peggy Robles-Alvarado, When I Became La Promesa

Structure
Poetic Syntax
Meter
Form

Activity: Connecting Form to Meaning
 Alice Moore Dunbar-Nelson, Sonnet

Sound
Rhyme

Activity: Connecting Sound to Meaning
 Marilyn Nelson, The Century Quilt

Putting it All Together: Connecting Poetic 
Elements of Style to Meaning

Robert Herrick, Delight in Disorder

Culminating Activity | Section 1
Interpreting Major Elements of Poetry

Paisley Rekdal, Happiness

SECTION 2

From Reading to Writing: Crafting an AP® 
Poetry Analysis Essay

Maxine Kumin, Woodchucks
Preparing to Write: Creating a Graphic Organizer

Activity: Preparing to Write about Poetry
 Major Jackson, Mighty Pawns

Developing a Thesis Statement
Supporting Your Thesis

Writing Topic Sentences
Developing Claims with Evidence from the Text
Documenting Sources

Activity: Writing a Body Paragraph
Revising an AP® Poetry Analysis Essay
Analyzing a Sample AP® Poetry Analysis Essay

Alyssa Pierangeli, “A Fall from Grace”

Activity: Providing Peer Feedback for Revision

Culminating Activity | Section 2
Crafting an AP® Poetry Analysis Essay

Major Jackson, Mighty Pawns

SECTION 3

Developing Sophistication in AP® Poetry Analysis Essay

Considering Broader Contexts
Situating Your Argument in a Broader Context

Culminating Activity | Section 3
Developing Sophistication in an AP® Poetry Analysis Essay

3 | Analyzing Longer Fiction and Drama

SECTION 1

Literary Elements of Longer Fiction and Drama

Character
George Bernard Shaw, from Pygmalion
William Shakespeare, from Richard III

Activity: Analyzing Character in Longer Fiction and Drama
Setting

Henrik Ibsen, from A Doll’s House
Historical Contexts

Jesmyn Ward, from Salvage the Bones
Social and Cultural Contexts

Zee Edgell, from Beka Lamb

Activity: Analyzing Setting in Longer Fiction and Drama
Plot

Activity: Analyzing Plot in Longer Fiction and Drama
Narrative Perspective and Point of View

Stream of Consciousness
James Joyce, from Ulysses

Layered Points of View
Suzanne Berne, from A Crime in the Neighborhood
Emily Brontë, from Wuthering Heights

Unreliable Narrators
Kazuo Ishiguro, from Never Let Me Go

Activity: Analyzing Narrative Perspective and Point 
of View in Longer Fiction and Drama

Symbol
Toni Morrison, from Song of Solomon
Symbol and Allegory

Stephen King, from The Gunslinger

Activity: Analyzing Symbol in Longer Fiction and Drama

Putting It All Together: Interpreting Theme in Longer 
Fiction and Drama

Culminating Activity | Section 1
Interpreting Longer Fiction and Drama

SECTION 2

From Reading to Writing: Crafting an AP® Literary 
Argument Essay

Susan Glaspell, Trifles
Preparing to Write an AP® Literary Argument: Analyzing 
Literary Elements

Activity: Preparing to Write an AP® Literary Argument
Developing a Thesis Statement

Moving from Summary to Interpretation
Connecting Literary Elements to Interpretation

Activity: Revising Thesis Statements
Supporting Your Thesis

Writing Topic Sentences
Supporting Your Interpretation

Activity: Writing a Body Paragraph
Revising an AP® Literary Argument Essay
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Analyzing a Sample AP® Literary Argument Essay
Fabiana Martínez, “Susan Glaspell’s Trifles”

Activity: Providing Peer Feedback for Revision

Culminating Activity | Section 2
Crafting an AP® Literary Argument Essay

SECTION 3

Developing Sophistication in AP® Literary Argument Essay

Developing Alternative Interpretations through  
Critical Lenses

Psychological Lens
Cultural Lens
Gendered Lens

Incorporating Alternative Interpretations into an Argument

Culminating Activity | Section 3
Developing Sophistication in AP® Literary Argument Essay

4 | Identity & Culture

Chapter Introduction: AP® Unit 4 / Short Fiction II

Central Text  Jhumpa Lahiri, Interpreter of Maladies 
(short fiction)

Classic Text Ralph Ellison, Boy on a Train (short fiction)

Texts in Context: Ralph Ellison and the Influence 
of the Harlem Renaissance
1. Alain Locke, from The New Negro (nonfiction)
2. Countee Cullen, Heritage (poetry)
3. Zora Neale Hurston, Spunk (short fiction)
4. Langston Hughes, I look at the world (poetry)
5. Jacob Lawrence, Migration Series #3 (painting)

Short Fiction
Nathaniel Hawthorne, Young Goodman Brown

Joyce Carol Oates, Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been?

Nadine Gordimer, Homage

Chimamada Ngozi Adichie, Apollo

Nafissa Thompson-Spires, Belles Lettres

Weike Wang, The Trip

Sakinah Hofler, Erasure

Poetry
John Milton, When I consider how my light is Spent

 TalkBack | Emma Lazarus, City Visions I

Emily Dickinson, I’m Nobody! Who are you?

Gwendolyn Brooks, We Real Cool

Mahmoud Darwish, Identity Card

Kamau Brathwaite, Ogun

Natasha Trethewey, Southern History

Natalie Diaz, The Facts of Art

Molly Rose Quinn, Dolorosa

Gregory Pardlo, Written by Himself

Quan Barry, loose strife [Somebody says draw a map]

Jose Olivarez, (citizen) (illegal)

Alexis Aceves Garcia, AQUí HAY TODO MIJA

AP® Multiple-Choice Practice
Jhumpa Lahiri, from Interpreter of Maladies

Ralph Ellison, from Boy on a Train

Suggestions for Writing: Identity & Culture

5 | Love & Relationships 

Chapter Introduction: AP® Unit 5 / Poetry II

Central Text Terrance Hayes, Wind in a Box (poetry)

Classic Text  William Shakespeare, My love is as a fever, 
longing still (Sonnet 147) (poetry)

Texts in Context: William Shakespeare 
and the Sonnet Form
1. Edward Hirsch, My Own Acquaintance (nonfiction)
2.  William Shakespeare, My mistress’ eyes are nothing 

like the sun (poetry)
3.  William Wordsworth, Nuns Fret Not at Their Convent’s 

Narrow Room (poetry)
4.  Elizabeth Barrett Browning, The Face of All the World 

(Sonnet 7) (poetry)
5. Claude McKay, America (poetry)
6. Marilyn Nelson, How I Discovered Poetry (poetry)
7.  Julian Talamantez Brolaski, What to Say Upon Being 

Asked to Be Friends (poetry)
8. David Baker, Peril Sonnet (poetry)
9. Oliver de la Paz, Diaspora Sonnet 40 (poetry)

Short Fiction
James Joyce, Araby

William Faulkner, A Rose for Emily

Maxine Clair, The Creation

Kirsten Valdez Quade, Jubilee

Poetry
Sir Thomas Wyatt, They flee from me

Sir Philip Sidney, Leave me, O Love, which reachest but to dust

John Donne, A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning
 TalkBack | Adrienne Rich, A Valediction Forbidding Mourning

John Donne, The Flea

Robert Herrick, To the Virgins, to Make Much of Time

Anne Bradstreet, To My Dear and Loving Husband
 TalkBack | Rebecca Hazelton, My Husband

Andrew Marvell, Mower’s Song

Lord Byron, She Walks in Beauty

John Keats, Bright Star, would I were stedfast as thou art—

Emily Dickinson, Wild Nights, Wild Nights

T. S. Eliot, The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock

Rainer Maria Rilke, Untitled [Do you still remember: falling stars]

Edna St. Vincent Millay, Love is not all

Frank O’Hara, Having a Coke with You

Margaret Atwood, Siren Song

Elizabeth Bishop, One Art

Billy Collins, Weighing the Dog

Dana Gioia, Summer Storm

Major Jackson, Urban Renewal XVIII
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Ross Gay, Say It

Warsan Shire, For Women Who Are Difficult to Love

Aimee Nezhukumatathil, Chess

Tracy K. Smith, Wade in the Water

Chen Chen, I Invite My Parents to a Dinner Party

Amy Alvarez, How to Date a White Boy

Denice Frohman, Lady Jordan

AP® Multiple-Choice Practice
Terrance Hayes, Wind in a Box

William Shakespeare, My love is as a fever, longing still

Suggestions for Writing: Love & Relationships

6 | Conformity & Rebellion

Chapter Introduction: AP® Unit 6 / Longer Fiction and Drama II

Central Text Nella Larsen, Passing (novel)

Classic Text William Shakespeare, Hamlet (drama)

Texts in Context: Hamlet and the Evolution of Character
1. Marjorie Garber, from Hamlet: The Matter of Character (nonfiction)
2. William Hazlitt, from Characters of Shakespeare’s Plays (nonfiction)
3. C. S. Lewis, from Hamlet: The Prince or the Poem? (nonfiction)
4. Zbigniew Herbert, Elegy of Fortinbras (poetry)

Short Fiction
Herman Melville, Bartleby, the Scrivener: A Story of Wall Street

Te-Ping Chen, Lulu

Poetry
Alexander Pope, Sound and Sense

Percy Bysshe Shelley, Song: To the Men of England

Emily Dickinson, Much Madness is divinest Sense

Constantine Cavafy, Waiting for the Barbarians

Wallace Stevens, The Emperor of Ice Cream

Dylan Thomas, Do not go gentle into that good night

Anne Sexton, Her Kind

Allen Ginsberg, Is About

Carol Ann Duffy, Penelope
 TalkBack | A. E. Stallings, The Wife of the Man of Many Wiles

Harryette Mullen, We Are Not Responsible

Robin Coste Lewis, Art & Craft

Jamila Woods, Ghazal for White Hen Pantry

Kristiana Rae Colon, a remix for remembrance

Laura Da’, Passive Voice

Nathalie Handal, Ways of Rebelling

Taylor Johnson, Trans Is Against Nostalgia

Jericho Brown, Crossing

Elisa Gonzalez, Failed Essay on Privilege

Danielle DeTiberius, The Artist Signs Her Masterpiece, Immodestly
  TalkBack |  Carravaggio, Judith Beheading Holofernes  

(painting) & Artemesia Gentileschi,  
Judith Beheading Holofernes (painting)

Jason Reynolds, Match

AP® Multiple-Choice Practice

Nella Larsen, from Passing

William Shakespeare, from Hamlet

Suggestions for Writing: Conformity & Rebellion

7 | War & Peace 

Chapter Introduction: AP® Unit 7 / Short Fiction III

Central Text  Edwidge Danticat, The Book of the Dead 
(short fiction)

Classic Text  Tim O’Brien, The Things They Carried 
(short fiction)

Texts in Context:  The Things They Carried and Voices 
of the Vietnam Conflict

1. Viet Thanh Nguyen, True War Stories (nonfiction)
2. Bao Ninh, Savage Winds (short fiction)
3. Quan Barry, Napalm (poetry)
4.  Hai-Dang Phan, My Father’s “Norton Introduction to Literature,” 

Third Edition (1981) (poetry)
5. Paul Tran, East Mountain View (poetry)
6. Ann Le, Between Home and Here: Woman Soldier (collage)

Short Fiction
Leo Tolstoy, After the Dance

Cynthia Ozick, The Shawl

Louise Erdrich, The Red Convertible

Bharati Mukherjee, The Management of Grief

Scholastique Mukasonga, Grief

Jamil Jan Kochai, Playing Metal Gear Solid V: The Phantom Pain

Poetry
Richard Lovelace, To Lucasta, Going to the Wars

  TalkBack |  Robert Graves, To Lucasta on Going to  
the War—for the Fourth Time

Julia Ward Howe, Battle Hymn of the Republic

Thomas Hardy, A Wife in London (December, 1899)
 TalkBack | Yusef Komunyakaa, Between Days

Siegfried Sassoon, Lamentations

Wilfred Owen, Dulce et Decorum Est
 TalkBack | Dunya Mikhail, The War Works Hard

Anna Akhmatova, The First Long-Range Artillery Shell in Leningrad

Henry Reed, Naming of Parts

Wisława Syzmborska, The Terrorist, He Watches

Claribel Alegría, Not Yet

Naomi Shihab Nye, For Mohammed Zeid of Gaza, Age 15

Brian Turner, Sadiq

Jill McDonough, Twelve-Hour Shifts

Amit Majmudar, True Believer

Solmaz Sharif, Reaching Guantánamo

Amorak Huey, We Were All Odysseus in Those Days

Nikky Finney, A New Day Dawns

AP® Multiple-Choice Practice
Edwidge Danticat, from The Book of the Dead

Tim O’Brien, from The Things They Carried

Suggestions for Writing: War & Peace
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8 | Home & Family

Chapter introduction: AP® Unit 8 / Poetry III

Central Text Richard Blanco, Mother Country (poetry)

Classic Text Marianne Moore, The Steeple-Jack (poetry)

Texts in Context:  Marianne Moore and the 
Modernist Vision

1. T. S. Eliot, from Tradition and the Individual Talent (nonfiction)
2. Robert Burns, A Red, Red Rose (poetry)
3. H. D., Sea Rose (poetry)
4.  Amy Lowell, A London Thoroughfare. 2 A.M. & The Emperor’s 

Garden (poetry)
5. Fernand Leger, La Ville (“The City”) (painting)
6. Virginia Woolf, from Mrs. Dalloway (fiction)

Short Fiction
Tillie Olsen, I Stand Here Ironing

Helena María Viramontes, The Moths

Laura van den Berg, Lessons

Rivers Solomon, Prudent Girls

Poetry
Ben Jonson, On My First Son

Anne Bradstreet, Before the Birth of One of Her Children

William Wordsworth, We Are Seven

Langston Hughes, Mother to Son

Theodore Roethke, My Papa’s Waltz

Robert Hayden, Those Winter Sundays
 TalkBack | Threa Almontaser, A Mother’s Mouth Illuminated

Richard Wilbur, The Writer

Gladys Cardiff, Combing

Mary Oliver, The Black Walnut Tree

Ruth Stone, Pokeberries

Marilyn Chin, Turtle Soup

Li-Young Lee, The Hammock

Mohja Kahf,  My Grandmother Washes Her Feet  
in the Sink of the Bathroom at Sears

Victoria Redel, Bedecked

Heid Erdrich, Intimate Detail

Rita Dove, Family Reunion

Adrienne Su, Peaches

Hafizah Geter, The Widower

Ada Limón, The Raincoat

Saeed Jones, A Stranger

AP® Multiple-Choice Practice
Richard Blanco, Mother Country

Marianne Moore, The Steeple-Jack

Suggestions for Writing: Home & Family

9 | Tradition & Progress

Chapter introduction: AP® Unit 9 / Longer Fiction 
and Drama III

Central Text August Wilson, Fences (drama)

Classic Text Mary Shelley, Frankenstein (novel)

Texts in Context:  Frankenstein and the 
Ethics of Creation

1. Stephen Jay Gould, from The Monster’s Human Nature (nonfiction)
2. Brain Aldiss, Super-Toys Last All Summer Long (fiction)
3. Jon Turney, from Frankenstein’s Footsteps (nonfiction)
4. Janet Allinger, Frankenstein Drives a Tesla (illustration)

Short Fiction
Flannery O’Connor, A Good Man Is Hard to Find

Alice Walker, Everyday Use

Naguib Mahfouz, Half a Day

Hanif Kureishi, We’re Not Jews

Poetry
Thomas Gray, Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard

William Blake, London

William Wordsworth, The World Is Too Much with Us
 TalkBack |  Joy Harjo, For Calling the Spirit Back from  

Wandering the Earth in Its Human Feet

Walt Whitman, Mannahatta
 TalkBack | Carl Sandburg, Chicago

Matthew Arnold, Dover Beach

Gerard Manley Hopkins, God’s Grandeur

Emily Dickinson, Crumbling is not an instant’s Act

Robert Frost, Mending Wall

William Butler Yeats, The Second Coming

Czesław Miłosz, Dedication
  TalkBack |  Matthew Olzmann, Letter Beginning with  

Two Lines by Czesław Miłosz

Seamus Heaney, Bogland

Yehuda Amichai, The Eve of Rosh Hashanah

Franny Choi, Gentrifier

Rajiv Mohabir, Why Whales Are Back in New York City

Terrance Hayes, Pseudacris Crucifer

Juan Felipe Herrera, i want to speak of unity

AP® Multiple-Choice Practice
August Wilson, from Fences

Mary Shelley, from Frankenstein

Suggestions for Writing: Tradition & Progress

Practice AP® English Literature and Composition Exam

Glossary/Glosario

MLA Guide to a List of Works Cited

Index 
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        Identity and Culture             

  What makes us who we are? While our identity is shaped by our interests, 

personality, and talents, much of how we define ourselves depends on the culture 

that surrounds us. Gender, race, age, religion, national allegiance, geography, language, 

class, and ethnicity all play a role. In this chapter, the readings explore the many 

different ways that culture influences who we are. 

 Is defining identity based along individual and cultural lines a divisive or a constructive 

force in society? In every generation, immigrants assimilate to the life of their new 

homeland — but they also proudly maintain their traditions and weave their identities into 

the fabric of the culture they have joined. Some argue for cosmopolitanism — for people 

to be citizens of the world — to foster a greater sense of shared identity. Would that 

discourage cultural discrimination and bias, or would it erode local community values and 

ties? In contemporary literature, cross-cultural writers such as Jhumpa Lahiri, who is 

Indian American, are part of the canon of the twenty-first century. Her characters and their 

level of comfort in more than one culture reflect the benefits and difficulties of living in a 

global community. Lahiri’s “Interpreter of Maladies,” as well as other stories in this 

chapter, asks: do we create an identity — or inherit one? 

 “Boy on a Train” an early short story by Ralph Ellison, invites us to consider how 

children find their identity, as well as the roles that family and the outside world have in 

the development of that identity. The drama of that discovery is played out, aptly 

enough, on a train ride that mirrors the young protagonist’s journey toward a new home 

and a new sense of who he is or could become. Other stories in this chapter, like Nathaniel 

Hawthorne’s nineteenth-century tale of Puritan temptation and betrayal in “Young 

Goodman Brown” and Nobel Laureate Nadine Gordimer’s fictionalization of a European 

political assassination in 1986, explore the ways that what we do changes who we are. 

The chapter also includes work by contemporary writers such as Chimamanda Ngozi 

Adichie and Weike Wang, whose stories raise some haunting questions about whether 

being yourself or hiding yourself comes at a higher cost. In Sakinah Hofler’s surreal story 
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“Erasure,” we’ll consider the ways in which we construct ourselves in opposition to 

others — and how this can foster a sense of community yet limit our perspectives. Nafissa 

Thompson-Spires’s “Belles Lettres” examines what happens when a privileged position as 

“the only” is threatened. Many of the poems in this chapter explore identities that are not 

shaped by culture but are in conflict with it, such as Emily Dickinson’s “I’m Nobody! Who 

are you?,” Kamau Brathwaite’s “Ogun,” and Mahmoud Darwish’s “Identity Card.” Some, 

such as Natalie Diaz’s “The Facts of Art” and Gregory Pardlo’s “Written by Himself,” 

confront one-dimensional narratives. Others continue to explore the identity both forced 

and forged in the experience of merging, even colliding cultures; these include José 

Olivarez in “(citizen) (illegal),” Quan Barry in “loose strife [Somebody says draw a map],” 

and Alexis Aceves Garcia in “AQUÍ HAY TODO, MIJA.” The conflicts and struggles 

between and within the characters in these texts reflect just some of the vast array of 

real-life experiences that form integral parts of our identities.

To understand and fully appreciate the wide array of short fiction in this chapter, let’s 

turn to the Big Ideas, Skills, and Essential Knowledge in Unit 4 of the AP® English Literature 

and Composition course. This unit focuses on aspects of Character, Setting, Structure, 

Narration, and Literary Argumentation. You may want to review these fundamentals of 

reading and writing about fiction that we covered in Chapter 1 as you deepen your analysis 

of how authors develop perspectives, plots, and conflicts that are complex and nuanced. 

While the questions after all of the readings in this chapter ask you to examine how several 

different literary elements and techniques work together to create meaning, we will preview 

how they work in the Classic Text for this chapter: “Boy on a Train.” As you study and 

discuss both this story and the Central Text, “Interpreter of Maladies,” you will delve further 

into how the writers’ art and craft bring the struggle for an authentic identity to life.

AP® Big Idea: Character
In “Boy on a Train,” Ralph Ellison develops complex characters whose thoughts and actions 

reveal and disrupt patterns, just as people in the real world do. Specific textual details of 

characters’ appearance, actions, speech, and behavior reveal their values. The protagonist 

of the story is James, an African American child traveling with his mother and younger 

brother. As Ellison reveals the young protagonist’s self-doubt, anxiety, and feelings of loss 

alongside his hopes for the future, he explores the tension of leaving childhood comforts, 

facing the dangers of a hostile world, and deciding who he wants to be. Ultimately, the extent 

to which the conflict within young James in “Boy on a Train” is resolved becomes a question 

to explore as you develop your own interpretation of the story’s meaning. To review character 
in short fiction, see pages 5–8 of Chapter 1: Analyzing Short Fiction.

AP® Big Idea: Setting
More than time and place, the setting in short fiction conveys vivid, and specific, social 

and cultural values. “Boy on a Train,” set on a segregated train moving through Oklahoma 

in 1924, not only establishes the atmosphere of the narrative but invites an inquiry 

into the values that place in fiction can represent. Through the relationship between 

the main characters and the setting — both the train car and the boy’s memories of  
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Oklahoma City — Ellison explores how the environments we grow up in shape our 

perspectives and sense of ourselves in fundamental ways, no matter how far from them we 

travel. To review setting in short fiction, see pages 8–10 of Chapter 1: Analyzing Short Fiction.

AP® Big Idea: Structure
The structure of a short story can provide a unique window into how the arrangement of 

events form patterns that affect our interpretation of its meaning. Although “Boy on a 

Train” has a linear plot, readers are taken both to James’s past and possible future in a 

literal journey that takes on symbolic significance. These shifts, which often introduce 

conflicts between and within the characters, are often signaled by what the protagonist 

sees from the window of the moving train. In revealing specific details of James’s life via 

flashback and foreshadowing that contrast the past, present, and the future the 

protagonist imagines for himself, Ellison molds our understanding of what they mean. The 

glimpses readers see of James’s and his family’s history helps readers understand the full 

complexity of his experience and the changes he undergoes as the plot unfolds. To review 
plot structure in short fiction, see pages 10–13 of Chapter 1: Analyzing Short Fiction.

AP® Big Idea: Narration
Who narrates a story influences how we experience and interpret it. What is the 

emotional investment of the narrator in the events and characters in a story? From what 

narrative distance does the story reach us, its readers? Answering these questions 

requires careful analysis of how writers convey perspective. In “Boy on a Train,” Ellison 

chooses a third person limited omniscient narrator, one who is privy to the thoughts of the 

protagonist — and occasionally his mother — during their journey. James’s point of view 

affects what we as readers know about each of the characters in the story, and his unique 

perspective on the people around him and the events of his journey is what shapes the 

tone of the narrative. However, the third person narrator provides enough distance from 

James’s perspective for readers to form a fuller picture. In addition to the characters’ 

thoughts, we learn information about the other people on the train, we see the scenery 

outside the window, and even make inferences about the societal conditions that affect 

the traveling characters. Through this narrative lens, readers are able to see both within 

and beyond the reach of characters’ thoughts, enabling them to see a full picture of the 

world they inhabit. To review narrative perspective and point of view in short fiction, see 
pages 13–18 of Chapter 1: Analyzing Short Fiction.

AP® Big Idea: Literary Argumentation
Each of these Big Ideas of storytelling provides an important angle into a work of short 

fiction. As you read the stories in this chapter, you will be asked to write about how these 

elements work together to create meaning. In other words, you will develop your own 

interpretation of works of literature based on evidence from the text. As you learned in 

Chapter 1, this process of literary argumentation begins with developing a defensible 

thesis statement and then supporting it with textual evidence and commentary. As you 

read and write about each story, keep in mind that you must choose this evidence 
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strategically and purposefully to illustrate, clarify, qualify, or amplify a point. While this 

textual evidence comes from the story itself, the commentary is where your voice as the 

interpreter of a fictional text comes through. This is the glue that holds your argument 

together: it explains the logical reasoning that connects the evidence to the interpretation 

you articulate in your thesis. To review the process of writing an AP® Short Fiction 
Analysis Essay, see pages 36–49 of Chapter 1: Analyzing Short Fiction.

As you read and analyze the works of literature in this chapter, you’ll learn more about how 

people from different time periods and backgrounds define themselves or struggle to do so. 

You’ll see how, in some cases, the culture of family, nationality, religion, gender, or ethnicity 

supports that identity; in others, how it challenges or even thwarts it. Your understanding of 

the fiction writer’s craft will advance your own skills of analysis and interpretation.

Guided Reading for “Interpreter of Maladies”
As you read the Central Text in this chapter, “Interpreter of Maladies” by Jhumpa Lahiri 
(p. 169), keep track of your observations and questions about how the following Big 
Ideas take shape in Lahiri’s short story.

AP® Big Idea Observations Questions

Character

Setting

Structure

Narration

activity

AP® Unit 4 Alignment at a Glance

Central Text / Jhumpa Lahiri, Interpreter of Maladies (short fiction) pp. 169–186

Classic Text / Ralph Ellison, Boy on a Train (short fiction) pp. 187–196

Short Fiction pp. 215–286

AP® Multiple-Choice Practice pp. 321–325
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      Central Text  

young, perhaps not even thirty. In addition to 

Tina they had two boys, Ronny and Bobby, who 

appeared very close in age and had teeth 

covered in a network of flashing silver wires. 

The family looked Indian but dressed as 

foreigners did, the children in stiff, brightly 

colored clothing and caps with translucent 

visors. Mr. Kapasi was accustomed to foreign 

tourists; he was assigned to them regularly 

because he could speak English. Yesterday he 

had driven an elderly couple from Scotland, 

both with spotted faces and fluffy white hair so 

thin it exposed their sunburnt scalps. In 

comparison, the tanned, youthful faces of Mr. 

and Mrs. Das were all the more striking. When 

he’d introduced himself, Mr. Kapasi had pressed 

his palms together in greeting, but Mr. Das 

squeezed hands like an American so that 

Mr. Kapasi felt it in his elbow. Mrs. Das, for her 

part, had flexed one side of her mouth, smiling 

dutifully at Mr. Kapasi, without displaying any 

interest in him. 

 At the tea stall Mr. and Mrs. Das bickered 

about who should take Tina to the toilet. 

Eventually Mrs. Das relented when Mr. Das 

pointed out that he had given the girl her bath 

the night before. In the rearview mirror 

Mr. Kapasi watched as Mrs. Das emerged slowly 

from his bulky white Ambassador, dragging her 

shaved, largely bare legs across the back seat. 

She did not hold the little girl’s hand as they 

walked to the rest room. 

 They were on their way to see the Sun 

Temple at Konarak. It was a dry, bright 

Saturday, the mid-July heat tempered by a 

steady ocean breeze, ideal weather for 

sightseeing. Ordinarily Mr. Kapasi would not 

have stopped so soon along the way, but less 

than five minutes after he’d picked up the family 

that morning in front of Hotel Sandy Villa, the 

little girl had complained. The first thing 

Mr. Kapasi had noticed when he saw Mr. and 

Mrs. Das, standing with their children under the 

portico of the hotel, was that they were very 

   Interpreter of Maladies  
   Jhumpa Lahiri             

  Born in London in 1967, Jhumpa Lahiri immigrated with her Bengali 

parents to Boston and then Kingston, Rhode Island. She received a 

BA in English literature from Barnard College and graduated from 

Boston University with master’s degrees in English, creative writing, 

and comparative literature and a PhD in Renaissance studies. Lahiri 

has garnered critical acclaim and commercial success with two 

short-story collections —  Interpreter of Maladies  (1999) and 

 Unaccustomed Earth  (2008) — and two novels,  The Namesake  (2003) and  The Lowland  

(2013). Her debut story collection,  Interpreter of Maladies , won the PEN/Hemingway Award 

and the 2000 Pulitzer Prize for Fiction, making Lahiri the youngest person ever to win that 

prestigious award. Lahiri feels strong ties to England, India, and the United States, yet says, 

“No country is my motherland. I always find myself in exile in whichever country I travel 

to. . . .” She explores this theme in much of her fiction, including this title story from 

 Interpreter of Maladies .  
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As they waited at the tea stall, Ronny, who 

looked like the older of the two boys, clambered 

suddenly out of the back seat, intrigued by a goat 

tied to a stake in the ground.

“Don’t touch it,” Mr. Das said. He glanced up 

from his paperback tour book, which said 

“INDIA” in yellow letters and looked as if it had 

been published abroad. His voice, somehow 

tentative and a little shrill, sounded as though it 

had not yet settled into maturity.

“I want to give it a piece of gum,” the boy 

called back as he trotted ahead.

Mr. Das stepped out of the car and stretched 

his legs by squatting briefly to the ground. A 

clean-shaven man, he looked exactly like a 

magnified version of Ronny. He had a sapphire 

blue visor, and was dressed in shorts, sneakers, 

and a T-shirt. The camera slung around his neck, 

with an impressive telephoto lens and 

numerous buttons and markings, was the only 

complicated thing he wore. He frowned, 

watching as Ronny rushed toward the goat, but 

appeared to have no intention of intervening. 

“Bobby, make sure that your brother doesn’t do 

anything stupid.”

“I don’t feel like it,” Bobby said, not moving. 

He was sitting in the front seat beside Mr. 

Kapasi, studying a picture of the elephant god 

taped to the glove compartment.

“No need to worry,” Mr. Kapasi said. “They 

are quite tame.” Mr. Kapasi was forty-six years 

old, with receding hair that had gone completely 

silver, but his butterscotch complexion and his 

unlined brow, which he treated in spare 

moments to dabs of lotus-oil balm, made it easy 

to imagine what he must have looked like at an 

earlier age. He wore gray trousers and a 

matching jacket-style shirt, tapered at the waist, 

with short sleeves and a large pointed collar, 

made of a thin but durable synthetic material. 

He had specified both the cut and the fabric to 

his tailor — it was his preferred uniform for 

giving tours because it did not get crushed 

during his long hours behind the wheel. 

Through the windshield he watched as Ronny 

circled around the goat, touched it quickly on its 

side, then trotted back to the car.

“You left India as a child?” Mr. Kapasi asked 

when Mr. Das had settled once again into the 

passenger seat.

“Oh, Mina and I were both born in America,” 

Mr. Das announced with an air of sudden 

confidence. “Born and raised. Our parents live 

here now, in Assansol. They retired. We visit 

them every couple years.” He turned to watch as 

the little girl ran toward the car, the wide purple 

bows of her sundress flopping on her narrow 

brown shoulders. She was holding to her chest a 

doll with yellow hair that looked as if it had been 

chopped, as a punitive measure, with a pair of 

dull scissors. “This is Tina’s first trip to India, 

isn’t it, Tina?”

“I don’t have to go to the bathroom 

anymore,” Tina announced.

“Where’s Mina?” Mr. Das asked.

Mr. Kapasi found it strange that Mr. Das 

should refer to his wife by her first name when 

speaking to the little girl. Tina pointed to where 

Mrs. Das was purchasing something from one of 

the shirtless men who worked at the tea stall. 

Mr. Kapasi heard one of the shirtless men sing a 

phrase from a popular Hindi love song as Mrs. 

Das walked back to the car, but she did not 

appear to understand the words of the song, for 

she did not express irritation, or embarrassment, 

or react in any other way to the man’s 

declarations.

He observed her. She wore a 

red-and-white-checkered skirt that stopped 

above her knees, slip-on shoes with a square 

wooden heel, and a close-fitting blouse styled 

like a man’s undershirt. The blouse was 

decorated at chest-level with a calico appliqué 

in the shape of a strawberry. She was a short 

woman, with small hands like paws, her frosty 

pink fingernails painted to match her lips, and 

was slightly plump in her figure. Her hair, shorn 

only a little longer than her husband’s, was 

5
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parted far to one side. She was wearing large 

dark brown sunglasses with a pinkish tint to 

them, and carried a big straw bag, almost as big 

as her torso, shaped like a bowl, with a water 

bottle poking out of it. She walked slowly, 

carrying some puffed rice tossed with peanuts 

and chili peppers in a large packet made from 

newspapers. Mr. Kapasi turned to Mr. Das.

“Where in America do you live?”

“New Brunswick, New Jersey.”

“Next to New York.”

“Exactly. I teach middle school there.”

“What subject?”

“Science. In fact, every year I take my 

students on a trip to the Museum of Natural 

History in New York City. In a way we have a lot 

in common, you could say, you and I. How long 

have you been a tour guide, Mr. Kapasi?”

“Five years.”

Mrs. Das reached the car. “How long’s the 

trip?” she asked, shutting the door.

“About two and a half hours,” Mr. Kapasi 

replied.

At this Mrs. Das gave an impatient sigh, as if 

she had been traveling her whole life without 

pause. She fanned herself with a folded Bombay 

film magazine written in English.

“I thought that the Sun Temple is only 

eighteen miles north of Puri,” Mr. Das said, 

tapping on the tour book.

“The roads to Konarak are poor. Actually it is 

a distance of fifty-two miles,” Mr. Kapasi 

explained.

Mr. Das nodded, readjusting the camera 

strap where it had begun to chafe the back of 

his neck.

Before starting the ignition, Mr. Kapasi 

reached back to make sure the cranklike locks 

on the inside of each of the back doors were 

secured. As soon as the car began to move the 

little girl began to play with the lock on her side, 

clicking it with some effort forward and 

backward, but Mrs. Das said nothing to stop her. 

She sat a bit slouched at one end of the back 

seat, not offering her puffed rice to anyone. 

Ronny and Tina sat on either side of her, both 

snapping bright green gum.

“Look,” Bobby said as the car began to gather 

speed. He pointed with his finger to the tall trees 

that lined the road. “Look.”

“Monkeys!” Ronny shrieked. “Wow!”

They were seated in groups along the 

branches, with shining black faces, silver bodies, 

horizontal eyebrows, and crested heads. Their 

long gray tails dangled like a series of ropes 

among the leaves. A few scratched themselves 

with black leathery hands, or swung their feet, 

staring as the car passed.

“We call them the hanuman,” Mr. Kapasi 

said. “They are quite common in the area.”

As soon as he spoke, one of the monkeys 

leaped into the middle of the road, causing Mr. 

Kapasi to brake suddenly. Another bounced 

onto the hood of the car, then sprang away. Mr. 

Kapasi beeped his horn. The children began to 

get excited, sucking in their breath and covering 

their faces partly with their hands. They had 

never seen monkeys outside of a zoo, Mr. Das 

explained. He asked Mr. Kapasi to stop the car so 

that he could take a picture.

While Mr. Das adjusted his telephoto lens, 

Mrs. Das reached into her straw bag and pulled 

out a bottle of colorless nail polish, which she 

proceeded to stroke on the tip of her index finger.

The little girl stuck out a hand. “Mine too. 

Mommy, do mine too.”

“Leave me alone,” Mrs. Das said, blowing on 

her nail and turning her body slightly. “You’re 

making me mess up.”

The little girl occupied herself by buttoning 

and unbuttoning a pinafore on the doll’s 

plastic body.

“All set,” Mr. Das said, replacing the lens cap.

The car rattled considerably as it raced along 

the dusty road, causing them all to pop up from 

their seats every now and then, but Mrs. Das 

continued to polish her nails. Mr. Kapasi eased 

up on the accelerator, hoping to produce a 
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smoother ride. When he reached for the 

gearshift the boy in front accommodated him by 

swinging his hairless knees out of the way. Mr. 

Kapasi noted that this boy was slightly paler than 

the other children. “Daddy, why is the driver 

sitting on the wrong side in this car, too?” the 

boy asked.

“They all do that here, dummy,” Ronny said.

“Don’t call your brother a dummy,” Mr. Das 

said. He turned to Mr. Kapasi. “In America, you 

know . . . it confuses them.”

“Oh yes, I am well aware,” Mr. Kapasi said. 

As delicately as he could, he shifted gears again, 

accelerating as they approached a hill in the 

road. “I see it on Dallas, the steering wheels are 

on the left-hand side.”

“What’s Dallas?” Tina asked, banging her 

now naked doll on the seat behind Mr. Kapasi.

“It went off the air,” Mr. Das explained. “It’s a 

television show.”

They were all like siblings, Mr. Kapasi 

thought as they passed a row of date trees. 

Mr. and Mrs. Das behaved like an older brother 

and sister, not parents. It seemed that they were 

in charge of the children only for the day; it was 

hard to believe they were regularly responsible 

for anything other than themselves. Mr. Das 

tapped on his lens cap, and his tour book, 

dragging his thumbnail occasionally across the 

pages so that they made a scraping sound. 

Mrs. Das continued to polish her nails. She had 

still not removed her sunglasses. Every now and 

then Tina renewed her plea that she wanted her 

nails done, too, and so at one point Mrs. Das 

flicked a drop of polish on the little girl’s finger 

before depositing the bottle back inside her 

straw bag.

“Isn’t this an air-conditioned car?” she 

asked, still blowing on her hand. The window 

on Tina’s side was broken and could not be 

rolled down.

“Quit complaining,” Mr. Das said. “It isn’t 

so hot.”

“I told you to get a car with air-conditioning,” 

Mrs. Das continued. “Why do you do this, Raj, 

just to save a few stupid rupees. What are you 

saving us, fifty cents?”

Their accents sounded just like the ones Mr. 

Kapasi heard on American television programs, 

though not like the ones on Dallas.

“Doesn’t it get tiresome, Mr. Kapasi, showing 

people the same thing every day?” Mr. Das 

asked, rolling down his own window all the way. 

“Hey, do you mind stopping the car. I just want 

to get a shot of this guy.”

Mr. Kapasi pulled over to the side of the road 

as Mr. Das took a picture of a barefoot man, his 

head wrapped in a dirty turban, seated on top of 

a cart of grain sacks pulled by a pair of bullocks. 

Both the man and the bullocks were emaciated. 

In the back seat Mrs. Das gazed out another 

window, at the sky, where nearly transparent 

clouds passed quickly in front of one another.

“I look forward to it, actually,” Mr. Kapasi 

said as they continued on their way. “The Sun 

Temple is one of my favorite places. In that way 

it is a reward for me. I give tours on Fridays and 

Saturdays only. I have another job during the 

week.”

“Oh? Where?” Mr. Das asked.

“I work in a doctor’s office.”

“You’re a doctor?”

“I am not a doctor. I work with one. As an 

interpreter.”

“What does a doctor need an interpreter for?”

“He has a number of Gujarati patients. My 

father was Gujarati, but many people do not 

speak Gujarati in this area, including the doctor. 

And so the doctor asked me to work in his office, 

interpreting what the patients say.”

“Interesting. I’ve never heard of anything 

like that.” Mr. Das said.

Mr. Kapasi shrugged. “It is a job like any 

other.”

“But so romantic,” Mrs. Das said dreamily, 

breaking her extended silence. She lifted her 
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pinkish brown sunglasses and arranged them on 

top of her head like a tiara. For the first time, her 

eyes met Mr. Kapasi’s in the rearview mirror: 

pale, a bit small, their gaze fixed but drowsy.

Mr. Das craned to look at her. “What’s so 

romantic about it?”

“I don’t know. Something.” She shrugged, 

knitting her brows together for an instant. 

“Would you like a piece of gum, Mr. Kapasi?” she 

asked brightly. She reached into her straw bag 

and handed him a small square wrapped in 

green-and-white-striped paper. As soon as 

Mr. Kapasi put the gum in his mouth a thick 

sweet liquid burst onto his tongue.

“Tell us more about your job, Mr. Kapasi,” 

Mrs. Das said.

“What would you like to know, madame?”

“I don’t know,” she shrugged, munching on 

some puffed rice and licking the mustard oil 

from the corners of her mouth. “Tell us a typical 

situation.” She settled back in her seat, her head 

tilted in a patch of sun, and closed her eyes.

“I want to picture what happens.”

“Very well. The other day a man came in 

with a pain in his throat.”

“Did he smoke cigarettes?”

“No. It was very curious. He complained that 

he felt as if there were long pieces of straw stuck 

in his throat. When I told the doctor he was able 

to prescribe the proper medication.”

“That’s so neat.”

“Yes,” Mr. Kapasi agreed after some 

hesitation.

“So these patients are totally dependent on 

you,” Mrs. Das said. She spoke slowly, as if she 

were thinking aloud. “In a way, more dependent 

on you than the doctor.”

“How do you mean? How could it be?”

“Well, for example, you could tell the doctor 

that the pain felt like a burning, not straw. The 

patient would never know what you had told the 

doctor, and the doctor wouldn’t know that you 

had told the wrong thing. It’s a big 

responsibility.”

“Yes, a big responsibility you have there, 

Mr. Kapasi,” Mr. Das agreed.

Mr. Kapasi had never thought of his job in 

such complimentary terms. To him it was a 

thankless occupation. He found nothing noble in 

interpreting people’s maladies, assiduously 

translating the symptoms of so many swollen 

bones, countless cramps of bellies and bowels, 

spots on people’s palms that changed color, 

shape, or size. The doctor, nearly half his age, had 

an affinity for bell-bottom trousers and made 

humorless jokes about the Congress party. 

Together they worked in a stale little infirmary 

where Mr. Kapasi’s smartly tailored clothes clung 

to him in the heat, in spite of the blackened 

blades of a ceiling fan churning over their heads.

The job was a sign of his failings. In his youth 

he’d been a devoted scholar of foreign 

languages, the owner of an impressive collection 

of dictionaries. He had dreamed of being an 

interpreter for diplomats and dignitaries, 

resolving conflicts between people and nations, 

settling disputes of which he alone could 

understand both sides. He was a self-educated 

man. In a series of notebooks, in the evenings 

before his parents settled his marriage, he had 

listed the common etymologies of words, and at 

one point in his life he was confident that he 

could converse, if given the opportunity, in 

English, French, Russian, Portuguese, and 

Italian, not to mention Hindi, Bengali, Orissi, 

and Gujarati. Now only a handful of European 

phrases remained in his memory, scattered 

words for things like saucers and chairs. English 

was the only non-Indian language he spoke 

fluently anymore. Mr. Kapasi knew it was not a 

remarkable talent. Sometimes he feared that his 

children knew better English than he did, just 

from watching television. Still, it came in handy 

for the tours.
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 He had taken the job as an interpreter after 

his first son, at the age of seven, contracted 

typhoid — that was how he had first made the 

acquaintance of the doctor. At the time Mr. Kapasi 

had been teaching English in a grammar school, 

and he bartered his skills as an interpreter to pay 

the increasingly exorbitant medical bills. In the 

end the boy had died one evening in his mother’s 

arms, his limbs burning with fever, but then there 

was the funeral to pay for, and the other children 

who were born soon enough, and the newer, 

bigger house, and the good schools and tutors, 

and the fine shoes and the television, and the 

countless other ways he tried to console his wife 

and to keep her from crying in her sleep, and so 

when the doctor offered to pay him twice as 

much as he earned at the grammar school, he 

accepted. Mr. Kapasi knew that his wife had little 

regard for his career as an interpreter. He knew it 

reminded her of the son she’d lost, and that she 

resented the other lives he helped, in his own 

small way, to save. If ever she referred to his 

position, she used the phrase “doctor’s assistant,” 

as if the process of interpretation were equal to 

 Jhumpa Lahiri’s 2016 memoir,  In Other Words , recounts her process of learning Italian. The 
extent to which Lahiri immersed herself and learned the language is underscored by the fact 
that the book was originally written in Italian. In the excerpt that follows, Lahiri writes about 
“[a]n absence that creates a distance within you.” 

   extending beyond the text  
 Jhumpa Lahiri’s 2016 memoir,  

   extending beyond the text  

 How does language contribute to this distance in Lahiri? Although she wrote  In Other Words  
seventeen years after “Interpreter of Maladies,” how does the short story reflect some of the 
ideas that she explores in this excerpt?    

    from  In Other Words  

where your own language is considered 

foreign, you can feel a continuous sense of 

estrangement. You speak a secret, unknown 

language, lacking any correspondence to the 

environment. An absence that creates a 

distance within you. 

 In my case there is another distance, 

another schism. I don’t know Bengali 

perfectly. I don’t know how to read it, or 

even write it. I have an accent, I speak 

without authority, and so I’ve always 

perceived a disjunction between it and me. 

As a result I consider my mother tongue, 

paradoxically, a foreign language, too.  

 My relationship with Italian takes place in 

exile, in a state of separation. 

 Every language belongs to a specific 

place. It can migrate, it can spread. But 

usually it’s tied to a geographical territory, a 

country. Italian belongs mainly to Italy, and I 

live on another continent, where one does 

not readily encounter it. . . . 

 I think of my mother, who writes poems 

in Bengali, in America. Almost fifty years 

after moving there, she can’t find a book 

written in her language. 

 In a sense I’m used to a kind of linguistic 

exile. My mother tongue, Bengali, is foreign 

in America. When you live in a country 

   Jhumpa Lahiri   
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taking someone’s temperature, or changing a 

bedpan. She never asked him about the patients 

who came to the doctor’s office, or said that his 

job was a big responsibility.

For this reason it flattered Mr. Kapasi that 

Mrs. Das was so intrigued by his job. Unlike his 

wife, she had reminded him of its intellectual 

challenges. She had also used the word 

“romantic.” She did not behave in a romantic 

way toward her husband, and yet she had used 

the word to describe him. He wondered if 

Mr. and Mrs. Das were a bad match, just as he 

and his wife were. Perhaps they, too, had little in 

common apart from three children and a decade 

of their lives. The signs he recognized from his 

own marriage were there — the bickering, the 

indifference, the protracted silences. Her sudden 

interest in him, an interest she did not express in 

either her husband or her children, was mildly 

intoxicating. When Mr. Kapasi thought once 

again about how she had said “romantic,” the 

feeling of intoxication grew.

He began to check his reflection in the 

rearview mirror as he drove, feeling grateful that 

he had chosen the gray suit that morning and 

not the brown one, which tended to sag a little in 

the knees. From time to time he glanced through 

the mirror at Mrs. Das. In addition to glancing at 

her face he glanced at the strawberry between 

her breasts, and the golden brown hollow in her 

throat. He decided to tell Mrs. Das about 

another patient, and another: the young woman 

who had complained of a sensation of raindrops 

in her spine, the gentleman whose birthmark 

had begun to sprout hairs. Mrs. Das listened 

attentively, stroking her hair with a small plastic 

brush that resembled an oval bed of nails, asking 

more questions, for yet another example. The 

children were quiet, intent on spotting more 

monkeys in the trees, and Mr. Das was absorbed 

by his tour book, so it seemed like a private 

conversation between Mr. Kapasi and Mrs. Das. 

In this manner the next half hour passed, and 

when they stopped for lunch at a roadside 

restaurant that sold fritters and omelette 

sandwiches, usually something Mr. Kapasi 

looked forward to on his tours so that he could 

sit in peace and enjoy some hot tea, he was 

disappointed. As the Das family settled together 

under a magenta umbrella fringed with white 

and orange tassels, and placed their orders with 

one of the waiters who marched about in 

tricornered caps, Mr. Kapasi reluctantly headed 

toward a neighboring table.

“Mr. Kapasi, wait. There’s room here,” 

Mrs. Das called out. She gathered Tina onto her 

lap, insisting that he accompany them. And so, 

together, they had bottled mango juice and 

sandwiches and plates of onions and potatoes 

deep-fried in graham-flour batter. After finishing 

two omelette sandwiches Mr. Das took more 

pictures of the group as they ate.

“How much longer?” he asked Mr. Kapasi as 

he paused to load a new roll of film in the camera.

“About half an hour more.”

By now the children had gotten up from the 

table to look at more monkeys perched in a 

nearby tree, so there was a considerable space 

between Mrs. Das and Mr. Kapasi. Mr. Das 

placed the camera to his face and squeezed one 

eye shut, his tongue exposed at one corner of his 

mouth. “This looks funny, Mina, you need to 

lean in closer to Mr. Kapasi.”

She did. He could smell a scent on her skin, 

like a mixture of whiskey and rosewater. He 

worried suddenly that she could smell his 

perspiration, which he knew had collected 

beneath the synthetic material of his shirt. He 

polished off his mango juice in one gulp and 

smoothed his silver hair with his hands. A bit of 

the juice dripped onto his chin. He wondered if 

Mrs. Das had noticed.

She had not. “What’s your address, 

Mr. Kapasi?” she inquired, fishing for something 

inside her straw bag.

“You would like my address?”

“So we can send you copies,” she said. 

“Of the pictures.” She handed him a scrap of 
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paper which she had hastily ripped from a page 

of her film magazine. The blank portion was 

limited, for the narrow strip was crowded by 

lines of text and a tiny picture of a hero and 

heroine embracing under a eucalyptus tree.

The paper curled as Mr. Kapasi wrote his 

address in clear, careful letters. She would write 

to him, asking about his days interpreting at the 

doctor’s office, and he would respond eloquently, 

choosing only the most entertaining anecdotes, 

ones that would make her laugh out loud as she 

read them in her house in New Jersey. In time she 

would reveal the disappointment of her marriage, 

and he his. In this way their friendship would 

grow, and flourish. He would possess a picture of 

the two of them, eating fried onions under a 

magenta umbrella, which he would keep, he 

decided, safely tucked between the pages of his 

Russian grammar. As his mind raced, Mr. Kapasi 

experienced a mild and pleasant shock. It was 

similar to a feeling he used to experience long 

ago when, after months of translating with the aid 

of a dictionary, he would finally read a passage 

from a French novel, or an Italian sonnet, and 

understand the words, one after another, 

unencumbered by his own efforts. In those 

moments Mr. Kapasi used to believe that all was 

right with the world, that all struggles were 

rewarded, that all of life’s mistakes made sense in 

the end. The promise that he would hear from 

Mrs. Das now filled him with the same belief.

When he finished writing his address 

Mr. Kapasi handed her the paper, but as soon as 

he did so he worried that he had either 

misspelled his name, or accidentally reversed 

the numbers of his postal code. He dreaded the 

possibility of a lost letter, the photograph never 

reaching him, hovering somewhere in Orissa, 

close but ultimately unattainable. He thought of 

asking for the slip of paper again, just to make 

sure he had written his address accurately, but 

Mrs. Das had already dropped it into the jumble 

of her bag.

• • • 

They reached Konarak at two-thirty. The temple, 

made of sandstone, was a massive pyramid-like 

structure in the shape of a chariot. It was 

dedicated to the great master of life, the sun, 

which struck three sides of the edifice as it made 

its journey each day across the sky. Twenty-four 

giant wheels were carved on the north and south 

sides of the plinth. The whole thing was drawn 

by a team of seven horses, speeding as if through 

the heavens. As they approached, Mr. Kapasi 

explained that the temple had been built 

between a.d. 1243 and 1255, with the efforts of 

twelve hundred artisans, by the great ruler of 

the Ganga dynasty, King Narasimhadeva the 

First, to commemorate his victory against the 

Muslim army.

“It says the temple occupies about a 

hundred and seventy acres of land,” Mr. Das 

said, reading from his book.

“It’s like a desert,” Ronny said, his eyes 

wandering across the sand that stretched on all 

sides beyond the temple.

“The Chandrabhaga River once flowed one 

mile north of here. It is dry now,” Mr. Kapasi 

said, turning off the engine.

They got out and walked toward the temple, 

posing first for pictures by the pair of lions that 

flanked the steps. Mr. Kapasi led them next to 

one of the wheels of the chariot, higher than any 

human being, nine feet in diameter.

“ ‘The wheels are supposed to symbolize the 

wheel of life,’ ” Mr. Das read. “ ‘They depict the 

cycle of creation, preservation, and achievement 

of realization.’ Cool.” He turned the page of his 

book. “ ‘Each wheel is divided into eight thick 

and thin spokes, dividing the day into eight 

equal parts. The rims are carved with designs of 

birds and animals, whereas the medallions in 

the spokes are carved with women in luxurious 

poses, largely erotic in nature.’ ”

What he referred to were the countless 

friezes of entwined naked bodies, making love in 

various positions, women clinging to the necks 

of men, their knees wrapped eternally around 
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their lovers’ thighs. In addition to these were 

assorted scenes from daily life, of hunting and 

trading, of deer being killed with bows and 

arrows and marching warriors holding swords in 

their hands.

It was no longer possible to enter the temple, 

for it had filled with rubble years ago, but they 

admired the exterior, as did all the tourists Mr. 

Kapasi brought there, slowly strolling along each 

of its sides. Mr. Das trailed behind, taking 

pictures. The children ran ahead, pointing to 

figures of naked people, intrigued in particular 

by the Nagamithunas, the half-human, 

half-serpentine couples who were said, Mr. 

Kapasi told them, to live in the deepest waters of 

the sea. Mr. Kapasi was pleased that they liked 

the temple, pleased especially that it appealed to 

Mrs. Das. She stopped every three or four paces, 

staring silently at the carved lovers, and the 

processions of elephants, and the topless female 

musicians beating on two-sided drums.

Though Mr. Kapasi had been to the temple 

countless times, it occurred to him, as he, too, 

gazed at the topless women, that he had never 

seen his own wife fully naked. Even when they 

had made love she kept the panels of her blouse 

hooked together, the string of her petticoat 

knotted around her waist. He had never admired 

the backs of his wife’s legs the way he now 

admired those of Mrs. Das, walking as if for his 

benefit alone. He had, of course, seen plenty of 

bare limbs before, belonging to the American 

and European ladies who took his tours. But 

Mrs. Das was different. Unlike the other women, 

who had an interest only in the temple, and kept 

their noses buried in a guide-book, or their eyes 

behind the lens of a camera, Mrs. Das had taken 

an interest in him.

Mr. Kapasi was anxious to be alone with her, 

to continue their private conversation, yet he felt 

nervous to walk at her side. She was lost behind 

her sunglasses, ignoring her husband’s requests 

that she pose for another picture, walking past 

her children as if they were strangers. Worried 

100

that he might disturb her, Mr. Kapasi walked 

ahead, to admire, as he always did, the three 

life-sized bronze avatars of Surya, the sun god, 

each emerging from its own niche on the temple 

facade to greet the sun at dawn, noon, and 

evening. They wore elaborate headdresses, their 

languid, elongated eyes closed, their bare chests 

draped with carved chains and amulets. 

Hibiscus petals, offerings from previous visitors, 

were strewn at their gray-green feet. The last 

statue, on the northern wall of the temple, was 

Mr. Kapasi’s favorite. This Surya had a tired 

expression, weary after a hard day of work, 

sitting astride a horse with folded legs. Even his 

Artist Alexis Kersey, who was born and raised in 
India, portrays aspects of Indian cultural traditions 
in different contexts to reveal the country’s 
colonial past and reflect its present-day  
national identity.

How does The Tourist reflect some of the 
identity crises and cultural conflicts that 
permeate Lahiri’s short story?
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horse’s eyes were drowsy. Around his body were 

smaller sculptures of women in pairs, their hips 

thrust to one side.

“Who’s that?” Mrs. Das asked. He was 

startled to see that she was standing beside him.

“He is the Astachala-Surya,” Mr. Kapasi said. 

“The setting sun.”

“So in a couple of hours the sun will set right 

here?” She slipped a foot out of one of her 

square-heeled shoes, rubbed her toes on the 

back of her other leg.

“That is correct.”

She raised her sunglasses for a moment, 

then put them back on again. “Neat.”

Mr. Kapasi was not certain exactly what the 

word suggested, but he had a feeling it was a 

favorable response. He hoped that Mrs. Das had 

understood Surya’s beauty, his power. Perhaps 

they would discuss it further in their letters. He 

would explain things to her, things about India, 

and she would explain things to him about 

America. In its own way this correspondence 

would fulfill his dream, of serving as an 

interpreter between nations. He looked at her 

straw bag, delighted that his address lay nestled 

among its contents. When he pictured her so 

many thousands of miles away he plummeted, 

so much so that he had an overwhelming urge to 

wrap his arms around her, to freeze with her, 

even for an instant, in an embrace witnessed by 

his favorite Surya. But Mrs. Das had already 

started walking.

“When do you return to America?” he asked, 

trying to sound placid.

“In ten days.”

He calculated: A week to settle in, a week to 

develop the pictures, a few days to compose her 

letter, two weeks to get to India by air. According 

to his schedule, allowing room for delays, he 

would hear from Mrs. Das in approximately six 

weeks’ time.

The family was silent as Mr. Kapasi drove 

them back, a little past four-thirty, to Hotel 

Sandy Villa. The children had bought miniature 

granite versions of the chariot’s wheels at a 

souvenir stand, and they turned them round in 

their hands. Mr. Das continued to read his book. 

Mrs. Das untangled Tina’s hair with her brush 

and divided it into two little ponytails.

Mr. Kapasi was beginning to dread the 

thought of dropping them off. He was not 

prepared to begin his six-week wait to hear 

from Mrs. Das. As he stole glances at her in the 

rearview mirror, wrapping elastic bands around 

Tina’s hair, he wondered how he might make 

the tour last a little longer. Ordinarily he sped 

back to Puri using a shortcut, eager to return 

home, scrub his feet and hands with 

sandalwood soap, and enjoy the evening 

newspaper and a cup of tea that his wife would 

serve him in silence. The thought of that 

silence, something to which he’d long been 

resigned, now oppressed him. It was then that 

he suggested visiting the hills at Udayagiri and 

Khandagiri, where a number of monastic 

dwellings were hewn out of the ground, facing 

one another across a defile. It was some miles 

away, but well worth seeing, Mr. Kapasi 

told them.

“Oh yeah, there’s something mentioned 

about it in this book,” Mr. Das said. “Built by a 

Jain king or something.”

“Shall we go then?” Mr. Kapasi asked. He 

paused at a turn in the road. “It’s to the left.”

Mr. Das turned to look at Mrs. Das. Both of 

them shrugged.

“Left, left,” the children chanted.

Mr. Kapasi turned the wheel, almost 

delirious with relief. He did not know what he 

would do or say to Mrs. Das once they arrived at 

the hills. Perhaps he would tell her what a 

pleasing smile she had. Perhaps he would 

compliment her strawberry shirt, which he 

found irresistibly becoming. Perhaps, when 

Mr. Das was busy taking a picture, he would take 

her hand.

He did not have to worry. When they got to 

the hills, divided by a steep path thick with trees, 
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Mrs. Das refused to get out of the car. All along 

the path, dozens of monkeys were seated on 

stones, as well as on the branches of the trees. 

Their hind legs were stretched out in front and 

raised to shoulder level, their arms resting on 

their knees.

“My legs are tired,” she said, sinking low in 

her seat. “I’ll stay here.”

“Why did you have to wear those stupid 

shoes?” Mr. Das said. “You won’t be in the 

pictures.”

“Pretend I’m there.”

“But we could use one of these pictures for 

our Christmas card this year. We didn’t get one 

of all five of us at the Sun Temple. Mr. Kapasi 

could take it.”

“I’m not coming. Anyway, those monkeys 

give me the creeps.”

“But they’re harmless,” Mr. Das said. He 

turned to Mr. Kapasi. “Aren’t they?”

“They are more hungry than dangerous,” 

Mr. Kapasi said. “Do not provoke them with 

food, and they will not bother you.”

Mr. Das headed up the defile with the 

children, the boys at his side, the little girl on 

his shoulders. Mr. Kapasi watched as they 

crossed paths with a Japanese man and 

woman, the only other tourists there, who 

paused for a final photograph, then stepped 

into a nearby car and drove away. As the car 

disappeared out of view some of the monkeys 

called out, emitting soft whooping sounds, and 

then walked on their flat black hands and feet 

up the path. At one point a group of them 

formed a little ring around Mr. Das and the 

children. Tina screamed in delight. Ronny ran 

in circles around his father. Bobby bent down 

and picked up a fat stick on the ground. When 

he extended it, one of the monkeys approached 

him and snatched it, then briefly beat the 

ground.

“I’ll join them,” Mr. Kapasi said, unlocking 

the door on his side. “There is much to explain 

about the caves.”

“No. Stay a minute,” Mrs. Das said. She got 

out of the back seat and slipped in beside

Mr. Kapasi. “Raj has his dumb book anyway.” 

Together, through the windshield, Mrs. Das and 

Mr. Kapasi watched as Bobby and the monkey 

passed the stick back and forth between them.

“A brave little boy,” Mr. Kapasi commented.

“It’s not so surprising,” Mrs. Das said.

“No?”

“He’s not his.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Raj’s. He’s not Raj’s son.”

Mr. Kapasi felt a prickle on his skin. He 

reached into his shirt pocket for the small tin of 

lotus-oil balm he carried with him at all times, 

and applied it to three spots on his forehead. He 

knew that Mrs. Das was watching him, but he 

did not turn to face her. Instead he watched as 

the figures of Mr. Das and the children grew 

smaller, climbing up the steep path, pausing 

every now and then for a picture, surrounded by 

a growing number of monkeys.

“Are you surprised?” The way she put it 

made him choose his words with care.

“It’s not the type of thing one assumes,” Mr. 

Kapasi replied slowly. He put the tin of lotus-oil 

balm back in his pocket.

“No, of course not. And no one knows, of 

course. No one at all. I’ve kept it a secret for eight 

whole years.” She looked at Mr. Kapasi, tilting 

her chin as if to gain a fresh perspective. “But 

now I’ve told you.”

Mr. Kapasi nodded. He felt suddenly 

parched, and his forehead was warm and 

slightly numb from the balm. He considered 

asking Mrs. Das for a sip of water, then decided 

against it.

“We met when we were very young,” she 

said. She reached into her straw bag in search of 

something, then pulled out a packet of puffed 

rice. “Want some?”

“No, thank you.”

She put a fistful in her mouth, sank into the 

seat a little, and looked away from Mr. Kapasi, 
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out the window on her side of the car. “We 

married when we were still in college. We were 

in high school when he proposed. We went to 

the same college, of course. Back then we 

couldn’t stand the thought of being separated, 

not for a day, not for a minute. Our parents were 

best friends who lived in the same town. My 

entire life I saw him every weekend, either at our 

house or theirs. We were sent upstairs to play 

together while our parents joked about our 

marriage. Imagine! They never caught us at 

anything, though in a way I think it was all more 

or less a setup. The things we did those Friday 

and Saturday nights, while our parents sat 

downstairs drinking tea . . . I could tell you 

stories, Mr. Kapasi.”

As a result of spending all her time in 

college with Raj, she continued, she did not 

make many close friends. There was no one to 

confide in about him at the end of a difficult 

day, or to share a passing thought or a worry. 

Her parents now lived on the other side of the 

world, but she had never been very close to 

them, anyway. After marrying so young she was 

overwhelmed by it all, having a child so quickly, 

and nursing, and warming up bottles of milk 

and testing their temperature against her wrist 

while Raj was at work, dressed in sweaters and 

corduroy pants, teaching his students about 

rocks and dinosaurs. Raj never looked cross or 

harried, or plump as she had become after the 

first baby.

Always tired, she declined invitations from 

her one or two college girlfriends, to have lunch 

or shop in Manhattan. Eventually the friends 

stopped calling her, so that she was left at home 

all day with the baby, surrounded by toys that 

made her trip when she walked or wince when 

she sat, always cross and tired. Only 

occasionally did they go out after Ronny was 

born, and even more rarely did they entertain. 

Raj didn’t mind; he looked forward to coming 

home from teaching and watching television 

and bouncing Ronny on his knee. She had been 

outraged when Raj told her that a Punjabi 

friend, someone whom she had once met but 

did not remember, would be staying with them 

for a week for some job interviews in the New 

Brunswick area.

Bobby was conceived in the afternoon, on a 

sofa littered with rubber teething toys, after the 

friend learned that a London pharmaceutical 

company had hired him, while Ronny cried to 

be freed from his playpen. She made no protest 

when the friend touched the small of her back 

as she was about to make a pot of coffee, then 

pulled her against his crisp navy suit. He made 

love to her swiftly, in silence, with an expertise 

she had never known, without the meaningful 

expressions and smiles Raj always insisted on 

afterward. The next day Raj drove the friend to 

JFK. He was married now, to a Punjabi girl, and 

they lived in London still, and every year they 

exchanged Christmas cards with Raj and Mina, 

each couple tucking photos of their families 

into the envelopes. He did not know that he 

was Bobby’s father. He never would.

“I beg your pardon, Mrs. Das, but why have 

you told me this information?” Mr. Kapasi asked 

when she had finally finished speaking, and had 

turned to face him once again.

“For God’s sake, stop calling me Mrs. Das. 

I’m twenty-eight. You probably have children 

my age.”

“Not quite.” It disturbed Mr. Kapasi to learn 

that she thought of him as a parent. The feeling 

he had had toward her, that had made him 

check his reflection in the rearview mirror as 

they drove, evaporated a little.

“I told you because of your talents.” She put 

the packet of puffed rice back into her bag 

without folding over the top.

“I don’t understand,” Mr. Kapasi said.

“Don’t you see? For eight years I haven’t 

been able to express this to anybody, not to 

friends, certainly not to Raj. He doesn’t even 
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suspect it. He thinks I’m still in love with him. 

Well, don’t you have anything to say?”

“About what?”

“About what I’ve just told you. About my 

secret, and about how terrible it makes me feel. 

I feel terrible looking at my children, and at Raj, 

always terrible. I have terrible urges, Mr. Kapasi, 

to throw things away. One day I had the urge to 

throw everything I own out the window, the 

television, the children, everything. Don’t you 

think it’s unhealthy?”

He was silent.

“Mr. Kapasi, don’t you have anything to say? 

I thought that was your job.”

“My job is to give tours, Mrs. Das.”

“Not that. Your other job. As an interpreter.”

“But we do not face a language barrier. What 

need is there for an interpreter?”

“That’s not what I mean. I would never have 

told you otherwise. Don’t you realize what it 

means for me to tell you?”

“What does it mean?”

“It means that I’m tired of feeling so terrible 

all the time. Eight years, Mr. Kapasi, I’ve been in 

pain eight years. I was hoping you could help me 

feel better, say the right thing. Suggest some kind 

of remedy.”

He looked at her, in her red plaid skirt and 

strawberry T-shirt, a woman not yet thirty, who 

loved neither her husband nor her children, 

who had already fallen out of love with life. Her 

confession depressed him, depressed him all 

the more when he thought of Mr. Das at the top 

of the path, Tina clinging to his shoulders, 

taking pictures of ancient monastic cells cut 

into the hills to show his students in America, 

unsuspecting and unaware that one of his sons 

was not his own. Mr. Kapasi felt insulted that 

Mrs. Das should ask him to interpret her 

common, trivial little secret. She did not 

resemble the patients in the doctor’s office, 

those who came glassy-eyed and desperate, 

unable to sleep or breathe or urinate with ease, 

unable, above all, to give words to their pains. 

Still, Mr. Kapasi believed it was his duty to 

assist Mrs. Das. Perhaps he ought to tell her to 

confess the truth to Mr. Das. He would explain 

that honesty was the best policy. Honesty, 

surely, would help her feel better, as she’d put 

it. Perhaps he would offer to preside over the 

discussion, as a mediator. He decided to begin 

with the most obvious question, to get to the 

heart of the matter, and so he asked, “Is it really 

pain you feel, Mrs. Das, or is it guilt?”

She turned to him and glared, mustard oil 

thick on her frosty pink lips. She opened her 

mouth to say something, but as she glared at 

Mr. Kapasi some certain knowledge seemed to 

pass before her eyes, and she stopped. It 

crushed him; he knew at that moment that he 

was not even important enough to be properly 

insulted. She opened the car door and began 

walking up the path, wobbling a little on her 

square wooden heels, reaching into her straw 

bag to eat handfuls of puffed rice. It fell through 

her fingers, leaving a zigzagging trail, causing a 

monkey to leap down from a tree and devour the 

little white grains. In search of more, the monkey 

began to follow Mrs. Das. Others joined him, so 

that she was soon being followed by about half a 

dozen of them, their velvety tails dragging 

behind.

Mr. Kapasi stepped out of the car. He wanted 

to holler, to alert her in some way, but he 

worried that if she knew they were behind her, 

she would grow nervous. Perhaps she would 

lose her balance. Perhaps they would pull at her 

bag or her hair. He began to jog up the path, 

taking a fallen branch in his hand to scare away 

the monkeys. Mrs. Das continued walking, 

oblivious, trailing grains of puffed rice. Near the 

top of the incline, before a group of cells fronted 

by a row of squat stone pillars, Mr. Das was 

kneeling on the ground, focusing the lens of his 

camera. The children stood under the arcade, 

now hiding, now emerging from view.
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“Wait for me,” Mrs. Das called out. “I’m 

coming.”

Tina jumped up and down. “Here comes 

Mommy!”

“Great,” Mr. Das said without looking up. 

“Just in time. We’ll get Mr. Kapasi to take a 

picture of the five of us.”

Mr. Kapasi quickened his pace, waving his 

branch so that the monkeys scampered away, 

distracted, in another direction.

“Where’s Bobby?” Mrs. Das asked when she 

stopped.

Mr. Das looked up from the camera. “I don’t 

know, Ronny, where’s Bobby?”

Ronny shrugged. “I thought he was 

right here.”

“Where is he?” Mrs. Das repeated sharply. 

“What’s wrong with all of you?”

They began calling his name, wandering up 

and down the path a bit. Because they were 

calling, they did not initially hear the boy’s 

screams. When they found him, a little farther 

down the path under a tree, he was surrounded 

by a group of monkeys, over a dozen of them, 

pulling at his T-shirt with their long black 

fingers. The puffed rice Mrs. Das had spilled was 

scattered at his feet, raked over by the monkeys’ 

hands. The boy was silent, his body frozen, swift 

tears running down his startled face. His bare 

legs were dusty and red with welts from where 

one of the monkeys struck him repeatedly with 

the stick he had given to it earlier.

“Daddy, the monkey’s hurting Bobby,” 

Tina said.

Mr. Das wiped his palms on the front of his 

shorts. In his nervousness he accidentally 

pressed the shutter on his camera; the whirring 

noise of the advancing film excited the monkeys, 

and the one with the stick began to beat Bobby 

more intently. “What are we supposed to do? 

What if they start attacking?”

“Mr. Kapasi,” Mrs. Das shrieked, noticing 

him standing to one side. “Do 

something, for God’s sake, do 

something!”

Mr. Kapasi took his branch and 

shooed them away, hissing at the ones 

that remained, stomping his feet to 

scare them. The animals retreated 

slowly, with a measured gait, obedient 

but unintimidated. Mr. Kapasi gathered 

Bobby in his arms and brought him 

back to where his parents and siblings 

were standing. As he carried him he 

was tempted to whisper a secret into 

the boy’s ear. But Bobby was stunned, 

and shivering with fright, his legs 

bleeding slightly where the stick had 

broken the skin. When Mr. Kapasi 

delivered him to his parents, Mr. Das 

brushed some dirt off the boy’s T-shirt 

and put the visor on him the right way. 

Mrs. Das reached into her straw bag to 

find a bandage which she taped over 

165

170

175

Gabriel Cornelius von Max titled this painting Monkeys as 
Judges of Art, but in “Interpreter of Maladies,” the monkeys 
are judges of a different sort.

How might this crowded pack of creatures reflect the 
way Lahiri uses the monkeys in her story? Are they 
foolish, menacing, absurd, all of these combined, or 
something else entirely?
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the cut on his knee. Ronny offered his brother a 

fresh piece of gum. “He’s fine. Just a little 

scared, right, Bobby?” Mr. Das said, patting the 

top of his head.

“God, let’s get out of here,” Mrs. Das said. 

She folded her arms across the strawberry on 

her chest. “This place gives me the creeps.”

“Yeah. Back to the hotel, definitely,” Mr. Das 

agreed.

“Poor Bobby,” Mrs. Das said. “Come here a 

second. Let Mommy fix your hair.” Again she 

reached into her straw bag, this time for her 

hairbrush, and began to run it around the edges 

of the translucent visor. When she whipped out 

the hairbrush, the slip of paper with Mr. Kapasi’s 

address on it fluttered away in the wind. No one 

but Mr. Kapasi noticed. He watched as it rose, 

carried higher and higher by the breeze, into the 

trees where the monkeys now sat, solemnly 

observing the scene below. Mr. Kapasi observed 

it too, knowing that this was the picture of the 

Das family he would preserve forever in 

his mind. 

1999

How does this photograph of 
the Konark Sun Temple 
enhance your understanding of 
the excursion that is the center 
of “Interpreter of Maladies”? 
Consider the ways this site 
might be a means to explore 
the collision of religious 
tradition and tourism or the 
clash between insider and 
outsider.
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 Understanding and Interpreting

 1. AP® Character and Narration. At one point, Mr. Kapasi thinks that Mr. and Mrs. Das act 
more as “siblings” (par. 45) than parents to their children. Why does he draw that conclusion? 
What does that conclusion suggest about the Das family?

 2. AP® Setting. “Interpreter of Maladies” explores the impact of immigration, including the 
result of an imagined rather than an experienced homeland. How does the Das family imagine 
India? Why does Jhumpa Lahiri emphasize the taking of photographs during the family’s 
vacation?

 3. AP® Character and Narration. What do we normally think of when considering the job of an 
“interpreter,” and how does Mr. Kapasi’s job at the infirmary expand this definition? How does 
he view his role as an interpreter?

 4. AP® Character. When Mr. Kapasi states that his job as an interpreter “is a job like any other,” 
Mrs. Das replies, “But so romantic” (pars. 60–61). What does “romantic” mean within this 
context? How does this word impact their relationship from that point forward?
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 5. AP® Character. What is the moral responsibility of Mrs. Das? Should she tell her husband 
that Bobby is not his biological child? Should she tell the biological father? Should she 
tell Bobby? Do you sympathize with Mrs. Das when she tells Mr. Kapasi that she has 
“been in pain eight years” (par. 160)? In what ways has her silence been a kind of 
punishment for her?

 6. AP® Narration. After Mr. Kapasi asks Mrs. Das if she is feeling pain or guilt, Lahiri writes, 
“She turned to him and glared, mustard oil thick on her frosty pink lips. She opened her 
mouth to say something, but as she glared at Mr. Kapasi some certain knowledge seemed to 
pass before her eyes, and she stopped” (par. 162). What is Lahiri’s attitude toward Mrs. Das 
at this juncture? What is the “certain knowledge” she realizes?

 7. AP® Character and Narration. Trace the changes in Mr. Kapasi and Mrs. Das’s relationship. 
How do her responses to her own family mirror shifts in her relationship to Mr. Kapasi? How 
do you interpret the ending of the story? Were you expecting it? What does the final sentence 
mean: “Mr. Kapasi observed it too, knowing that this was the picture of the Das family he 
would preserve forever in his mind” (par. 179)?

 Analyzing Language, Style, and Structure

 1. Vocabulary in Context. The narrator states that Mr. Kapasi sees no nobility in “assiduously 
translating the symptoms” (par. 76) of people’s maladies. What does it mean to do something 
“assiduously”? How does this word characterize Mr. Kapasi? How do his actions in the story 
reflect this characterization?

 2. AP® Structure and Character. In the opening paragraph, Lahiri places the reader in the 
middle of the action, introducing all three major characters. How does this plot structure 
influence your experience as a reader? How do you perceive each of the characters and their 
relationships with each other?

 3. AP® Character. Lahiri provides physical descriptions of characters, particularly their clothing, 
in elaborate detail. What do these descriptions say about each of them? Pay particular 
attention to the carefully tailored suit Mr. Kapasi wears and to Mrs. Das’s outfit. Why, for 
instance, does Lahiri describe her wearing her sunglasses “on top of her head like a tiara” 
(par. 61) and having “small hands like paws” (par. 14)?

 4. AP® Setting. How does Lahiri’s description of the Sun Temple function in the story (par. 91)? 
Note that she begins by providing background information, shows her characters interacting, 
and describes the temple as being “filled with rubble years ago” (par. 98).

 5. AP® Character and Narration. How does Lahiri use Mr. Kapasi’s dreams and imaginings to 
develop his character? What thoughts and emotions does his dream “of being an interpreter 
for diplomats and dignitaries, resolving conflicts between people and nations” (par. 77) 
evoke? Pay special attention to his fantasies about Mrs. Das, such as the paragraph 
beginning, “The paper curled as Mr. Kapasi wrote his address in clear, careful letters. She 
would write to him . . .” (par. 89), and his calculations about how long it would be before he 
received her first letter (par. 109).

 6. AP® Narration and Figurative Language. Dramatic irony is created when a reader knows 
something that the characters in the story do not; thus, some of the words and actions in a 
story would have a different meaning for the reader than they do for the characters. For 
example, once we learn of Mr. Kapasi’s hope for a relationship with Mrs. Das (par. 89), his 
actions take on a different meaning for us than for her. Identify several other examples of 
dramatic irony in the story, and discuss their effect on Lahiri’s tone.
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   7.    AP® Figurative Language.  The dictionary defines  malady  as “an unwholesome or desperate 
condition.” What are the various “maladies” in this story, and how are they represented? Pay 
particular attention to the contrast between the literal and figurative notions of sickness and 
how what constitutes a “malady” changes as the story develops.  

   8.    AP® Structure.  The final dramatic scene with the monkeys is a complex one, involving 
interaction among all the characters. What role does each character play through both words 
and action?  

   9.    AP® Structure.  The story is divided into three sections. What is the effect of having 
these structural divisions as opposed to presenting the story as one continuous 
narrative?  

   10.    AP® Structure.  The story touches on the past, present, and future of all three central 
characters. Instead of presenting these as sequential narratives, however, Lahiri interweaves 
them. What is the effect of this technique?    

    Topics for Composing  

    1.    AP® FRQ Prose Fiction Analysis.  The following question refers to  paragraphs 76 – 80  of 
Jhumpa Lahiri’s “Interpreter of Maladies,” published in 1999. In this passage, Mrs. Das, an 
Indian American tourist visiting India with her family, speaks with Mr. Kapasi, a local tour 
guide, about his other job as an interpreter at a doctor’s office. Mrs. Das tells him that she 
finds his job “romantic” and “a big responsibility.” Read the passage carefully. Then, in a 
well-written essay, analyze how Lahiri uses literary elements and techniques to convey a 
complex characterization of Mr. Kapasi.  

   2.    AP® FRQ Literary Argument.  In many stories that present differing or conflicting cultures, 
communication can be a complex undertaking. In “Interpreter of Maladies,” the three main 
characters interpret and misinterpret each other’s verbal and nonverbal cues. In a well-written 
essay, analyze how the difficulties in communication due to the characters’ cultural 
differences contribute to an interpretation of the work as a whole. Do not merely summarize 
the plot.  

   3.    AP® Literary Argumentation.  In Jhumpa Lahiri’s 1999 short story “Interpreter of Maladies,” 
Mr. and Mrs. Das hire Mr. Kapasi, a local tour guide, during their trip to India. In a well-written 
essay, analyze how Lahiri uses literary elements and techniques to convey Mr. Kapasi’s 
complex perspective of Mr. and Mrs. Das.  

   4.    AP® Literary Argumentation.  Internal and external conflicts can contribute to a shifting and 
uncertain sense of self and belonging. How does the character of Mr. Kapasi, even as a 
middle-aged man, reflect the ways in which such conflicts can uproot a person’s 
understanding of their identity?  

   5.    AP® Literary Argumentation.  Language is a central subject in Lahiri’s “Interpreter of 
Maladies.” We learn, for instance, that Mr. Kapasi speaks English, helps the doctor with 
patients who speak Gujarati, and finds it “strange” ( par. 13 ) that Mr. Das refers to his wife by 
her first name when speaking to his children. As portrayed in this story, what role does 
language play in the development of a person’s identity and sense of belonging?  

   6.    Connections.  Lahiri has described the short story as “a middle ground between poetry and 
the novel” because it has “purity and intensity,” “a ruthless distilled quality,” “a compression 
and concentration that is akin to poetry.” Discuss how these characteristics apply to 
“Interpreter of Maladies,” specifically how the language of this short story is similar to what 
we associate with poetry.  

    AP® FRQ Prose Fiction Analysis.

    AP® FRQ Literary Argument.
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 7. Connections. Watch The Namesake (PG-13), based on a novel by Lahiri, and discuss the 
similar concerns found in that film and “Interpreter of Maladies.” Pay particular attention to 
the clash of traditional culture and contemporary values, the responsibility of one generation 
to preserve and communicate its traditional culture to another, the role of women, and the 
relationship between parents and children.

 8. Speaking and Listening. Diaspora is a term that originally referred to the scattered Jewish 
community after the Babylonian exile during the sixth century B.C.E. Today we use it more 
generally to refer to the movement, migration, or scattering of people from their original 
homelands. In small groups, discuss “Interpreter of Maladies” as a story about the struggle of 
being part of a diaspora in the late twentieth century.

 9. Creative Writing. During the story, we learn details about Mrs. Kapasi from her husband’s 
perspective. According to Mr. Kapasi, theirs was “a bad match” (par. 79). His wife never asks 
him about his patients or says that his job is “a big responsibility” (par. 78). She serves him 
his evening cup of tea “in silence” (par. 111). We are given these bits of information, but we 
never get to see things from her point of view. Let her speak! Write a description of Mr. Kapasi 
in the voice of his wife.

 10. Research. Why does Lahiri choose the Sun Temple at Konarak as the central setting for her 
story? Research this sacred monument to learn more about it, including the sun god Surya. 
How does the information you learn add to your understanding of Lahiri’s choice? Why do 
you think she chose this temple rather than a more famous one (to westerners, at least), such 
as the Taj Mahal?
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   Classic Text  

 The train gave a long, shrill, lonely whistle, 

and seemed to gain speed as it rushed 

downgrade between two hills covered with 

trees. The trees were covered with deep-red, 

brown, and yellow leaves. The leaves fell on the 

side of the hill and scattered down to the gray 

rocks along the opposite tracks. When the 

engine blew off steam, the little boys could see 

the white cloud scatter the colored leaves 

against the side of the hill. The engine hissed, 

and the leaves danced in the steam like leaves 

in a white wind. 

 “See, Lewis, Jack Frost made the pretty 

leaves. Jack Frost paints the leaves all the pretty 

colors. See, Lewis: brown, and purple, and 

orange, and yellow.”  

 • • •  

 The little boy pointed and paused after naming 

each color, his finger bent against the glass of 

the train window. The baby repeated the colors 

after him, looking intently for Jack Frost. 

 It was hot in the train, and the car was too 

close to the engine, making it impossible to 

open the window. More than once, cinders 

found a way into the car and flew into the baby’s 

eyes. The woman raised her head from her book 

from time to time to watch the little boys. The 

car was filthy, and part of it was used for 

baggage. Up front, the pine shipping box of a 

casket stood in a corner. Wonder what poor soul 

that is in there, the woman thought. 

 Bags and trunks covered the floor up front, 

and now and then the butcher  1   came in to pick 

up candy, or fruit or magazines, to sell back in 

the white cars. He would come in and pick up a 

basket with candy, go out, come back; pick up a 

basket of fruit, go out; come back, pick up 

magazines, and on till everything had been 

carried out; then he would start all over again.    

5

     1   Someone who sells newspapers and snacks on trains. — Eds.   
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    Boy on a Train   
   Ralph Ellison             

  Ralph Waldo Ellison (1914–1994) was a novelist and scholar born 

in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma. In 1933, he enrolled at the Tuskegee 

Institute in Alabama on a scholarship to study music, and after 

his third year he moved to New York City to study sculpture and 

photography. There he met novelist Richard Wright in 1937 and 

soon shifted his focus to writing, publishing short stories, book 

reviews, and articles in periodicals such as  New Challenge  and 

New Masses . Ellison’s first and most famous novel,  Invisible Man , 

won the National Book Award in 1953 and is considered one of the great American novels.  

KEY CONTEXT   Ellison most likely wrote this story in October of 1937 in Dayton, Ohio, before 

revising it on his return to New York City in early 1938. Set in 1924 during the Jim Crow era, “Boy 

on a Train” takes place in Oklahoma, where segregation did not end until 1955.  
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He was a big, fat white man with a red face, 

and the little boy hoped he would give them a 

piece of candy; after all, he had so much, and 

Mama didn’t have any nickels to give them. But 

he never did.

The mother read intently, holding a page in 

her hand as she scanned, then turned it slowly. 

They were the only passengers in the section of 

seats reserved for colored. She turned her head, 

looking back toward the door leading to the 

other car; it was time for the butcher to return. 

Her brow wrinkled annoyedly. The butcher had 

tried to touch her breasts when she and the 

boys first came into the car, and she had spat in 

his face and told him to keep his dirty hands 

where they belonged. The butcher had turned 

red and gone hurriedly out of the car, his 

baskets swinging violently on his arms. She 

hated him. Why couldn’t a Negro woman travel 

with her two boys without being molested?

The train was past the hills now, and into 

fields that were divided by crooked wooden 

fences and that spread rolling and brown with 

stacks of corn as far as the blue horizon fringed 

with trees. The fences reminded the boy of the 

crooked man who walked a crooked mile.

Having grown up during the Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s, Romare Bearden devoted his life 
and art to redefining, as he said, “the image of man in terms of the Negro experience I know 
best.” Bearden is known for his imaginative abstract collages portraying African American 
traditions and communities. A collage is a work of art created with different materials and 
images attached to a flat surface. Beardon created this work, entitled The Train, in 1975.

How does this collage relate to the plot of “Boy on a Train”? How might Ellison’s story 
be seen as a collage that speaks to a specifically African American experience?
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Red birds darted swiftly past the car, ducking 

down into the field, then shooting up again when 

you looked back to see the telephone poles and 

fields turning, and sliding fast away from the 

train. The boys were having a good time of it. It 

was their first trip. The countryside was bright 

gold with Indian summer. Way across a field, a 

boy was leading a cow by a rope and a dog was 

barking at the cow’s feet. It was a nice dog, the 

boy on the train thought, a collie. Yes, that was the 

kind of dog it was — a collie.

A freight was passing, going in the direction 

of Oklahoma City, passing so swiftly that its 

orange-and-red cars seemed a streak of 

watercolor with gray spaces punched through. 

The boy felt funny whenever he thought of 

Oklahoma City, like he wanted to cry. Perhaps 

they would never go back. He wondered what 

Frank and R. C. and Petey were doing now. 

Picking peaches for Mr. Stewart? A lump rose in 

his throat. Too bad they had to leave just when 

Mr. Stewart had promised them half of all the 

peaches they could pick. He sighed. The train 

whistle sounded very sad and lonesome.

Well, now they were going to McAlester, 

where Mama would have a nice job and enough 

money to pay the bills. Gee, Mama must have 

been a good worker for Mr. Balinger to send all 

the way to Oklahoma City for her to come work 

for him. Mama was happy to go, and he was glad 

for Mama to be happy; she worked so hard now 

that Daddy was gone. He closed his eyes tight, 

trying to see the picture of Daddy. He must 

never forget how Daddy looked. He would look 

like that himself when he grew up: tall and kind 

and always joking and reading books. . . . Well, 

just wait; when he got big and carried Mama and 

Lewis back to Oklahoma City everybody would 

see how well he took care of Mama, and she 

would say, “See, these are my two boys,” and 

would be very proud. And everybody would say, 

“See, aren’t Mrs. Weaver’s boys two fine men?” 

That was the way it would be.

The thought made him lose some of the 

lump that came into his throat when he thought 

of never, never going back, and he turned to see 

who it was coming through the door.

A white man and a little boy came into the 

car and walked up front. His mother looked up, 

then lowered her eyes to her book again. He 

stood up and looked over the backs of the chairs, 

trying to see what the man and boy were doing. 

The white boy held a tiny dog in his arms, 

stroking its head. The little white boy asked the 

man to let him take the dog out, but the man 

said no, and they went, rocking from side to side, 

out of the car. The dog must have been asleep, 

because all the time he hadn’t made a sound. 

The little white boy was dressed like the kids you 

see in moving pictures. Did he have a bike? the 

boy wondered.

He looked out the window. There were 

horses now, a herd of them, running and tossing 

their manes and tails and pounding the ground 

all wild when the whistle blew. He saw himself 

on a white horse, swinging a l-a-r-i-a-t over the 

broncos’ heads and yelling “Yip, yip, yippee!” 

like Hoot Gibson2 in the movies. The horses 

excited Lewis, and he beat his hands against the 

window and cried, “Giddap! Giddap!” The boy 

smiled and looked at his mother. She was 

looking up from her page and smiling, too. Lewis 

was cute, he thought.

They stopped at a country town. Men were 

standing in front of the station, watching the 

porter throw off a bunch of newspapers. Then 

several white men came into the car and one 

said, “This must be it,” and pointed to the big 

box, and the porter said, “Yeah, this is it all right. 

It’s the only one we got this trip, so this must be 

the one.” Then the porter jumped out of the car 

and went into the station. The men were dressed 

in black suits with white shirts. They seemed 

10

15

2  Hoot Gibson (1892–1962) was a rodeo champion and film actor 
popular during the 1920s and 30s. — Eds.
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very uncomfortable with their high collars, and 

acted very solemn. They pushed the box over 

gently and lifted it out the side door of the car. 

The white men in overalls watched them from 

the platform. They put the box in a wagon, and 

the man said “Giddap” to the horses and they 

drove away, the men on the back with the box 

looking very straight and stiff.

One of the men on the platform was picking 

his teeth and spitting tobacco juice on the 

ground. The station was painted green, and a 

sign on the side read Tube Rose Snuff3 and 

showed a big white flower; it didn’t look like a 

rose, though. It was hot, and the men had their 

shirts open at the collar and wore red 

bandannas around their necks. They were 

standing in the same position when the train 

pulled out, staring. Why, he wondered, did white 

folks stare at you that way?

Outside the town, he saw a big red rock barn 

standing behind some trees. Beside it stood 

something he had never seen before. It was high 

and round and made out of the same kind of 

rock as the barn. He climbed into his seat and 

pointed.

“What is that tall thing, Mama?” he said.

She raised her head and looked.

“It’s a silo, son,” she said. “That’s where the 

corn is stored.” Her eyes were strangely distant 

when she turned her face back to him. The sun 

slanted across her eyes, and her skin was brown 

and clear. He eased down into the seat. Silo, silo. 

Almost as tall as the Colcord Building in 

Oklahoma City that Daddy helped to build. . . .

He jumped, startled; Mama was calling his 

name with tears in her voice. He turned around 

and tears were on her face.

“Come around here, James,” she said. “Bring 

Lewis.”

He took Lewis by the hand and moved into 

the seat beside her. What had they done?

“James, son,” she said. “That old silo back 

there’s been here a long time. It made me 

remember when years ago me and your daddy 

20

3  A brand of chewing tobacco. — Eds.

Barn and Silo was painted 
by Harlem Renaissance 
artist Archibald J. Motley, Jr. 
(1891–1981).

What aspects of this 
painting do you notice 
first? Is the mood of this 
image similar to that of  
“Boy on a Train”? Explain 
why or why not.
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 The following excerpt is from James Baldwin’s 1963 book  The Fire Next Time . The book, 
published on the hundredth anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation, analyzes the 
ways racism continued to shape life during the twentieth century. 

  extending beyond the text  
 The following excerpt is from James Baldwin’s 1963 book  

  extending beyond the text  

    1.   What evidence in “Boy on a Train” illustrates the ways “white people hold the power”?  

   2.   How does the protagonist, James, hear fear in the “voices of his elders” in “Boy on a 
Train”? What is his reaction to it?  

   3.   In what ways does James’s mother “hold up the world” for him in this story?  

   4.   How effectively does this excerpt from The Fire Next Time capture James’s perspective 
on his memories and experiences in “Boy on a Train”?    

    from  The Fire Next Time  

bottomlessly cruel. And this filters into the 

child’s consciousness through his parents’ 

tone of voice as he is being exhorted, 

punished, or loved; in the sudden, 

uncontrollable note of fear heard in his 

mother’s or his father’s voice when he has 

strayed beyond some particular boundary. 

He does not know what the boundary is, 

and he can get no explanation of it, which is 

frightening enough, but the fear he hears in 

the voices of his elders is more frightening 

still. . . . It [is] . . . a fear that the child, in 

challenging the white world’s assumptions, 

[is] putting himself in the path of 

destruction. A child cannot . . . know how 

vast and how merciless is the nature of 

power, with what unbelievable cruelty 

people treat each other. He reacts to the 

fear in his parents’ voices because his 

parents hold up the world for him and he 

has no protection without them. 

 Negroes in this country . . . are taught really 

to despise themselves from the moment 

their eyes open on the world. This world is 

white and they are black. White people 

hold the power . . . and the world has 

innumerable ways of making this difference 

known and felt and feared. Long before the 

Negro child perceives this difference, and 

even longer before he understands it, he 

has begun to react to it, he has begun to be 

controlled by it. Every effort made by the 

child’s elders to prepare him for a fate from 

which they cannot protect him causes him 

secretly, in terror, to begin to await, without 

knowing that he is doing so, his mysterious 

and inexorable punishment. He must be 

“good” not only in order to please his 

parents and not only to avoid being 

punished by them; behind their authority 

stands another, nameless and impersonal, 

infinitely harder to please, and 

   James Baldwin   
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came over this same old Rock Island line on our 

way to Oklahoma City. We had just been 

married and was very happy going west because 

we had heard that colored people had a chance 

out here.”

James smiled, listening; he loved to hear 

Mama tell about when she and Daddy were 

young, and about what they used to do down 

South. Yet he felt this was to be something 

different. Something in Mama’s voice was vast 

and high, like a rainbow; yet something sad and 

deep, like when the organ played in church, was 

around Mama’s words.

“Son, I want you to remember this trip,” she 

said. “You understand, son. I want you to 

remember. You must, you’ve got to understand.”

James sensed something; he tried hard to 

understand. He stared into her face. Tears were 

glistening in her eyes, and he felt he would cry 

himself. He bit his lip. No, he was the man of the 

family, and he couldn’t act like the baby. He 

swallowed, listening.

“You remember this, James,” she said. “We 

came all the way from Georgia on this same 

railroad line fourteen years ago, so things would 

be better for you children when you came. You 

must remember this, James. We traveled far, 

looking for a better world, where things wouldn’t 

be so hard like they were down South. That was 

fourteen years ago, James. Now your father’s 

gone from us, and you’re the man. Things are 

hard for us colored folks, son, and it’s just us 

three alone and we have to stick together. Things 

is hard, and we have to fight. . . . O Lord, we have 

to fight! . . .”

She stopped, her lips pressed tight together 

as she shook her head, overcome with emotion. 

James placed his arm around her neck and 

caressed her cheek.

“Yes, Mama,” he said. “I won’t forget.”

He could not get it all, but yet he 

understood. It was like understanding what 

music without words said. He felt very full 

inside. Now Mama was pulling him close to her; 

the baby rested against her other side. This was 

familiar; since Daddy died Mama prayed with 

them, and now she was beginning to pray. He 

bowed his head.

“Go with us and keep us, Lord. Then it was 

me and him, Lord; now it’s me and his children. 

And I’m thankful, Lord. You saw fit to take him, 

Lord, and it’s well with my soul in Thy name. 

I was happy, Lord; life was like a mockingbird 

a-singing. And all I ask now is to stay with these 

children, to raise them and protect them, Lord, 

till they’re old enough to go their way. Make 

them strong and unafraid, Lord. Give them 

strength to meet this world. Make them brave 

to go where things is better for our people, 

Lord. . . .”

James sat with head bowed. Always when 

Mama prayed, he felt tight and smoldering 

inside. And he kept remembering his father’s 

face. He could not remember Daddy ever 

praying, but Daddy’s voice had been deep and 

strong when he sang in the choir on Sunday 

mornings. James wanted to cry, but, vaguely, he 

felt something should be punished for making 

Mama cry. Something cruel had made her cry. 

He felt the tightness in his throat becoming 

anger. If he only knew what it was, he would fix 

it; he would kill this mean thing that made 

Mama feel so bad. It must have been awful 

because Mama was strong and brave and even 

killed mice when the white woman she used to 

work for only raised her dress and squealed like 

a girl, afraid of them. If he only knew what it  

was. . . . Was it God?

“Please keep us three together in this strange 

town, Lord. The road is dark and long and my 

sorrows heavy but, if it be Thy will, Lord, let me 

educate my boys. Let me raise them so they’ll be 

better able to live this life. I don’t want to live for 

myself, Lord, just for these boys. Make them 

strong, upright men, Lord; make them fighters. 

And when my work on earth is done, take me 

25

30
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home to Thy kingdom, Lord, safe in the arms 

of Jesus.”

He heard her voice trail off to a tortured 

moan behind her trembling lips. Tears streamed 

down her face. James was miserable; he did not 

like to see Mama cry, and turned his eyes to the 

window as she began wiping away the tears. He 

was glad she was through now because the 

butcher would be coming back into the car in a 

few minutes. He did not want a white man to see 

Mama cry.

They were crossing a river now. The slanting 

girders of a bridge moved slowly past the train. 

The river was muddy and red, rushing along 

beneath them. The train stopped, and the baby 

was pointing to a cow on the banks of the river 

below. The cow stood gazing out over the water, 

chewing her cud — looking like a cow in the 

baby’s picture book, only there were no 

butterflies about her head.

“Bow-wow!” the baby said. Then, 

questioningly: “Bowwow?”

“No, Lewis, it’s a cow,” James said. “Moo,” he 

said. “Cow.” The baby laughed, delighted. 

“Moo-oo.” He was very interested.

James watched the water. The train was 

moving again, and he wondered why his mother 

cried. It wasn’t just that Daddy was gone; it 

didn’t sound just that way. It was something 

else. I’ll kill it when I get big, he thought. I’ll 

make it cry just like it’s making Mama cry!

The train was passing an oil field. There 

were many wells in the field; and big round 

tanks, gleaming like silver in the sun. One well 

was covered with boards and looked like a huge 

Indian wigwam against the sky. The wells all 

pointed straight up at the sky. Yes, I’ll kill it. 

I’ll make it cry. Even if it’s God, I’ll make God 

cry, he thought. I’ll kill Him; I’ll kill God and not 

be sorry!

The train jerked, gaining speed, and the 

wheels began clicking a ragged rhythm to his 

ears. There were many advertising signs in the 

fields they were rolling past. All the signs told 

about the same things for sale. One sign showed 

a big red bull and read Bull Durham.4

“Moo-oo,” the baby said.

James looked at his mother; she was through 

crying now, and she smiled. He felt some of his 

tightness ebb away. He grinned. He wanted very 

much to kiss her, but he must show the proper 

reserve of a man now. He grinned. Mama was 

35

40

4  Bull Durham Smoking Tobacco, a company popular during the 
1920s. — Eds.

This was one of several photographs 
Gordon Parks took to illustrate an 
article for Life magazine that 
excerpted scenes from Ralph 
Ellison’s 1952 novel Invisible Man.

What does the man emerging from 
the manhole cover say to you? 
How might it reflect James’s 
experience of listening to his 
mother pray?
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 Understanding and Interpreting

 1. AP® Setting and Narration. What is the main reason James’s family is traveling? Are there 
secondary reasons too? Explain.

 2. AP® Character and Narration. Although James’s age isn’t revealed in “Boy on a Train,” 
much of the story is told from his perspective. Based on your reading, how old does he 
seem? Use evidence from the text to support your response.

 3. AP® Character and Narration. What does James’s mother’s interaction with the “butcher” 
reveal about her? How does James process it?

 4. AP® Character and Narration. This story takes place in the wake of a great upheaval in 
James’s life. What losses is he grieving? How do they develop his character and shape his 
perspective?

 5. AP® Character and Narration. In paragraphs 11 and 39–40, James looks ahead and 
imagines himself in the future. In each of these instances, what does he see himself doing 
and thinking? How similar are these two perceptions of his future self? How does each 
contribute to his characterization?

 6. AP® Character. Why do you think it’s so important to James’s mother that he remembers 
this trip? What, exactly, do you think he “must,” and “[has] got to understand” (par. 26)? What 
does it mean that James “could not get it all, but yet he understood” (par. 31)?

 7. AP® Character, Setting, and Narration. Throughout the story, James makes observations 
about the behavior of the white people he sees moving through the train car and on the 
platform of the station. What do those observations have in common? What do they reveal 
about James’s perspective on the world around him?

 8. AP® Character and Narration. What is James’s attitude toward the pine box coffin that 
rides in the car with him and his family? Why do you think he sees it in this way?

 9. AP® Character, Setting, and Narration. What role does race play in the setting and 
events of the story? How do these elements reveal the effects of racism on the family, 
both in terms of the characters’ interpersonal experiences and the larger context of their 
circumstances?

 Analyzing Language, Style, and Structure

 1. Vocabulary in Context. What is the meaning of the word “smoldering” in paragraph 33? Why 
does James feel “tight and smoldering” when his mother prays? How does this word choice 
connect to James’s feeling that “something should be punished for making Mama cry” (par. 33)?

 2. AP® Setting, Structure, and Narration. What is the relationship between the setting of a 
train ride and James’s meditations on his past and future? How does this setting suit this 
particular narrative structure?

 3. AP® Structure and Narration. James is not identified by name until paragraph 22, when his 
mother calls him and Lewis over to sit beside her. What might Ellison’s choice to delay 

beautiful when she smiled. He made a wish never 

to forget what she had said. “This is 1924, and I’ll 

never forget it,” he whispered to himself. Then he 

looked out the window, resting his chin on the 

palm of his hand, wondering how much farther 

they would have to ride, and if there would be any 

boys to play football in McAlester. 

c. 1937

05_SheaLitComp3e_28114_ch04_164_327.indd   194 27/10/21   9:20 PM

Copyright © 2022 by Bedford, Freeman & Worth High School Publishers. Uncorrected proofs have been used in this sample chapter. 
Distributed by Bedford, Freeman & Worth High School Publishers. Strictly for use with its products. Not for redistribution.



195

4
 

 C
la

ssic
 Te

xt  /   R
alp

h
 E

lliso
n

revealing the character’s name suggest about how James sees himself? What does it suggest 
to the reader about who James is?  

   4.    AP® Structure and Narration.  “Boy on a Train” is told from a third person limited 
omniscient point of view, primarily from James’s perspective. What effect does that limit have 
on the way the story is told? What does the brief glimpse into James’s mother’s thoughts 
reveal? How does the story’s point of view contribute to the larger themes of the text?  

   5.    AP® Figurative Language.   Paragraph 36  begins, “They were crossing a river now.” What 
associations does that crossing evoke? How might it be considered an allusion? What does 
this allusion reveal about the significance of the journey?  

   6.    AP® Structure and Narration.  Some sections of this story are in italics. Where are these 
sections, and what do they have in common? What differentiates them from the rest of the 
narrative?  

   7.    AP® Narration and Figurative Language.  “Boy on a Train” is filled with references to 
music. In fact, James compares his understanding of his mother to “understanding what 
music without words said” ( par. 31 ). Trace the many ways Ralph Ellison uses imagery evoking 
sound to create a mood or convey a shift in perspective. What do these images suggest 
about the way James sees the world and his place within it?  

   8.    AP® Structure and Narration.  The plot of the story is linear in the sense that it takes place 
during a train ride from one place to another. How, then, does it also move between the past 
and future of James and his family? What effect do these shifts in time create for the reader?  

   9.    AP® Setting and Figurative Language.  Throughout the story, James and his family 
observe and discuss the views of the Oklahoma landscape. What is the connection between 
these settings and the reflections they prompt, particularly for James and his mother? Taken 
together, is there a pattern to the imagery of the landscape? If so, what is it? If not, how does 
this lack of a pattern speak to the family’s experience? Explain your answer.    

    Topics for Composing  

    1.    AP® FRQ Prose Fiction Analysis.  The following question refers to paragraphs  31–35 of 
Ralph Ellison’s “Boy on a Train,” written circa 1937. In this passage, James’s mother pulls her 
family together to pray. Read the passage carefully. Then, in a well-written essay, analyze how 
Ellison uses literary elements and techniques to convey the James’s complex attitude toward 
the meaning of his mother’s prayer.  

   2.    AP® FRQ Literary Argument.  In many works of literature, voyages or trips provide a 
setting that underscores or helps develop the central conflicts or themes of the text. In “Boy 
on a Train,” a young boy named James and his family travel by train as they move to a new 
town in Oklahoma. During this trip, James reflects on how his life is changing and what his 
future might hold. In a well-written essay, analyze how the relationship between the 
characters and setting in this story contributes to an interpretation of the work as a whole. Do 
not merely summarize the plot.  

   3.    AP® Literary Argumentation.  When two early Ellison stories, including “Boy on a Train” 
were published in the  New Yorker  magazine in 1996, John Callahan, who edited much of 
Ellison’s work, wrote that Ellison’s stories are “filled with blues-tempered echoes of railroad 
trains.” How does the musicality of James’s train ride sing the blues?  

   4.   AP® Literary Argumentation . In a 1955 interview for the  Paris Review , Ellison cautioned 
against writing for a solely white audience. He says:

    AP® FRQ Prose Fiction Analysis.

    AP® FRQ Literary Argument.
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By doing this the authors run the risk of limiting themselves to the audience’s presumptions 
of what a Negro is or should be; the tendency is . . . to plead the Negro’s humanity. . . . 
For us, the question should be, what are the specific forms of that humanity, and what in 
our background is worth preserving or abandoning.

  What specific forms of humanity take shape in “Boy on a Train”? How does that evidence 
illustrate the “what in our background is worth preserving or abandoning”?

 5. AP® Literary Argumentation. In a 1955 interview with the Paris Review, Ellison was asked 
if he considered the “search for identity” to be an American theme. Ellison responded, “It is 
the American theme. The nature of our society is such that we are prevented from knowing 
who we are.” How is Ellison’s assertion that the nature of society prevents us from knowing 
who we are illustrated in “Boy on a Train”? How does the theme of a search for identity play 
out in this story?

 6. Speaking and Listening. Do you agree with Ellison’s statement about identity and society 
in question 5? Prepare for and participate in a class discussion on this topic. You can use 
evidence from the story, your own experience, other reading, and history to back your claims.

 7. Connections. Ellison studied modernist writers such as James Joyce and T. S. Eliot when 
he was in college at Tuskegee Institute, and their writing also influenced his work.  
Read the introduction to the Texts in Context on Marianne Moore and the Modernist Vision 
(p. 938). What influences of modernism do you find in “Boy on a Train”? Look for thematic 
and style markers such as exile and loss, social ills, cultural fragmentation, or stream of 
consciousness and examine how they create meaning.

 8. Connections. What models for manhood and womanhood does the story present? Are they 
relics of a time past or do they still have relevance? Explain your answer in an essay.

 9. Connections. What do you believe is the “thing” James wants to kill? What evidence of that 
thing do you find in the story? You might also want to consider both your feelings and 
experiences as well as your historical knowledge.

 10. Research. The story recounts that in 1910 James’s parents left Georgia for Oklahoma City 
in search of greater opportunities. Although this is a work of fiction, this detail reflects a fact 
of history: between roughly 1910 and 1940, many Black people left the South in search of a 
better life in what became known as the Great Migration. Learn more about the causes and 
effects of the Great Migration, including the art and literature that depicts this period. 
Where does Ellison’s story intersect with the larger narrative of history? What does this 
story have in common with — and how does it differ from — other works that address the 
Great Migration?

 11. Creative Writing. Write a short story that takes place in transit. You can choose any setting 
involving moving from one place to another, but be sure that your setting plays an integral 
role in developing your characters and propelling the plot forward.

 12. Connections. In paragraphs 26 and 28, James’s mother implores him to remember. Many 
works of literature focus on the relationship and knowledge passed between parents and 
their children, including the play Hamlet (p. 555), in which the ghost of King Hamlet entreats 
his son: “Remember me.” Based on your reading of this story and Hamlet, what is it, or 
about themselves, that these parents want their children to remember? What is the role of 
memory in these texts? How is memory tied together with the concepts of duty, identity, 
and legacy?
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   Texts in Context 

 Ralph Ellison and the Influence of the 
Harlem Renaissance   
 A great flowering of Black arts and culture, the  Harlem Renaissance  continues to be a 

source of fascination, debate, and discussion among literary critics and historians. Even the 

dates remain problematic. Most agree that the movement began after the 1919 “Red 

Summer” of race riots in urban centers throughout the United States; scholar Henry Louis 

Gates Jr. puts its end at 1939, the start of World War II. All agree, however, that the period of 

the 1920s and early 1930s was a time of extraordinary creativity that centered around New 

York City, specifically Harlem. This period, called “more a spirit than a movement” by critic 

Robert Hemenway, was marked by a wide range of ideas and writing styles, exploration 

of both African and American cultural heritages, protests against racial discrimination, 

and a sense of self-assertion and pride. The intellectual and artistic productivity of this era 

left a breathtaking legacy of writers, thinkers, musicians, and visual artists whose work 

endures today. 

 To understand the Harlem Renaissance requires looking further into the past. Following 

the end of the Civil War in 1865, there was a brief period known as Reconstruction, in 

which African Americans made significant progress toward equality and full citizenship. 

However, this era ended in 1877 as Jim Crow laws took hold, enforcing racial segregation 

and ensuring both social and economic disfranchisement of African Americans in the 

South. This, along with a rise in racial terror lynchings during the early twentieth century, 

prompted a mass exodus of African Americans from the south. Between roughly 1910 and 

1940, millions of African Americans left the rural Southern U.S. for the urban Northwest, 

Midwest, and West in what is now known as the Great Migration. Fleeing violence, legal 

restrictions, and racial prejudice in search of greater opportunities, these migrants would 

reshape the social and political geography of every city they came to call home. 

 The unrest that led to the Great Migration intensified in the wake of World War I 

(1914–1918), when African American soldiers returned from segregated military duty and 

found the racism that permeated America unchanged in their absence. In fact, these 

postwar years saw a revival of racist organizations such as the Ku Klux Klan and, 

consequently, racial violence. In what became known as the Red Summer of 1919, 

twenty-six race riots erupted across the U.S. Claude McKay expressed the spirit of that 

cultural moment in his poem “If We Must Die,” written in the wake of the Chicago race riot 

that left 38 people dead: “Like men we’ll face the murderous, cowardly pack / Pressed to 

the wall, dying, but fighting back!” Out of this extraordinary moment of both trauma and 

opportunity, African Americans continued to head north and west, often collectively as 

communities in motion. Contemporary historian and author Isabel Wilkerson described 

those who undertook the arduous journey from their rural hometowns to unknown urban 

territory as people “seeking political asylum within the borders of their own country, not 
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unlike refugees in other part of the world fleeing 

famine, war, and pestilence.”

Yet the denizens of the Great Migration often 

encountered racism and inequality similar to that of 

the South they had fled. While more jobs were 

available in the cities of the north and west, pay 

was often low and barriers to employment high; 

the work itself was typically menial labor. Fair 

housing was nearly nonexistent, and educational 

opportunities were far from guaranteed—while 

segregated schools were not a function of the law 

in the north, they were often the status quo.

Despite these obstacles and continuing 

inequities, the literature, art, and music created by 

Black people underwent profound changes and 

found wider audiences during the 1920s and 30s, 

especially in New York City. The uptown 

neighborhood of Harlem was not only a destination 

for many migrant African Americans and Black 

immigrants seeking work and economic opportunity; 

it was home to a new Black middle class. It was also 

the nucleus of an artistic movement that centered 

Black experiences and celebrated various cultures 

and traditions of Black people throughout the U.S. 

Writers and thinkers such as Alain Locke, Langston 

Hughes, Countee Cullen, and Zora Neale Hurston 

found more mainstream publishers receptive to their 

work and found a broad audience. Artists such as 

Augusta Savage, Aaron Douglass, and Jacob 

Lawrence also gained a following. Perhaps no aspect of the Harlem Renaissance shaped 

America and the entire world as much as jazz. Thousands of city dwellers, Black and white, 

flocked to see performers, including Duke Ellington and Louis Armstrong, Bessie Smith 

and Billie Holiday, bring this musical tradition to the fore.

The scope of the work produced during the Harlem Renaissance was vast; it gave 

rise to differing viewpoints on the role of art and the artist in particular. Some argued 

that art and literature reflecting the “mainstream” traditions and movements established 

by white creators would bring the work of Black creators into the canon. Others, such 

as Hurston, argued for the importance of cultural representation, choosing to use 

vernacular expressions and focus on small rural communities of African Americans in 

her work. Some, including Countee Cullen, wrote of the struggle to reconcile their 

identity as Americans with the specter of slavery and the racism of their era. Many saw 

themselves as activists whose work explicitly embraced the idea of the New Negro, a 

concept coined by Alain Locke that emphasized self-sufficiency, education, Black 

This cover of scholar Nathan Irvin Huggins’s 
book Harlem Renaissance features work by 
artist Aaron Douglas.

How does Douglas situate the cultural values 
of the Harlem Renaissance within American 
society? How do the composition, 
perspective, and the images themselves 
contribute to your interpretation?
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pride, cultural advancement, and social justice. Langston Hughes eloquently expressed 

this connection between art, life, and the fight against racism in a 1947 article in the 

journal Phylon. He explains his refusal to take on “conventional” subject matter 

embraced by many white writers, such as “roses and moonlight”:

I was born poor — and colored — and almost all the prettiest roses I have seen have been 

in rich white people’s yards — and not in mine. . . . [F]or sometimes in the moonlight my 

brothers see a fiery cross and a circle of Klansmen’s hoods. Sometimes in the moonlight a 

dark body swings from a lynching tree — but for the funeral there are no roses.

Ralph Ellison, born in 1914, grew up in the midst of the debates regarding social, 

political, and economic advancement for Black people. As a young man in Oklahoma 

City, he read the work of Alain Locke and Langston Hughes, whom he would meet and 

befriend soon after his arrival in New York City in 1936, joining a talented and influential 

group of Black intellectuals and artists. As prefigured in the short story “Boy on a 

Train,” his central theme, most notably explored in his masterpiece Invisible Man, is 

the search for identity, a search he treats as central to American literature and 

experience, as did many of the writers of the Harlem Renaissance whose work he read 

and wrote about.

As you read the following Texts in Context and continue to reflect on Ellison’s “Boy on 

a Train,” remember that the flowering of Black art and literature of the 1920s and 30s is a 

“renaissance”— that is, a rebirth or renewal. The luminaries of this movement put forward 

new perspectives on history and pioneered innovative modes of expression. In the 

process, they simultaneously preserved and reinvented the vibrant cultures and identities 

of Black people across America. Not only do these works engage with fundamental 

questions and issues that have existed since well before the nation’s founding and still 

persist today, but they also changed how we see the landscape of American experience. 

As writer Wil Haygood states in his 2018 book I Too Sing America: The Harlem 
Renaissance at 100, the legacy of the Harlem Renaissance continues to endure:

So the Harlem Renaissance lives. It sings. It continues to do its part to explain America to 

itself, and also to the world. Hardly a racially charged political moment has gone by since 

the 1960s when a poem or quote from the renaissance hasn’t been summoned. It 

constantly reminds us of a group of gifted artists who had their backs against the wall 

within the borders of their own country, and how their genius took flight.

TEXTS IN CONTEXT

 1. Alain Locke    from The New Negro (nonfiction)

 2. Countee Cullen    Heritage (poetry)

 3. Zora Neale Hurston    Spunk (short fiction)

 4. Langston Hughes    I look at the world (poetry)

 5. Jacob Lawrence    From every southern town migrants left by the 
hundreds to travel north (Migration Series #3) (painting)
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from The New Negro

Alain Locke

Born and raised in Philadelphia, Alain Locke (1886–1954) graduated from Harvard University and 

became the first African American Rhodes Scholar. He taught English at Howard University in 

Washington, D.C. throughout his career and became a highly regarded scholar. His most famous work 

was The New Negro (1925), an anthology that became the manifesto of the Harlem Renaissance. The 

artists in The New Negro turned what Locke called “a new vision of opportunity” into the reality of 

poetry, fiction, political analysis, drama, music, and visual art that continues to be studied today. These 

luminaries include Claude McKay, Zora Neale Hurston, W. E. B. DuBois, Aaron Douglass, Langston 

Hughes, Jean Toomer, James Weldon Johnson, Angelina Grimké, and more.

KEY CONTEXT In this introductory essay to The New Negro, Locke acknowledges the social 

and artistic changes brought about by the Great Migration. He says, “While the minds of most of 

us, black and white, have thus burrowed in the trenches of the Civil War and Reconstruction, the 

actual march of development has simply flanked these positions, necessitating a sudden 

reorientation of view.” He also heralds “the younger generation” of artists, which he sees as 

“vibrant with a new psychology, or “the new spirit” that will lead to “a spiritual emancipation.”

The mind of the Negro seems suddenly to 

have slipped from under the tyranny of 

social intimidation and to be shaking off the 

psychology of imitation and implied inferiority. 

By shedding the old chrysalis of the Negro 

problem we are achieving something like a 

spiritual emancipation. Until recently, lacking 

self-understanding, we have been almost as 

much of a problem to ourselves as we still are to 

others. But the decade that found us with a 

problem has left us with only a task. The 

multitude perhaps feels as yet only a strange 

relief and a new vague urge, but the thinking few 

know that in the reaction the vital inner grip of 

prejudice has been broken.

With this renewed self-respect and 

self-dependence, the life of the Negro 

community is bound to enter a new dynamic 

phase, the buoyancy from within compensating 

for whatever pressure there may be of conditions 

from without. The migrant masses, shifting from 

countryside to city, hurdle several generations of 

experience at a leap, but more important, the 

same thing happens spiritually in the 

life-attitudes and self-expression of the Young 

Negro, in his poetry, his art, his education and 

his new outlook, with the additional advantage, 

of course, of the poise and greater certainty of 

knowing what it is all about. From this comes the 

promise and warrant of a new leadership. As one 

of them has discerningly put it: 

We have tomorrow

Bright before us

Like a flame.

Yesterday, a night-gone thing

A sundown name

And dawn today

Broad arch above the road we came.

We march!1

This is what, even more than any “most 

creditable record of fifty years of freedom,” 

requires that the Negro of today be seen through 

other than the dusty spectacles of past 

1  Here, Locke has reprinted “Youth,” a 1924 poem by Harlem 
Renaissance writer Langston Hughes (1902–1967). — Eds.
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controversy. The day of “aunties,” “uncles” and 

“mammies”2 is equally gone. Uncle Tom3 and 

Sambo4 have passed on, and even the “Colonel” 

and “George” play barnstorm roles from which 

they escape with relief when the public spotlight 

is off. The popular melodrama has about played 

itself out, and it is time to scrap the fictions, 

garret the bogeys and settle down to a realistic 

facing of facts.

• • • 

First we must observe some of the changes 

which since the traditional lines of opinion were 

drawn have rendered these quite obsolete. A 

main change has been, of course, that shifting of 

the Negro population which has made the Negro 

problem no longer exclusively or even 

predominantly Southern. Why should our minds 

remain sectionalized, when the problem itself 

no longer is? Then the trend of migration has 

not only been toward the North and the Central 

Midwest, but city-ward and to the great centers 

of industry — the problems of adjustment are 

new, practical, local and not peculiarly racial. 

Rather they are an integral part of the large 

industrial and social problems of our 

present-day democracy. And finally, with the 

Negro rapidly in process of class differentiation, 

if it ever was warrantable to regard and treat the 

Negro en masse, it is becoming with every day 

less possible, more unjust and more ridiculous.

The Negro, too, for his part, has idols of the 

tribe to smash. If on the one hand the white man 

has erred in making the Negro appear to be that 

which would excuse or extenuate his treatment 

of him, the Negro, in turn, has too often 

unnecessarily excused himself because of the 

way he has been treated. The intelligent Negro of 

today is resolved not to make discrimination an 

extenuation for his shortcomings in 

performance, individual or collective; he is 

trying to hold himself at par, neither inflated by 

sentimental allowances nor depreciated by 

current social discounts. For this he must know 

himself and be known for precisely what he is, 

and for that reason he welcomes the new 

scientific rather than the old sentimental 

interest. Sentimental interest in the Negro has 

ebbed. We used to lament this as the falling off of 

our friends; now we rejoice and pray to be 

delivered both from self-pity and condescension. 

The mind of each racial group has had a bitter 

weaning, apathy or hatred on one side matching 

disillusionment or resentment on the other; but 

they face each other today with the possibility at 

least of entirely new mutual attitudes.

It does not follow that if the Negro were 

better known, he would be better liked or better 

treated. But mutual understanding is basic for 

any subsequent cooperation and adjustment. 

The effort toward this will at least have the effect 

of remedying in large part what has been the 

most unsatisfactory feature of our present state 

of race relationships in America, namely the fact 

that the more intelligent and representative 

elements of the two race groups have at so many 

points got quite out of vital touch with one 

another.

The fiction is that the life of the races is 

separate, and increasingly so. The fact is that 

they have touched too closely at the unfavorable 

and too lightly at the favorable levels.

While inter-racial councils have sprung up in 

the South, drawing on forward elements of both 

races, in the Northern cities manual laborers 

may brush elbows in their everyday work, but 

the community and business leaders have 

experienced no such interplay or far too little of 

it. These segments must achieve contact or the 

race situation in America becomes desperate. In 

the intellectual realm a renewed and keen 

curiosity is replacing the recent apathy; the 

Negro is being carefully studied, not just talked 

5

2  A term for a Black nanny of white children in the American South. 
Today, it is recognized as an offensive trope. — Eds.

3  The eponymous character of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s 1854 novel 
Uncle Tom’s Cabin. He is portrayed as passive and subservient. — Eds.

4  A racist caricature of a Black man. One of the overseers in Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin is a man named Sambo. — Eds.
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about and discussed. In art and letters, instead of 

being wholly caricatured, he is being seriously 

portrayed and painted.

To all of this the New Negro is keenly 

responsive as an augury of a new democracy in 

American culture. He is contributing his share to 

the new social understanding. But the desire to 

be understood would never in itself have been 

sufficient to have opened so completely the 

protectively closed portals of the thinking 

Negro’s mind. There is still too much possibility 

of being snubbed or patronized for that.  

It was rather the necessity for fuller, truer, 

self-expression, the realization of the unwisdom 

of allowing social discrimination to segregate 

him mentally, and a counter-attitude to cramp 

and fetter his own living — and so the 

“spite-wall” that the intellectuals built over the 

“color-line” has happily been taken down. Much 

of this reopening of intellectual contacts has 

centered in New York and has been richly fruitful 

not merely in the enlarging of personal 

experience, but in the definite enrichment of 

American art and letters and in the clarifying of 

our common vision of the social tasks ahead.

However, this new phase of things is delicate; 

it will call for less charity but more justice; less 

help, but infinitely closer understanding. 

1925

10

 Questions

 1. What has brought about the “renewed self-respect and self-dependence” that Alain Locke 
describes in paragraph 2?

 2. How does the language of paragraph 2, including the poem by Langston Hughes, convey the 
positive spirit of the moment, according to Locke?

 3. What are the myths, misconceptions, and stereotypes that Locke asserts are in the past?

 4. What impact does Locke believe “the trend of migration” (par. 4) has had?

 5. Why does Locke think that the belief that “the life of the races is separate, and increasingly so” is “a 
fiction” (par. 7)?

 6. According to Locke, how is the “New Negro” an “augury of a new democracy in American 
culture” (par. 9)?

 7. What aspects of Locke’s predictions do you think have become reality since this essay was 
first published in 1925? Which have not — and why?

Heritage

Countee Cullen

An important figure during the Harlem Renaissance, Countee Cullen (1903–1946) grew up in New York City. 

At fifteen, he was adopted by Reverend Frederick A. Cullen, pastor of Harlem’s largest congregation. Cullen 

graduated Phi Beta Kappa from New York University in 1923 and received an MA from Harvard University in 

1926; he traveled to France as a Guggenheim Fellow after graduation. His published collections include 

Color (1925), Copper Sun (1927), The Ballad of the Brown Girl (1928), The Black Christ and Other Poems 

(1929), and The Medea and Some Other Poems (1935). While race was a central concern of Cullen’s 

work, he differed from many other poets of this period by writing in the lyric tradition of the 

nineteenth-century Romantic John Keats, his favorite poet.
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1 A solemn vow or promise of truth and fidelity. — Eds.

KEY CONTEXT The epigraph for this poem is dedicated to Harold Jackman, a lifelong friend 

of Cullen’s who was a model, teacher, and patron of the arts. Like Cullen, Jackman was part of 

the Harlem Renaissance. As you read this poem, keep in mind that Cullen wrote “Heritage” at a 

time when the Pan-African movement had gained support with some prominent Black writers, 

artists, and thinkers of the day. Led by Marcus Garvey (1887–1940), a Jamaican political 

activist, this movement sought to unify Black people worldwide. In Garvey’s view, however, this 

unity could only be achieved through racial separatism.

(For Harold Jackman)

What is Africa to me:

Copper sun or scarlet sea,

Jungle star or jungle track,

Strong bronzed men, or regal black

Women from whose loins I sprang

When the birds of Eden sang?

One three centuries removed

From the scenes his fathers loved,

Spicy grove, cinnamon tree,

What is Africa to me?

So I lie, who all day long

Want no sound except the song

Sung by wild barbaric birds

Goading massive jungle herds,

Juggernauts of flesh that pass

Trampling tall defiant grass

Where young forest lovers lie,

Plighting troth1 beneath the sky.

So I lie, who always hear,

Though I cram against my ear

Both my thumbs, and keep them there,

Great drums throbbing through the air.

So I lie, whose fount of pride,

Dear distress, and joy allied,

Is my somber flesh and skin,

With the dark blood dammed within

Like great pulsing tides of wine

That, I fear, must burst the fine

Channels of the chafing net

Where they surge and foam and fret.

Africa? A book one thumbs

Listlessly, till slumber comes.
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Unremembered are her bats

Circling through the night, her cats

Crouching in the river reeds,

Stalking gentle flesh that feeds

By the river brink; no more

Does the bugle-throated roar

Cry that monarch claws have leapt

From the scabbards where they slept.

Silver snakes that once a year

Doff the lovely coats you wear,

Seek no covert in your fear

Lest a mortal eye should see;

What’s your nakedness to me?

Here no leprous flowers rear

Fierce corollas2 in the air;

Here no bodies sleek and wet,

Dripping mingled rain and sweat,

Tread the savage measures of

Jungle boys and girls in love.

What is last year’s snow to me,

Last year’s anything? The tree

Budding yearly must forget

How its past arose or set —

Bough and blossom, flower, fruit,

Even what shy bird with mute

Wonder at her travail there,

Meekly labored in its hair.

One three centuries removed

From the scenes his fathers loved,

Spice grove, cinnamon tree,

What is Africa to me?

So I lie, who find no peace

Night or day, no slight release

From the unremittant beat

Made by cruel padded feet

Walking through my body’s street.

Up and down they go, and back,

Treading out a jungle track.

So I lie, who never quite

Safely sleep from rain at night —
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2 The petals of a flower, collectively. — Eds.
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I can never rest at all

When the rain begins to fall;

Like a soul gone mad with pain

I must match its weird refrain;

Ever must I twist and squirm,

Writhing like a baited worm,

While its primal measures drip

Through my body, crying, “Strip!

Doff this new exuberance.

Come and dance the Lover’s Dance!”

In an old remembered way

Rain works on me night and day.

Quaint, outlandish heathen gods

Black men fashion out of rods,

Clay, and brittle bits of stone,

In a likeness like their own,

My conversion came high-priced;

I belong to Jesus Christ,

Preacher of humility;

Heathen gods are naught to me.

Father, Son, and Holy Ghost,

So I make an idle boast;

Jesus of the twice-turned cheek,

Lamb of God, although I speak

With my mouth thus, in my heart

Do I play a double part.

Ever at Thy glowing altar

Must my heart grow sick and falter,

Wishing He I served were black,

Thinking then it would not lack

Precedent of pain to guide it,

Let who would or might deride it;

Surely then this flesh would know

Yours had borne a kindred woe.

Lord, I fashion dark gods, too,

Daring even to give You

Dark despairing features where,

Crowned with dark rebellious hair,

Patience wavers just so much as

Mortal grief compels, while touches

Quick and hot, of anger, rise
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To smitten cheek and weary eyes.

Lord, forgive me if my need

Sometimes shapes a human creed.

All day long and all night through,

One thing only must I do:

Quench my pride and cool my blood,

Lest I perish in the flood.

Lest a hidden ember set

Timber that I thought was wet

Burning like the dryest flax,

Melting like the merest wax,

Lest the grave restore its dead.

Not yet has my heart or head

In the least way realized

They and I are civilized. 

1925

115

120

125

 Questions

 1. What specific details describe Africa? Start with the opening descriptions that Countee 
Cullen presents as contrasts. As the poem progresses, what visual picture emerges?

 2. Starting with line 85, the speaker struggles to reconcile his Christian beliefs with “heathen 
gods.” What is the nature of his struggle?

 3. In addition to differing religious beliefs, what other dualities in cultural values do you find in 
the poem? If you interpret the poem as the inner struggle of the speaker trying to construct 
his identity, what are the conflicts the speaker experiences?

 4. What is the impact of the repetition used in the poem? To what extent does the speaker answer 
the repeated question, “What is Africa to me”? Other examples of repetition include the repeated 
phrase “So I lie” and the italicized quatrains. How does the repetition work in conjunction with the 
rhyming couplets and rhythm?

 5. How do you interpret the italicized ending of the poem? Pay special attention to the word 
“civilized” (l. 128). Why might Cullen have chosen to end his poem with this word? Ultimately, 
what is Africa to the speaker?

 6. How would you describe the tone of the poem? Try using two or three words to make your 
description more precise, such as sad yet hopeful, or admiringly critical. Cite specific 
passages to support your response.

Spunk

Zora Neale Hurston

Zora Neale Hurston (1891–1960) came to prominence in the 1920s during the Harlem Renaissance, a 

period of enormous creativity of African American artists, writers, and musicians. A novelist, folklorist, 

and anthropologist, she first gained attention with her short stories, including “Sweat” and “Spunk.” She 
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is best known for her novel Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937), set in Eatonville, Florida, where 

Hurston grew up; the town was the first incorporated African American community in the United States. 

She attended Howard University and won a scholarship to Barnard College in New York, living in Harlem 

throughout the 1920s. Toward the end of her life, Hurston remained out of the public eye; she was buried 

in an unmarked grave in Florida.

KEY CONTEXT Hurston studied anthropology at Columbia University and did field work in 

Louisiana, Florida, and Haiti. “Spunk” reflects her interest in and celebration of African American 

folk culture, as well as its use of authentic vernacular speech. While not always technically or 

grammatically accurate as defined by the rules of written English, the dialogue Hurston chooses 

captures the time, place, and culture through the voices of her characters. “Spunk,” which 

established Hurston’s reputation as a prominent writer, was first published in Alain Locke’s 

The New Negro.

I

A giant of a brown-skinned man sauntered up 

the one street of the village and out into the 

palmetto thickets with a small pretty woman 

clinging lovingly to his arm.

“Looka theah, folkses!” cried Elijah Mosley, 

slapping his leg gleefully. “Theah they go, big as 

life an’ brassy as tacks.”

All the loungers in the store tried to walk to 

the door with an air of nonchalance but with 

small success.

“Now pee-eople!” Walter Thomas gasped. 

“Will you look at ’em!”

“But that’s one thing Ah likes about Spunk 

Banks — he ain’t skeered of nothin’ on God’s 

green footstool — nothin’ ! He rides that log 

down at saw-mill jus’ like he struts ’round wid 

another man’s wife — jus’ don’t give a kitty. 

When Tes’ Miller got cut to giblets1 on that 

circle-saw, Spunk steps right up and starts ridin’. 

The rest of us was skeered to go near it.”

A round-shouldered figure in overalls much 

too large came nervously in the door and the 

talking ceased. The men looked at each other 

and winked.

“Gimme some soda-water. Sass’prilla2 Ah 

reckon,” the newcomer ordered, and stood far 

down the counter near the open pickled pig-feet 

tub to drink it.

Elijah nudged Walter and turned with mock 

gravity to the new-comer.

“Say, Joe, how’s everything up yo’ way? 

How’s yo’ wife?”

Joe started and all but dropped the bottle he 

was holding. He swallowed several times 

painfully and his lips trembled.

“Aw ’Lige, you oughtn’t to do nothin’ like 

that,” Walter grumbled. Elijah ignored him.

“She jus’ passed heah a few minutes ago 

goin’ thata way,” with a wave of his hand in the 

direction of the woods.

Now Joe knew his wife had passed that way. 

He knew that the men lounging in the general 

store had seen her, moreover, he knew that the 

men knew he knew. He stood there silent for a 

long moment staring blankly, with his Adam’s 

apple twitching nervously up and down his 

throat. One could actually see the pain he was 

suffering, his eyes, his face, his hands, and even 

the dejected slump of his shoulders. He set the 
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1  The liver, heart, gizzard, and neck of a bird, usually a chicken. — Eds. 2 Sarsaparilla, a popular soda during this time period. — Eds.
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bottle down upon the counter. He didn’t bang it, 

just eased it out of his hand silently and fiddled 

with his suspender buckle.

“Well, Ah’m goin’ after her to-day. Ah’m 

goin’ an’ fetch her back. Spunk’s done gone 

too fur.”

He reached deep down into his trouser 

pocket and drew out a hollow ground razor, 

large and shiny, and passed his moistened 

thumb back and forth over the edge.

“Talkin’ like a man, Joe. ’Course that’s yo’ 

fambly affairs, but Ah like to see grit in 

anybody.”

Joe Kanty laid down a nickel and stumbled 

out into the street.

Dusk crept in from the woods. Ike Clarke lit 

the swinging oil lamp that was almost 

immediately surrounded by candle-flies. The 

men laughed boisterously behind Joe’s back as 

they watched him shamble woodward.

“You oughtn’t to said whut you said to him, 

’Lige — look how it worked him up,” Walter 

chided.

“And Ah hope it did work him up. Tain’t even 

decent for a man to take and take like he do.”

“Spunk will sho’ kill him.”

“Aw, Ah doan know. You never kin tell. He 

might turn him up an’ spank him fur gettin’ in 

the way, but Spunk wouldn’t shoot no unarmed 

man. Dat razor he carried outa heah ain’t gonna 

run Spunk down an’ cut him, an’ Joe ain’t got 

the nerve to go to Spunk with it knowing he totes 

that Army .45. He makes that break outa heah to 

bluff us. He’s gonna hide that razor behind the 

first palmetto root an’ sneak back home to bed. 

Don’t tell me nothin’ ’bout that rabbit-foot 

colored man. Didn’t he meet Spunk an’ Lena 

face to face one day las week an’ mumble 

sumthin’ to Spunk ’bout lettin’ his wife alone?”

“What did Spunk say?” Walter broke in. “Ah 

like him fine but tain’t right the way he carries 

on wid Lena Kanty, jus’ ’cause Joe’s timid ’bout 

fightin’. ”

“You wrong theah, Walter. Tain’t ’cause 

Joe’s timid at all, it’s ’cause Spunk wants Lena. 

If Joe was a passle of wile cats Spunk would 

tackle the job just the same. He’d go after 

anything he wanted the same way. As Ah wuz 

sayin’ a minute ago, he tole Joe right to his face 

that Lena was his. ‘Call her and see if she’ll 

come. A woman knows her boss an’ she 

answers when he calls.’ ‘Lena, ain’t I yo’ 

husband?’ Joe sorter whines out. Lena looked 

at him real disgusted but she don’t answer and 

she don’t move outa her tracks. Then Spunk 

reaches out an’ takes hold of her arm an’ says: 

‘Lena, youse mine. From now on Ah works for 

you an’ fights for you an’ Ah never wants you to 

look to nobody for a crumb of bread, a stitch of 

close or a shingle to go over yo’ head, but me 

long as Ah live. Ah’ll git the lumber foh owah 

house to-morrow. Go home an git yo’ things 

together!”

“ ‘Thass mah house,’ Lena speaks up. 

‘Papa gimme that.’

“ ‘Well,’ says Spunk, ‘doan give up whut’s 

yours, but when youse inside doan forgit youse 

mine, an’ let no other man git outa his place  

wid you!’

“Lena looked up at him with her eyes so 

full of love that they wuz runnin’ over, an’ 

Spunk seen it an’ Joe seen it too, and his 

lip started to tremblin’ and his Adam’s 

apple was galloping up and down his neck 

like a race horse. Ah bet he’s wore out half 

a dozen Adam’s apples since Spunk’s been 

on the job with Lena. That’s all he’ll do. 

He’ll be back heah after while swallowin’ an’ 

workin’ his lips like he wants to say somethin’ 

an’ can’t.”

“But didn’t he do nothin’ to stop ’em?”

“Nope, not a frazzlin’ thing — jus’ stood 

there. Spunk took Lena’s arm and walked off jus’ 

like nothin’ ain’t happened and he stood there 

gazin’ after them till they was outa sight. Now 

you know a woman don’t want no man like that. 

15
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I’m jus’ waitin’ to see whut he’s goin’ to say 

when he gits back.”

II

But Joe Kanty never came back, never. The men 

in the store heard the sharp report of a pistol 

somewhere distant in the palmetto thicket and 

soon Spunk came walking leisurely, with his big 

black Stetson3 set at the same rakish angle and 

Lena clinging to his arm, came walking right into 

the general store. Lena wept in a frightened 

manner.

“Well,” Spunk announced calmly, “Joe 

came out there wid a meat axe an’ made me 

kill him.”

He sent Lena home and led the men back to 

Joe — crumpled and limp with his right hand 

still clutching his razor.

“See mah back? Mah close cut clear through. 

He sneaked up an’ tried to kill me from the back, 

but Ah got him, an’ got him good, first shot,” 

Spunk said.

The men glared at Elijah, accusingly.

“Take him up an’ plant him in Stony 

Lonesome,” Spunk said in a careless voice. “Ah 

didn’t wanna shoot him but he made me do it. 

He’s a dirty coward, jumpin’ on a man from 

behind.”

Spunk turned on his heel and sauntered 

away to where he knew his love wept in fear for 

him and no man stopped him. At the general 

store later on, they all talked of locking him up 

until the sheriff should come from Orlando, but 

no one did anything but talk.

A clear case of self-defense, the trial was a 

short one, and Spunk walked out of the court 

house to freedom again. He could work 

again, ride the dangerous log-carriage that 

fed the singing, snarling, biting circle-saw; he 

could stroll the soft dark lanes with his guitar. 

He was free to roam the woods again; he was 

free to return to Lena. He did all of these 

things.

III

Whut you reckon, Walt?” Elijah asked one night 

later. “Spunk’s gittin’ ready to marry Lena!”

“Naw! Why, Joe ain’t had time to git cold yit. 

Nohow Ah didn’t figger Spunk was the marryin’ 

kind.”

“Well, he is,” rejoined Elijah. “He done 

moved most of Lena’s things — and her along 

wid ’em — over to the Bradley house. He’s 

buying it. Jus’ like Ah told yo’ all right in heah the 

night Joe was kilt. Spunk’s crazy ’bout Lena. He 

don’t want folks to keep on talkin’ ’bout 

her — thass reason he’s rushin’ so. Funny thing 

’bout that bob-cat, wan’t it?”

“What bob-cat, ’Lige? Ah ain’t heered ’bout 

none.”

“Ain’t cher? Well, night befo’ las’ as they 

was goin’ to bed, a big black bob-cat, black all 

over, you hear me, black, walked round and 

round that house and howled like forty, an’ 

when Spunk got his gun an’ went to the winder 

to shoot it, he says it stood right still an’ looked 

him in the eye, an’ howled right at him. The 

thing got Spunk so nervoused up he couldn’t 

shoot. But Spunk says twan’t no bob-cat 

nohow. He says it was Joe done sneaked back 

from Hell!”

“Humph!” sniffed Walter, “he oughter be 

nervous after what he done. Ah reckon Joe come 

back to dare him to marry Lena, or to come out 

an’ fight. Ah bet he’ll be back time and again, 

too. Know what Ah think? Joe wuz a braver man 

than Spunk.”

There was a general shout of derision from 

the group.

“Thass a fact,” went on Walter. “Lookit whut 

he done; took a razor an’ went out to fight a man 

he knowed toted a gun an’ wuz a crack shot, too; 

’nother thing Joe wuz skeered of Spunk, skeered 

plumb stiff ! But he went jes’ the same. It took 

30
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3 A Stetson hat, which has a wide brim. — Eds.
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him a long time to get his nerve up. Tain’t 

nothin’ for Spunk to fight when he ain’t skeered 

of nothin’. Now, Joe’s done come back to have it 

out wid the man that’s got all he ever had. Y’all 

know Joe ain’t never had nothin’ nor wanted 

nothin’ besides Lena. It musta been a h’ant4 

cause ain’t nobody never seen no black 

bob-cat.”

“ ‘Nother thing,” cut in one of the men, 

“Spunk was cussin’ a blue streak to-day ’cause 

he ’lowed dat saw wuz wobblin’ — almos’ got 

’im once. The machinist come, looked it over 

an said it wuz alright. Spunk musta been leanin 

t’wards it some. Den he claimed somebody 

pushed ’im but twan’t nobody close to ’im. Ah 

wuz glad when knockin’ off time came. I’m 

skeered of dat man when he gits hot. He’d beat 

you full of button holes as quick as he’s look 

atcher.”

IV

The men gathered the next evening in a different 

mood, no laughter. No badinage5 this time.

“Look, ’Lige, you goin’ to set up wid Spunk?”

“Naw, Ah reckon not, Walter. Tell yuh the 

truth, Ah’m a li’l bit skittish. Spunk died too 

wicket — died cussin’ he did. You know he 

thought he was done outa life.”

“Good Lawd, who’d he think done it?”

“Joe.”

“Joe Kanty? How come?”

“Walter, Ah b’leeve Ah will walk up thata way 

an’ set. Lena would like it Ah reckon.”

“But whut did he say, ’Lige?”

Elijah did not answer until they had left the 

lighted store and were strolling down the dark 

street.

“Ah wuz loadin’ a wagon wid scantlin’ 

right near the saw when Spunk fell on the 

carriage but ’fore Ah could git to him the saw 

got him in the body — awful sight. Me an’ Skint 

Miller got him off but it was too late. Anybody 

could see that. The fust thing he said wuz: ‘He 

pushed me, ’Lige — the dirty hound pushed 

me in the back!’ — he was spittin’ blood at 

ev’ry breath. We laid him on the sawdust pile 

with his face to the East so’s he could die 

easy. He helt mah han’ till the last, Walter, 

and said: ‘It was Joe, ’Lige . . . the dirty 

sneak shoved me . . . he didn’t dare come to 

mah face . . . but Ah’ll git the son-of-a-wood 

louse soon’s Ah get there an’ make hell too hot 

for him . . . Ah felt him shove me . . . !’ Thass 

how he died.”

“If spirits kin fight, there’s a powerful tussle 

goin’ on somewhere ovah Jordan6 ’cause Ah 

b’leeve Joe’s ready for Spunk an’ ain’t skeered any 

more — yas, Ah b’leeve Joe pushed ’im mahself.”

They had arrived at the house. Lena’s 

lamentations were deep and loud. She had 

filled the room with magnolia blossoms that 

gave off a heavy sweet odor. The keepers of 

the wake tipped about whispering in 

frightened tones. Everyone in the village was 

there, even old Jeff Kanty, Joe’s father, who a 

few hours before would have been afraid to 

come within ten feet of him, stood leering 

triumphantly down upon the fallen giant as if 

his fingers had been the teeth of steel that laid 

him low.

The cooling board consisted of three 

sixteen-inch boards on saw horses, a dingy sheet 

was his shroud.

The women ate heartily of the funeral baked 

meats and wondered who would be Lena’s next. 

The men whispered coarse conjectures between 

guzzles of whiskey. 
1925

50

55 60

4 A haint, or ghost. — Eds.
5 Witty banter. — Eds.

6  Going or crossing “over Jordan” is a common euphemism for dying 
and passing into the afterlife. It derives from the Old Testament 
story in which the Jewish people crossed over the Jordan River to 
finally reach freedom after fleeing slavery in Egypt. — Eds.
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 Questions

 1. How does Zora Neale Hurston characterize Spunk Banks in Section I? Consider her direct 
description as well as what others say about him.

 2. How does the dialect affect your reading and understanding of the story? Would Hurston 
have made her characters more credible — in 1925 — and broadened her audience if she had 
had them speak in so-called standard English?

 3. How do the men in the story regard the conflict between Spunk Banks and Joe Kanty?

 4. In what ways are Spunk and Joe reflected in Elijah and Walter? What purpose do the 
similarities serve?

 5. Do we as readers know what really happened between Spunk and Joe in their final 
encounter? Is it important that we do? Why or why not?

 6. How would you describe the character of Lena? What inconsistencies, if any, do you notice in 
her behavior? Do you view her character in the same way as the men in this story do? Be 
sure to consider the ending of the story in your response.

 7. Who holds power in the community of the story, and why do they hold it? What is the nature of 
that power?

 8. How does the bobcat function as a symbol in “Spunk”? How does it speak to the story’s 
larger themes, and why is it particularly noteworthy that in reality, there are no black bobcats?

 9. What role does the supernatural play in the story?

 10. The story takes its title from the character Spunk Banks, but spunk also means gumption, or 
courage. Is this an appropriate title? Explain.

 11. This intricate story is actually a series of stories. What are the stories within the stories? How 
do they interrelate? How does the four-part structure reinforce or signal shifts?

 12. What role do the concepts of property and ownership, both literal and metaphorical, play in 
the story? Be sure to consider the relationship of Lena with Joe and Spunk, and cite specific 
evidence from the text, as you develop your response.

I look at the world

Langston Hughes

A key figure of the Harlem Renaissance, Langston Hughes (1902–1967) grew up in the African 

American community of Joplin, Missouri. He spent a year at Columbia University and became involved 

with the Harlem movement, but was shocked by the endemic racial prejudice at the university and 

subsequently left. Hughes traveled for several years before returning to the United States and 

completing his BA at Pennsylvania’s Lincoln University in 1929, after which he returned to Harlem for 

the remainder of his life. His first volume of poetry, The Weary Blues, was published in 1926. His first 

novel, Not Without Laughter (1930), won the Harmon Gold Medal for literature. He also wrote children’s 

poetry, musicals, and opera.

KEY CONTEXT Hughes wrote this poem by hand on the back inside cover of his edition of 

An Anthology of Revolutionary Poetry (1929). It was not discovered until 2009, when Penny 

Welbourne, a rare book cataloger at the Beinecke Library at Yale University, found it in Hughes’s 

papers. A champion of the artist’s freedom to choose subject and medium, Hughes wrote in his 
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1926 essay, “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain,” that his generation of artists and writers 

“intend[ed] to express our individual, dark-skinned selves without fear or shame.”

I look at the world

From awakening eyes in a black face—

And this is what I see:

This fenced-off narrow space

Assigned to me.

I look then at the silly walls

Through dark eyes in a dark face—

And this is what I know:

That all these walls oppression builds

Will have to go!

I look at my own body

With eyes no longer blind—

And I see that my own hands can make

The world that’s in my mind.

Then let us hurry, comrades,

The road to find. 

c. 1930

5

10

15

 Questions

 1. What is the nature of the tension in the opening stanza between “awakening eyes” (l. 2) and 
“fenced off narrow space” (l. 4)?

 2. What effect does Langston Hughes’s choice of the word “silly” to describe “walls” in line 6 
have on the tone of the poem? What might have been different had Hughes chosen a word 
such as “oppressive” or “ugly”?

 3. In what ways is the speaker “no longer blind” (l. 12) by the third stanza? What has given him 
sight or insight?

 4. How do you interpret the significance of the shift of the speaker’s gaze from the world, to the 
walls, to his own body?

 5. How does the repetition of “I look” propel the poem toward a meaning beyond the speaker’s 
individual experience?

 6. Hughes could have ended his poem with line 14, with the statement of the speaker’s own 
awakening. What, then, does he gain by adding the concluding two lines?

 7. In 2020, “I look at the world” was selected by the Poetry Foundation to be part of a 
discussion of “Poetry of Protest, Resistance, and Empowerment.” How does Hughes’s poem 
illustrate all three of these concepts?

 8. How close are we today to “the world that’s in [Hughes’s] mind” (l. 14)? Use evidence from 
current events or recent history to support your response.
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From every southern town migrants left by the  hundreds to travel north 

(Migration Series #3)

Jacob Lawrence

Among the most acclaimed twentieth century American artists, Jacob Lawrence (1917–2000) gained 

national recognition at age twenty-three for his Migration Series paintings. An active and prolific painter 

for his entire life, he also created series of paintings portraying the lives of abolitionists Harriet Tubman 

(1822–1913), Frederick Douglass (1817–1895), and John Brown (1800–1859); Haitian revolutionary 

Toussaint L’Ouverture (1743–1803); The American Struggle, a series of paintings depicting American 

history between 1775 and 1817; and more.

KEY CONTEXT Lawrence completed the 60-panel set of narrative paintings entitled Migration of 

the Negro or And the Migrants Kept Coming, now called The Migration Series, in 1940–41. In this 

epic statement, he depicted the flight of over a million African Americans from the rural South to 

the industrial North between roughly 1910 and 1940. Before painting the Migration Series, 

Lawrence researched the subject and wrote captions to accompany each panel. The following 

painting is panel 3.

From every southern town migrants left by the hundreds to travel north, 1940–41 (casein tempera on hardboard)/Lawrence, Jacob (1917–2000)/PHILLIPS 
COLLECTION/The Phillips Collection, Washington, D.C., USA/Bridgeman Images. © 2021 The Jacob and Gwendolyn Knight Lawrence Foundation,  
Seattle/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York

1940
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in Context each “testament[s] to Black 
possibility”?

 5. In “Spunk,” Hurston presents an autonomous 
town deliberately segregated by and for the Black 
community in Florida. How does Hurston’s 
portrayal of the town’s inhabitants relate to the 
self-realization of the speaker in “I look at the 
world” by Hughes? What commonalities and 
differences do you see between and among the 
perspectives of Hurston’s characters, Hughes’s 
speaker, and James in “Boy on a Train”?

 6. The speaker in Countee Cullen’s poem repeatedly 
defines himself as “One three centuries removed/  
From the scenes his fathers loved (ll. 7–8, 
60–61).” While contemplating the importance of 
knowing his history, he continues:

What is last year’s snow to me,
Last year’s anything? The tree
Budding yearly must forget
How its past arose or set —
Bough and blossom, flower, fruit,
Even what shy bird with mute
Wonder at her travail there,
Meekly labored in its hair.

  How do Ellison’s “Boy on a Train” and at least 
one of the other Texts in Context address the 
significance of a shared understanding of ancestral 
roots, racial identity, and/or personal memory?

 1. In what ways is “Boy on a Train” by Ralph Ellison a 
Harlem Renaissance work? Consider how it 
embraces some of the themes of the movement 
as well as ways in which its style and structure 
might be seen as a point of departure from the 
Texts in Context and other works of the Harlem 
Renaissance.

 2. Choose one of the pieces in this Texts in Context 
section and discuss how you think both Ralph 
Ellison and the narrator of “Boy on a Train” might 
respond.

 3. Connect the journey in “Boy on a Train” to 
From every southern town migrants left by the 
hundreds to travel north by Jacob Lawrence. 
How does this image contribute to your 
understanding of the setting and mood of 
“Boy on a Train”?

 4. Artist Kehinde Wiley, who painted President 
Barack Obama’s official portrait, has described 
the goal of his latest undertaking, a mural in 
Pennsylvania Station in New York City as a work 
“at the intersection of trade, commerce and 
transportation in the capital of the world’s 
economy, something that sits as a testament to 
Black possibility.” Find a photograph of the 
mural and consider how it relates to the texts in 
this section. What possibilities do you see in the 
image? How are “Boy on a Train” and the Texts 

Literature in Conversation

 Questions

 1. What do you notice about the composition of the painting? What visual elements divide and 
structure it?

 2. How does Jacob Lawrence convey the movement of the migrants in this image? How 
individualized do they appear? What might this choice suggest about Lawrence’s perspective 
on the Great Migration?

 3. What emotions do the colors of the painting evoke? How do these choices contribute to your 
interpretation of the painting?

 4. Migrations of birds is literal, a natural occurrence most everyone is familiar with. How does 
Lawrence develop a metaphorical meaning that comments on the human migrants in this 
painting?

 5. Overall, what message does the painting convey? If you find it powerful, what is the source of that 
power?

 6. What aspects of this image are timeless — that is, how might they speak to human migrations 
all over the world today?
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 7. How are at least two of the characteristics of the 
“New Negro” as defined by Alain Locke 
embodied in the narrative, setting, or characters 
of “Boy on a Train”? Choose one of the Texts in 
Context in this section and examine how both 
Ellison’s story and your chosen text reflect 
Locke’s main argument in the excerpt from “The 
New Negro.”

 8. In a later section of “The New Negro,” not 
included here, Locke writes:

[T]he present generation will have added 
the motives of self-expression and spiritual 
development to the old and still unfinished 
task of making material headway and 
 progress. No one who understandingly faces 
the situation with its substantial accom-
plishment or views the new scene with its 
still more abundant promise can be entirely 
without hope.

  Based on your reading of “Boy on a Train,” these 
Texts in Context, and your knowledge of history, 
develop a position on whether Locke’s vision for 
Black artists became a reality.

 9. Some of the controversies that characterize the 
Harlem Renaissance continue today. Discuss 
one controversy from these 1920s texts that 
still persists — for example, in discussions 
about identity politics as the subject of art, 
literature as social protest or political 
commentary, and the legitimacy of new or 
nontraditional art forms.

 10. Select a movie, miniseries, or television show that 
centers Black history, experience, art, and/or 
cultures. Some recent examples include Atlanta 
(2016), If Beale Street Could Talk (2019), Black-ish 
(2014), Black Panther (2018), Dope (2015), Empire 
(2015), Get Out (2017), Grown-ish (2018), The Hate 
U Give (2018), Insecure (2016), Judas and the Black 
Messiah (2021), Lovecraft Country (2020), Lupin 
(2021), Moonlight (2016), Pose (2018), Sorry to 
Bother You (2018), Us (2019), and Watchmen (2019). 
Write a script that imagines a conversation between 
Ellison and at least one of the authors and artists in 
this section. In it, they have also just watched the 
movie, miniseries, or show, and they discuss the 
connections between its themes and/or narrative 
perspectives and those of “Boy on a Train.”
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 Young Goodman Brown came forth at sunset 

into the street of Salem village; but put his 

head back, after crossing the threshold, to 

exchange a parting kiss with his young wife. And 

Faith, as the wife was aptly named, thrust her 

own pretty head into the street, letting the wind 

play with the pink ribbons of her cap while she 

called to Goodman Brown. 

 “Dearest heart,” whispered she, softly and 

rather sadly, when her lips were close to his ear, 

“prithee put off your journey until sunrise and 

sleep in your own bed to-night. A lone woman is 

troubled with such dreams and such thoughts 

that she’s afeard of herself sometimes. Pray tarry 

with me this night, dear husband, of all nights in 

the year.” 

 “My love and my Faith,” replied young 

Goodman Brown, “of all nights in the year, this 

one night must I tarry away from thee. My 

journey, as thou callest it, forth and back again, 

must needs be done ’twixt now and sunrise. 

What, my sweet, pretty wife, dost thou doubt 

me already, and we but three months 

married?” 

 “Then God bless you!” said Faith, with the 

pink ribbons; “and may you find all well when 

you come back.” 

“Amen!” cried Goodman Brown. “Say thy 

prayers, dear Faith, and go to bed at dusk, and 

no harm will come to thee.” 

 So they parted; and the young man pursued 

his way until, being about to turn the corner by 

the meeting-house, he looked back and saw the 

head of Faith still peeping after him with a 

melancholy air, in spite of her pink ribbons. 

 “Poor little Faith!” thought he, for his heart 

smote him. “What a wretch am I to leave her on 

such an errand! She talks of dreams, too. 

Methought as she spoke there was trouble in her 

face, as if a dream had warned her what work is 

to be done to-night. But no, no; ’t would kill her 

to think it. Well, she’s a blessed angel on earth; 

and after this one night I’ll cling to her skirts and 

follow her to heaven.” 

5

   Young Goodman Brown  
   Nathaniel Hawthorne             
  One of America’s major voices of the nineteenth century, 

Nathaniel Hawthorne (1804–1864) was born in Salem, 

Massachusetts, into a family whose ancestors had participated in 

the Salem Witch Trials of the seventeenth century. In 1837, he 

published a volume of stories,  Twice-Told Tales , followed by 

 Mosses from an Old Manse  (1846) — named for his house, which 

had belonged to Ralph Waldo Emerson. The years 1850 and 1851 

saw the publication of Hawthorne’s major novels,  The Scarlet 

Letter  and  The House of the Seven Gables .  

    KEY CONTEXT   Hawthorne’s writing is often allegorical and contains many of the elements of 

the supernatural; in fact, he referred to his books as “romances” rather than novels. Many of his 

characters struggle with their moral identity as they confront the nature of evil, pride, guilt, and 

temptation. “Young Goodman Brown” is set during the seventeenth century, in the North 

American Puritan village of Salem, best known for the Salem Witch Trials of 1692–1693.  
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With this excellent resolve for the future, 

Goodman Brown felt himself justified in making 

more haste on his present evil purpose. He had 

taken a dreary road, darkened by all the 

gloomiest trees of the forest, which barely stood 

aside to let the narrow path creep through, and 

closed immediately behind. It was all as lonely 

as could be; and there is this peculiarity in such 

a solitude, that the traveler knows not who may 

be concealed by the innumerable trunks and the 

thick boughs overhead; so that with lonely 

footsteps he may yet be passing through an 

unseen multitude.

“There may be a devilish Indian behind 

every tree,” said Goodman Brown to himself; 

and he glanced fearfully behind him as he 

added, “What if the devil himself should be at 

my very elbow!”

His head being turned back, he passed a 

crook of the road, and, looking forward again, 

beheld the figure of a man, in grave and decent 

attire, seated at the foot of an old tree. He arose 

at Goodman Brown’s approach and walked 

onward side by side with him.

“You are late, Goodman Brown,” said he. 

“The clock of the Old South was striking as 

I came through Boston, and that is full fifteen 

minutes agone.”

“Faith kept me back a while,” replied the 

young man, with a tremor in his voice, caused by 

the sudden appearance of his companion, 

though not wholly unexpected.

It was now deep dusk in the forest, and 

deepest in that part of it where these two were 

journeying. As nearly as could be discerned, the 

second traveller was about fifty years old, 

apparently in the same rank of life as Goodman 

Brown, and bearing a considerable resemblance 

to him, though perhaps more in expression than 

features. Still they might have been taken for 

father and son. And yet, though the elder person 

was as simply clad as the younger, and as simple 

in manner too, he had an indescribable air of 

one who knew the world, and who would not 

have felt abashed at the governor’s dinner table 

or in King William’s court, were it possible that 

his affairs should call him thither. But the only 

thing about him that could be fixed upon as 

remarkable was his staff, which bore the likeness 

of a great black snake, so curiously wrought that 

it might almost be seen to twist and wriggle itself 

like a living serpent. This, of course, must have 

10

This painting, entitled Snake and 
Moon, is a watercolor completed by 
American artist Morris Graves in 
1938–1939.

What does the image, especially 
color and composition, suggest 
to you? Is it blatantly evil, more 
mystical or mysterious, or a 
naturalistic drawing? In what 
ways does it capture the possible 
“ocular deception, assisted by 
the uncertain light” (par. 13) of the 
devil’s staff in “Young Goodman 
Brown”?

©
 M

or
ris

 G
ra

ve
s 

Fo
un

da
tio

n;
 C

ou
rt

es
y 

of
 M

ic
ha

el
 R

os
en

fe
ld

 G
al

le
ry

 L
LC

,  
N

ew
 Y

or
k,

 N
Y

 ©
Th

e 
M

us
eu

m
 o

f M
od

er
n 

A
rt/

Li
ce

ns
ed

 b
y 

S
C

A
LA

/A
rt 

R
es

ou
rc

e,
 N

Y

05_SheaLitComp3e_28114_ch04_164_327.indd   217 27/10/21   9:21 PM

Copyright © 2022 by Bedford, Freeman & Worth High School Publishers. Uncorrected proofs have been used in this sample chapter. 
Distributed by Bedford, Freeman & Worth High School Publishers. Strictly for use with its products. Not for redistribution.



218

4
 

Id
e

n
tity a

n
d

 C
u

ltu
re

been an ocular deception, assisted by the 

uncertain light.

“Come, Goodman Brown!” cried his 

fellow-traveller, “this is a dull pace for the 

beginning of a journey. Take my staff, if you are 

so soon weary.”

“Friend,” said the other, exchanging his slow 

pace for a full stop, “having kept covenant by 

meeting thee here, it is my purpose now to 

return whence I came. I have scruples touching 

the matter thou wot’st1 of.”

“Sayest thou so?” replied he of the serpent, 

smiling apart. “Let us walk on, nevertheless, 

reasoning as we go; and if I convince thee not 

thou shalt turn back. We are but a little way in 

the forest yet.”

“Too far! too far!” exclaimed the goodman, 

unconsciously resuming his walk. “My father 

never went into the woods on such an errand, 

nor his father before him. We have been a race of 

honest men and good Christians since the days 

of the martyrs; and shall I be the first of the 

name of Brown that ever took this path and 

kept — ”

“Such company, thou wouldst say,” 

observed the elder person, interpreting his 

pause. “Well said, Goodman Brown! I have 

been as well acquainted with your family as 

with ever a one among the Puritans; and that’s 

no trifle to say. I helped your grandfather, the 

constable, when he lashed the Quaker woman 

so smartly through the streets of Salem; and it 

was I that brought your father a pitch-pine 

knot, kindled at my own hearth, to set fire to an 

Indian village, in King Philip’s war.2 They were 

my good friends, both; and many a pleasant 

walk have we had along this path, and returned 

merrily after midnight. I would fain be friends 

with you for their sake.”

“If it be as thou sayest,” replied Goodman 

Brown, “I marvel they never spoke of these 

matters; or, verily, I marvel not, seeing that the 

least rumor of the sort would have driven them 

from New England. We are a people of prayer, 

and good works to boot, and abide no such 

wickedness.”

“Wickedness or not,” said the traveller with 

the twisted staff, “I have a very general 

acquaintance here in New England. The 

deacons of many a church have drunk the 

communion wine with me; the selectmen of 

divers towns make me their chairman; and a 

majority of the Great and General Court are firm 

supporters of my interest. The governor and I, 

too — But these are state secrets.”

“Can this be so?” cried Goodman Brown, 

with a stare of amazement at his undisturbed 

companion. “Howbeit, I have nothing to do with 

the governor and council; they have their own 

ways, and are no rule for a simple husbandman 

like me. But, were I to go on with thee, how 

should I meet the eye of that good old man, our 

minister, at Salem village? Oh, his voice would 

make me tremble both Sabbath day and 

lecture day.”

Thus far the elder traveller had listened with 

due gravity; but now burst into a fit of 

irrepressible mirth, shaking himself so violently 

that his snake-like staff actually seemed to 

wriggle in sympathy.

“Ha! ha! ha!” shouted he again and again; 

then composing himself, “Well, go on, Goodman 

Brown, go on; but, prithee, don’t kill me with 

laughing.”

“Well, then, to end the matter at once,” said 

Goodman Brown, considerably nettled, “there is 

my wife, Faith. It would break her dear little 

heart; and I’d rather break my own.”

“Nay, if that be the case,” answered the other, 

“e’en go thy ways, Goodman Brown. I would not 

for twenty old women like the one hobbling 

before us that Faith should come to any harm.”

15

20

25
1 Know. — Eds.
2  War between American Indians and New England colonists from 1675 

to 1678. The American Indian leader was known as Metacom, or King 
Philip. — Eds.
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As he spoke he pointed his staff at a female 

figure on the path, in whom Goodman Brown 

recognized a very pious and exemplary dame, 

who had taught him his catechism in youth, and 

was still his moral and spiritual adviser, jointly 

with the minister and Deacon Gookin.

“A marvel, truly, that Goody3 Cloyse should 

be so far in the wilderness at nightfall,” said he. 

“But with your leave, friend, I shall take a cut 

through the woods until we have left this 

Christian woman behind. Being a stranger to 

you, she might ask whom I was consorting with 

and whither I was going.”

“Be it so,” said his fellow-traveller. “Betake 

you to the woods, and let me keep the path.”

Accordingly the young man turned aside, 

but took care to watch his companion, who 

advanced softly along the road until he had 

come within a staff’s length of the old dame. 

She, meanwhile, was making the best of her way, 

with singular speed for so aged a woman, and 

mumbling some indistinct words — a prayer, 

doubtless — as she went. The traveller put forth 

his staff and touched her withered neck with 

what seemed the serpent’s tail.

“The devil!” screamed the pious old lady.

“Then Goody Cloyse knows her old friend?” 

observed the traveller, confronting her and 

leaning on his writhing stick.

“Ah, forsooth, and is it your worship 

indeed?” cried the good dame. “Yea, truly is it, 

and in the very image of my old gossip, 

Goodman Brown, the grandfather of the silly 

fellow that now is. But — would your worship 

believe it? — my broomstick hath strangely 

disappeared, stolen, as I suspect, by that 

unhanged witch, Goody Cory, and that, too, 

when I was all anointed with the juice of 

smallage, and cinquefoil, and wolf’s-bane —”

“Mingled with fine wheat and the fat of a 

new-born babe,” said the shape of old Goodman 

Brown.

“Ah, your worship knows the recipe,” cried 

the old lady, cackling aloud. “So, as I was saying, 

being all ready for the meeting, and no horse to 

ride on, I made up my mind to foot it; for they 

tell me there is a nice young man to be taken 

into communion to-night. But now your good 

worship will lend me your arm, and we shall be 

there in a twinkling.”

“That can hardly be,” answered her friend. 

“I may not spare you my arm, Goody Cloyse; but 

here is my staff, if you will.”

So saying, he threw it down at her feet, 

where, perhaps, it assumed life, being one of the 

rods which its owner had formerly lent to the 

Egyptian magi. Of this fact, however, Goodman 

Brown could not take cognizance. He had cast 

up his eyes in astonishment, and, looking down 

again, beheld neither Goody Cloyse nor the 

serpentine staff, but his fellow-traveller alone, 

who waited for him as calmly as if nothing had 

happened.

“That old woman taught me my catechism,” 

said the young man; and there was a world of 

meaning in this simple comment.

They continued to walk onward, while the 

elder traveller exhorted his companion to make 

good speed and persevere in the path, 

discoursing so aptly that his arguments seemed 

rather to spring up in the bosom of his auditor 

than to be suggested by himself. As they went, 

he plucked a branch of maple to serve for a 

walking stick, and began to strip it of the twigs 

and little boughs, which were wet with evening 

dew. The moment his fingers touched them they 

became strangely withered and dried up as with 

a week’s sunshine. Thus the pair proceeded, at a 

good free pace, until suddenly, in a gloomy 

hollow of the road, Goodman Brown sat himself 

down on the stump of a tree and refused to go 

any farther.

“Friend,” he said, stubbornly, “my mind is 

made up. Not another step will I budge on this 

errand. What if a wretched old woman do 

30

35

3 Short for “goodwife,” archaic form of missus. — Eds.

05_SheaLitComp3e_28114_ch04_164_327.indd   219 27/10/21   9:21 PM

Copyright © 2022 by Bedford, Freeman & Worth High School Publishers. Uncorrected proofs have been used in this sample chapter. 
Distributed by Bedford, Freeman & Worth High School Publishers. Strictly for use with its products. Not for redistribution.



220

4
 

Id
e

n
tity a

n
d

 C
u

ltu
re

choose to go to the devil when I thought she was 

going to heaven: is that any reason why I should 

quit my dear Faith and go after her?”

“You will think better of this by and by,” 

said his acquaintance, composedly. “Sit here 

and rest yourself a while; and when you feel 

like moving again, there is my staff to help you 

along.”

Without more words, he threw his 

companion the maple stick, and was as 

speedily out of sight as if he had vanished into 

the deepening gloom. The young man sat a few 

moments by the roadside, applauding himself 

greatly, and thinking with how clear a 

conscience he should meet the minister in his 

morning walk, nor shrink from the eye of good 

old Deacon Gookin. And what calm sleep 

would be his that very night, which was to have 

been spent so wickedly, but so purely and 

sweetly now, in the arms of Faith! Amidst these 

pleasant and praiseworthy meditations, 

Goodman Brown heard the tramp of horses 

along the road, and deemed it advisable to 

conceal himself within the verge of the forest, 

conscious of the guilty purpose that had 

brought him thither, though now so happily 

turned from it.

On came the hoof tramps and the voices of 

the riders, two grave old voices, conversing 

soberly as they drew near. These mingled 

sounds appeared to pass along the road, 

within a few yards of the young man’s 

hiding-place; but, owing doubtless to the 

depth of the gloom at that particular spot, 

neither the travellers nor their steeds were 

visible. Though their figures brushed the small 

boughs by the wayside, it could not be seen 

that they intercepted, even for a moment, the 

faint gleam from the strip of bright sky athwart 

which they must have passed. Goodman 

Brown alternately crouched and stood on 

tiptoe, pulling aside the branches and 

thrusting forth his head as far as he durst 

without discerning so much as a shadow. 

It vexed him the more, because he could have 

sworn, were such a thing possible, that he 

recognized the voices of the minister and 

Deacon Gookin, jogging along quietly, as they 

were wont to do, when bound to some 

ordination or ecclesiastical council. While yet 

within hearing, one of the riders stopped to 

pluck a switch.

“Of the two, reverend sir,” said the voice like 

the deacon’s, “I had rather miss an ordination 

dinner than to-night’s meeting. They tell me that 

some of our community are to be here from 

Falmouth and beyond, and others from 

Connecticut and Rhode Island, besides several 

of the Indian powwows, who, after their fashion, 

know almost as much deviltry as the best of us. 

Moreover, there is a goodly young woman to be 

taken into communion.”

“Mighty well, Deacon Gookin!” replied the 

solemn old tones of the minister. “Spur up, or we 

shall be late. Nothing can be done, you know, 

until I get on the ground.”

The hoofs clattered again; and the voices, 

talking so strangely in the empty air, passed on 

through the forest, where no church had ever 

been gathered or solitary Christian prayed. 

Whither, then, could these holy men be 

journeying so deep into the heathen wilderness? 

Young Goodman Brown caught hold of a tree for 

support, being ready to sink down on the 

ground, faint and overburdened with the heavy 

sickness of his heart. He looked up to the sky, 

doubting whether there really was a heaven 

above him. Yet there was the blue arch, and the 

stars brightening in it.

“With heaven above and Faith below, I will 

yet stand firm against the devil!” cried Goodman 

Brown.

While he still gazed upward into the deep 

arch of the firmament and had lifted his hands 

to pray, a cloud, though no wind was stirring, 

hurried across the zenith and hid the 

40

45
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brightening stars. The blue sky was still visible, 

except directly overhead, where this black mass 

of cloud was sweeping swiftly northward. Aloft 

in the air, as if from the depths of the cloud, 

came a confused and doubtful sound of voices. 

Once the listener fancied that he could 

distinguish the accents of towns-people of his 

own, men and women, both pious and 

ungodly, many of whom he had met at the 

communion table, and had seen others rioting 

at the tavern. The next moment, so indistinct 

were the sounds, he doubted whether he had 

heard aught but the murmur of the old forest, 

whispering without a wind. Then came a 

stronger swell of those familiar tones, heard 

daily in the sunshine at Salem village, but never 

until now from a cloud of night. There was one 

voice, of a young woman, uttering 

lamentations, yet with an uncertain sorrow, 

and entreating for some favor, which, perhaps, 

it would grieve her to obtain; and all the 

unseen multitude, both saints and sinners, 

seemed to encourage her onward.

“Faith!” shouted Goodman Brown, in a voice 

of agony and desperation; and the echoes of the 

forest mocked him, crying, “Faith! Faith!” as if 

bewildered wretches were seeking her all 

through the wilderness.

The cry of grief, rage, and terror was yet 

piercing the night, when the unhappy husband 

held his breath for a response. There was a 

scream, drowned immediately in a louder 

murmur of voices, fading into far-off laughter, as 

the dark cloud swept away, leaving the clear and 

silent sky above Goodman Brown. But 

something fluttered lightly down through the air 

and caught on the branch of a tree. The young 

man seized it, and beheld a pink ribbon.

“My Faith is gone!” cried he after one 

stupefied moment. “There is no good on earth; 

and sin is but a name. Come, devil; for to thee is 

this world given.”

And, maddened with despair, so that he 

laughed loud and long, did Goodman Brown 

grasp his staff and set forth again, at such a rate 

that he seemed to fly along the forest path rather 

than to walk or run. The road grew wilder and 

drearier and more faintly traced, and vanished 

at length, leaving him in the heart of the dark 

wilderness, still rushing onward with the instinct 

that guides mortal man to evil. The whole forest 

was peopled with frightful sounds — the 

creaking of the trees, the howling of wild beasts, 

and the yell of Indians; while sometimes the 

wind tolled like a distant church bell, and 

sometimes gave a broad roar around the 

traveller, as if all Nature were laughing him to 

scorn. But he was himself the chief horror of the 

scene, and shrank not from its other horrors.

“Ha! ha! ha!” roared Goodman Brown when 

the wind laughed at him. “Let us hear which will 

laugh loudest. Think not to frighten me with 

your deviltry. Come witch, come wizard, come 

Indian powwow, come devil himself, and here 

comes Goodman Brown. You may as well fear 

him as he fear you.”

50

What do the “claws” in this 1957 
sculpture by French artist Germaine 
Richier suggest about the reach and 
impact of the devil? In what ways is her 
interpretation of this archetypal figure 
embodied in “Young Goodman Brown”?
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In truth, all through the haunted forest, 

there could be nothing more frightful than the 

figure of Goodman Brown. On he flew among 

the black pines, brandishing his staff with 

frenzied gestures, now giving vent to an 

inspiration of horrid blasphemy, and now 

shouting forth such laughter as set all the 

echoes of the forest laughing like demons 

around him. The fiend in his own shape is less 

hideous than when he rages in the breast of 

man. Thus sped the demoniac on his course, 

until, quivering among the trees, he saw a red 

light before him, as when the felled trunks and 

branches of a clearing have been set on fire, 

and throw up their lurid blaze against the sky, 

at the hour of midnight. He paused, in a lull of 

the tempest that had driven him onward, and 

heard the swell of what seemed a hymn, 

rolling solemnly from a distance with the 

weight of many voices. He knew the tune; it 

was a familiar one in the choir of the village 

meeting-house. The verse died heavily away, 

and was lengthened by a chorus, not of human 

voices, but of all the sounds of the benighted 

wilderness pealing in awful harmony together. 

Goodman Brown cried out, and his cry was lost 

to his own ear, by its unison with the cry of 

the desert.

In the interval of silence he stole forward 

until the light glared full upon his eyes. At one 

extremity of an open space, hemmed in by the 

dark wall of the forest, arose a rock, bearing 

some rude, natural resemblance either to an 

altar or a pulpit, and surrounded by four blazing 

pines, their tops aflame, their stems untouched, 

like candles at an evening meeting. The mass of 

foliage that had overgrown the summit of the 

rock was all on fire, blazing high into the night 

and fitfully illuminating the whole field. Each 

pendent twig and leafy festoon was in a blaze. 

As the red light arose and fell, a numerous 

congregation alternately shone forth, then 

disappeared in shadow, and again grew, as it 

were, out of the darkness, peopling the heart of 

the solitary woods at once.

“A grave and dark-clad company,” quoth 

Goodman Brown.

In truth they were such. Among them, 

quivering to and fro between gloom and 

splendor, appeared faces that would be seen 

next day at the council board of the province, 

and others which, Sabbath after Sabbath, 

looked devoutly heavenward, and benignantly 

over the crowded pews, from the holiest pulpits 

in the land. Some affirm that the lady of the 

governor was there. At least there were high 

dames well known to her, and wives of honored 

husbands, and widows, a great multitude, and 

ancient maidens, all of excellent repute, and fair 

young girls, who trembled lest their mothers 

should espy them. Either the sudden gleams of 

light flashing over the obscure field bedazzled 

Goodman Brown, or he recognized a score of 

the church members of Salem village famous 

for their especial sanctity. Good old Deacon 

Gookin had arrived, and waited at the skirts of 

that venerable saint, his revered pastor. But, 

irreverently consorting with these grave, 

reputable, and pious people, these elders of the 

church, these chaste dames and dewy virgins, 

there were men of dissolute lives and women of 

spotted fame, wretches given over to all mean 

and filthy vice, and suspected even of horrid 

crimes. It was strange to see that the good 

shrank not from the wicked, nor were the 

sinners abashed by the saints. Scattered also 

among their pale-faced enemies were the 

Indian priests, or powwows, who had often 

scared their native forest with more hideous 

incantations than any known to English 

witchcraft.

“But where is Faith?” thought Goodman 

Brown; and, as hope came into his heart, he 

trembled.

Another verse of the hymn arose, a slow 

and mournful strain, such as the pious love, 

55
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but joined to words which expressed all that 

our nature can conceive of sin, and darkly 

hinted at far more. Unfathomable to mere 

mortals is the lore of fiends. Verse after verse 

was sung; and still the chorus of the desert 

swelled between like the deepest tone of a 

mighty organ; and with the final peal of that 

dreadful anthem there came a sound, as if the 

roaring wind, the rushing streams, the howling 

beasts, and every other voice of the 

unconcerted wilderness were mingling and 

according with the voice of guilty man in 

homage to the prince of all. The four blazing 

pines threw up a loftier flame, and obscurely 

discovered shapes and visages of horror on the 

smoke wreaths above the impious assembly. 

At the same moment the fire on the rock shot 

redly forth and formed a glowing arch above 

its base, where now appeared a figure. With 

reverence be it spoken, the figure bore no 

slight similitude, both in garb and manner, to 

some grave divine4 of the New England 

churches.

“Bring forth the converts!” cried a voice that 

echoed through the field and rolled into the 

forest.

At the word, Goodman Brown stepped forth 

from the shadow of the trees and approached 

the congregation, with whom he felt a loathful 

brotherhood by the sympathy of all that was 

wicked in his heart. He could have well-nigh 

sworn that the shape of his own dead father 

beckoned him to advance, looking downward 

from a smoke wreath, while a woman, with dim 

features of despair, threw out her hand to warn 

him back. Was it his mother? But he had no 

power to retreat one step, nor to resist, even in 

thought, when the minister and good old 

Deacon Gookin seized his arms and led him to 

the blazing rock. Thither came also the slender 

form of a veiled female, led between Goody 

Cloyse, that pious teacher of the catechism, and 

Martha Carrier, who had received the devil’s 

promise to be queen of hell. A rampant hag was 

she. And there stood the proselytes beneath the 

canopy of fire.

“Welcome, my children,” said the dark 

figure, “to the communion of your race. Ye have 

found thus young your nature and your destiny. 

My children, look behind you!”

They turned; and flashing forth, as it were, in 

a sheet of flame, the fiend worshippers were 

seen; the smile of welcome gleamed darkly on 

every visage.

“There,” resumed the sable form, “are all 

whom ye have reverenced from youth. Ye 

deemed them holier than yourselves and shrank 

from your own sin, contrasting it with their lives 

of righteousness and prayerful aspirations 

heavenward. Yet here are they all in my 

worshipping assembly. This night it shall be 

granted you to know their secret deeds: how 

hoary-bearded elders of the church have 

whispered wanton words to the young maids of 

their households; how many a woman, eager for 

widows’ weeds, has given her husband a drink at 

bedtime and let him sleep his last sleep in her 

bosom; how beardless youths have made haste 

to inherit their fathers’ wealth; and how fair 

damsels — blush not, sweet ones — have dug 

little graves in the garden, and bidden me, the 

sole guest, to an infant’s funeral. By the 

sympathy of your human hearts for sin ye shall 

scent out all the places — whether in church, 

bed-chamber, street, field, or forest — where 

crime has been committed, and shall exult to 

behold the whole earth one stain of guilt, one 

mighty blood spot. Far more than this. It shall be 

yours to penetrate, in every bosom, the deep 

mystery of sin, the fountain of all wicked arts, 

and which inexhaustibly supplies more evil 

impulses than human power — than my power 

at its utmost — can make manifest in deeds. And 

now, my children, look upon each other.”

60

4 Theologian, or member of the clergy. — Eds.
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They did so; and, by the blaze of the 

hell-kindled torches, the wretched man beheld 

his Faith, and the wife her husband, trembling 

before that unhallowed altar.

“Lo, there ye stand, my children,” said the 

figure, in a deep and solemn tone, almost sad 

with its despairing awfulness, as if his once 

angelic nature could yet mourn for our 

miserable race. “Depending upon one another’s 

hearts, ye had still hoped that virtue were not all 

a dream. Now are ye undeceived. Evil is the 

nature of mankind. Evil must be your only 

happiness. Welcome again, my children, to the 

communion of your race.”

“Welcome,” repeated the fiend worshippers, 

in one cry of despair and triumph.

And there they stood, the only pair, as it 

seemed, who were yet hesitating on the verge of 

wickedness in this dark world. A basin was 

hollowed, naturally, in the rock. Did it contain 

water, reddened by the lurid light? or was it 

blood? or, perchance, a liquid flame? Herein did 

the shape of evil dip his hand and prepare to lay 

the mark of baptism upon their foreheads, that 

they might be partakers of the mystery of sin, 

more conscious of the secret guilt of others, both 

in deed and thought, than they could now be of 

their own. The husband cast one look at his pale 

wife, and Faith at him. What polluted wretches 

would the next glance show them to each other, 

shuddering alike at what they disclosed and 

what they saw!

“Faith! Faith!” cried the husband, “look up to 

heaven, and resist the wicked one.”

Whether Faith obeyed he knew not. Hardly 

had he spoken when he found himself amid 

calm night and solitude, listening to a roar of the 

wind which died heavily away through the 

forest. He staggered against the rock, and felt it 

chill and damp; while a hanging twig, that had 

been all on fire, besprinkled his cheek with the 

coldest dew.

The next morning young Goodman Brown 

came slowly into the street of Salem village, 

staring around him like a bewildered man. The 

good old minister was taking a walk along the 

65

70

In this panel from her cartoon rendering of the tale of “Young Goodman Brown,” Canadian illustrator Kate 
Beaton portrays Goodman’s encounter with Faith near the end of the story.

What is Beaton’s interpretation of the central character’s experience? Do you find it a fresh 
contemporary update that brings the story to life for today’s readers, a shallow reading of a 
complex text, a clever satire, a combination of these, or something else entirely? Use evidence from 
both the image and the story to explain your answer.
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graveyard to get an appetite for breakfast and 

meditate his sermon, and bestowed a blessing, 

as he passed, on Goodman Brown. He shrank 

from the venerable saint as if to avoid an 

anathema. Old Deacon Gookin was at 

domestic worship, and the holy words of his 

prayer were heard through the open window. 

“What God doth the wizard pray to?” quoth 

Goodman Brown. Goody Cloyse, that excellent 

old Christian, stood in the early sunshine at 

her own lattice, catechizing a little girl who 

had brought her a pint of morning’s milk. 

Goodman Brown snatched away the child as 

from the grasp of the fiend himself. Turning 

the corner by the meeting-house, he spied the 

head of Faith, with the pink ribbons, gazing 

anxiously forth, and bursting into such joy at 

sight of him that she skipped along the street 

and almost kissed her husband before the 

whole village. But Goodman Brown looked 

sternly and sadly into her face, and passed on 

without a greeting.

Had Goodman Brown fallen asleep in the 

forest, and only dreamed a wild dream of a 

witch-meeting?

Be it so if you will; but, alas! it was a dream of 

evil omen for young Goodman Brown. A stern, a 

sad, a darkly meditative, a distrustful, if not a 

desperate man did he become from the night of 

that fearful dream. On the Sabbath day, when 

the congregation were singing a holy psalm, he 

could not listen because an anthem of sin 

rushed loudly upon his ear and drowned all the 

blessed strain. When the minister spoke from 

the pulpit with power and fervid eloquence, 

and, with his hand on the open Bible, of the 

sacred truths of our religion, and of saint-like 

lives and triumphant deaths, and of future bliss 

or misery unutterable, then did Goodman 

Brown turn pale, dreading lest the roof should 

thunder down upon the gray blasphemer and 

his hearers. Often, awaking suddenly at 

midnight, he shrank from the bosom of Faith; 

and at morning or eventide, when the family 

knelt down at prayer, he scowled and muttered 

to himself, and gazed sternly at his wife, and 

turned away. And when he had lived long, and 

was borne to his grave a hoary corpse, followed 

by Faith, an aged woman, and children and 

grandchildren, a goodly procession, besides 

neighbors not a few, they carved no hopeful 

verse upon his tombstone, for his dying hour 

was gloom. 

1835

 Understanding and Interpreting

 1. AP® Character. What do the names Goodman Brown and Faith suggest to you?

 2. AP® Setting. In the opening paragraphs to the story, what contrasts does Nathaniel 
Hawthorne draw between the domestic setting of a young married couple and the forest to 
which Goodman is drawn?

 3. AP® Character and Narration. What do you learn about Goodman Brown’s 
“fellow-traveller” in terms of both appearance and behavior upon their first meeting?

 4. AP® Character and Narration. What conflicts and confusions does Goodman Brown feel 
as he encounters Goody Cloyse, then leaders of his community, and finally Faith? How do his 
emotions deepen with each encounter?

 5. AP® Character. In what ways is the devil’s congregation in the forest both repulsive and 
compelling to Goodman Brown?
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 6. AP® Character and Narration. Ultimately, what is the nature of Goodman Brown’s quest? 
The narrator describes him as being “conscious of the guilty purpose that had brought him 
thither, though now so happily turned from it” (par. 41). What was his “guilty purpose”?

 7. AP® Character and Narration. Paragraph 53 begins, “In truth, all through the haunted 
forest, there could be nothing more frightful than the figure of Goodman Brown.” Does that 
description refer more to how others might see him or how he has come to see himself? How 
does this statement affect your response: “The fiend in his own shape is less hideous than 
when he rages in the breast of man”?

 8. AP® Character and Narration. Paragraph 71 reads as a single question: “Had Goodman 
Brown fallen asleep in the forest, and only dreamed a wild dream of a witch-meeting?” Based 
on your interpretation of the story, what is your answer to this question? Does the question of 
whether or not the experience was “real” matter to Goodman? Explain, using evidence from 
the text.

 9. AP® Character. Why, for the rest of his life, does Goodman Brown become a “stern, a sad, 
a darkly meditative, a distrustful, if not a desperate man” (par. 72)?

 Analyzing Language, Style, and Structure

 1. Vocabulary in Context. When Goodman Brown returns to Salem, he “shrank from the 
venerable saint [his minister] as if to avoid an anathema” (par. 70). The common meaning of 
anathema is something or someone that is vehemently disliked. The word also carries a 
religious connotation of being cursed, even excommunicated. How do the denotative and 
connotative meanings of this word add a layer of meaning to this scene?

 2. AP® Character and Figurative Language. Is Faith a fully developed character or a 
symbol? Explain in terms of her appearance, behavior, and influence on her husband. 
Support your response with textual evidence, starting with Goodman Brown’s statement, 
“Faith kept me back a while” (par. 12).

 3. AP® Narration. How would you describe the narrative point of view in this short story? How 
would the story be different if it were told by Goodman Brown himself as a first-person 
narrator?

 4. AP® Figurative Language. Throughout “Young Goodman Brown,” Hawthorne uses 
contrasting imagery, including the prevalence of dark/light. Identify at least one other example 
and discuss the effect of contrasting image patterns on the development of the story’s 
meaning.

 5. AP® Character, Structure, and Narration. During the course of the story, Goodman Brown 
deliberates, often feels a tension between his sense of what is right and his desire to take a 
risk, his values for the familiar and his eagerness for a different experience. How do these 
decision points structure the plot and contribute to meaning?

 6. AP® Setting and Figurative Language. The forest itself is one of the most significant 
symbols in a story that includes a number of them. Citing textual evidence, discuss how 
Hawthorne develops the symbolic complexity of the forest.

 7. AP® Character and Figurative Language. Hawthorne makes many allusions to the Bible, 
but none more dramatic than the serpentine staff (“which bore the likeness of a great black 
snake”) of Goodman Brown’s “fellow-traveller.” How does the biblical allusion to the snake in 
the Garden of Eden contribute to your interpretation of the character of the fellow traveler?

 8. AP® Structure and Figurative Language. In what ways does “Young Goodman Brown” fit 
the category of an allegory? What is the purpose of this particular allegory?
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Topics for Composing  

1.    AP® FRQ Prose Fiction Analysis.  The following question refers to  paragraphs 54 – 58  of 
Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “Young Goodman Brown,” published in 1835. In this passage, the 
character Goodman Brown observes members of his community participating in a ritual in the 
forest outside of the town where they live. In a well-written essay, analyze how Hawthorne 
uses literary elements and techniques to convey Brown’s complex perception of this 
ceremonial event.  

2.    AP® FRQ Literary Argument.  Many works of literature feature characters who undertake a 
journey, both literal and figurative, that depicts their growing complexity as human beings. In 
some cases, the journey results in greater maturity; in others, disillusionment; in some, a 
better understanding of the self. In “Young Goodman Brown” by Nathaniel Hawthorne, the 
main character, Goodman Brown experiences such a journey. In a well-written essay, analyze 
how his journey into the wilderness contributes to an interpretation of the work as a whole. 
Do not merely summarize the plot.  

   3.    AP® Literary Argumentation.  Some contemporary critics who have read “Young Goodman 
Brown” from a woman’s perspective interpret it as a kind of Adam and Eve story in which the 
women, particularly Faith, have misled men and brought them to their downfall. To what 
extent do you agree with this interpretation? Use evidence from the text to support your 
response.  

   4.   AP® Literary Argumentation.  Herman Melville, author of  Moby-Dick  and a contemporary of 
Hawthorne, explained his admiration for the “great power of blackness” in Hawthorne’s tragic 
vision:

 [T]his darkness but gives more effect to the ever-moving dawn, that forever  advances 
through it, and circumnavigates his world . . . this great power of blackness in him derives 
its force from its appeals to that Calvinistic sense of Innate Depravity and Original Sin, 
from whose visitations, in some shape or other, no deeply thinking mind is always and 
wholly free. For in certain moods, no man can weigh this world without throwing in 
something, somehow like Original Sin, to strike the uneven balance . . . [It is not possible 
to read “Young Goodman Brown”] without addressing the author in his own words: “it is 
yours to penetrate in every bosom, the deep mystery of sin.” 

  What exactly is the source of Hawthorne’s power, according to Melville? Do you agree with 
this assessment? If not, what do you think the source of Hawthorne’s power is in “Young 
Goodman Brown”? Support either Melville’s or your own interpretation of the story with 
evidence from the text.  

   5.    Speaking and Listening.  Some interpretations of “Young Goodman Brown” are that the 
devil, Faith, and the rest of the characters each stand for a tendency within Brown himself. 
Working in small groups, choose one of those characters and discuss the extent to which you 
support that interpretation. Be prepared to lead a discussion with the full class.  

   6.    Research.  “Young Goodman Brown” has clear references to the Salem Witch Trials. Some 
of the minor characters in the story (Goody Cloyse, Martha Carrier, Deacon Gookin) were 
actual citizens of Salem at that time. After conducting some research into the trials, discuss 
how this information affects your understanding and interpretation of the events and themes 
of the story.  

   7.    Connections.  Describe an experience in which you made either a literal or metaphorical 
journey that caused your sense of yourself or your community to somehow shift. Provide 
details that convey what brought about the changes and their significance.     

    AP® FRQ Prose Fiction Analysis.

    AP® FRQ Literary Argument.
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Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been?
Joyce Carol Oates

Joyce Carol Oates (b. 1938) is currently a professor of creative  

writing at Princeton University. She was the youngest author ever to 

receive the National Book Award — for her novel Them (1969).  

Oates is highly prolific, having published nearly sixty novels, including 

several mystery novels under the pseudonyms Rosamond Smith and 

Lauren Kelly. Her 2014 short story collection, Lovely, Dark, Deep, was a 

finalist for the Pulitzer Prize. Oates is also a literary and social critic 

who has written on such wide-ranging subjects as the poetry of   

Emily Dickinson, the fiction of James Joyce, and the life of boxer Mike Tyson.

KEY CONTEXT This story is based on the factual case of a psychopath known as the Pied Piper 

of Tucson, a man in his thirties who was able to prey on teens in part because he pretended to be 

one. In an interview with the New York Times, Oates described him:

He charmed his victims as charismatic psychopaths have always charmed their victims, to the 

bewilderment of others who fancy themselves free of all lunatic attractions. The Pied Piper of Tucson: a 

trashy dream, a tabloid archetype, sheer artifice, comedy, cartoon — surrounded, however improbably, 

and finally tragically, by real people.

For Bob Dylan

Her name was Connie. She was fifteen and 

she had a quick nervous giggling habit of 

craning her neck to glance into mirrors, or 

checking other people’s faces to make sure her 

own was all right. Her mother, who noticed 

everything and knew everything and who 

hadn’t much reason any longer to look at her 

own face, always scolded Connie about it. 

“Stop gawking at yourself, who are you? You 

think you’re so pretty?” she would say. Connie 

would raise her eyebrows at these familiar 

complaints and look right through her mother, 

into a shadowy vision of herself as she was 

right at that moment: she knew she was pretty 

and that was everything. Her mother had been 

pretty once too, if you could believe those old 

snapshots in the album, but now her looks 

were gone and that was why she was always 

after Connie.

“Why don’t you keep your room clean 

like your sister? How’ve you got your hair 

fixed — what the hell stinks? Hair spray? You 

don’t see your sister using that junk.”

Her sister June was twenty-four and still 

lived at home. She was a secretary in the high 

school Connie attended, and if that wasn’t 

bad enough — with her in the same 

building — she was so plain and chunky and 

steady that Connie had to hear her praised all 

the time by her mother and her mother’s 

sisters. June did this, June did that, she saved 

money and helped clean the house and 

cooked and Connie couldn’t do a thing, her 

mind was all filled with trashy daydreams. 

Their father was away at work most of the 

time and when he came home he wanted 

supper and he read the newspaper at supper 

and after supper he went to bed. He didn’t 

bother talking much to them, but around his 

bent head Connie’s mother kept picking at 

her until Connie wished her mother was dead 

and she herself was dead and it was all over. 
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“She makes me want to throw up sometimes,” 

she complained to her friends. She had a 

high, breathless, amused voice which made 

everything she said a little forced, whether it 

was sincere or not.

There was one good thing: June went places 

with girl friends of hers, girls who were just as 

plain and steady as she, and so when Connie 

wanted to do that her mother had no 

objections. The father of Connie’s best girl 

friend drove the girls the three miles to town 

and left them off at a shopping plaza, so that 

they could walk through the stores or go to a 

movie, and when he came to pick them up 

again at eleven he never bothered to ask what 

they had done.

They must have been familiar sights, walking 

around that shopping plaza in their shorts and 

flat ballerina slippers that always scuffed the 

sidewalk, with charm bracelets jingling on their 

thin wrists; they would lean together to whisper 

and laugh secretly if someone passed by who 

amused or interested them. Connie had long dark 

blond hair that drew anyone’s eye to it, and she 

wore part of it pulled up on her head and puffed 

out and the rest of it she let fall down her back. 

She wore a pullover jersey blouse that looked one 

way when she was at home and another way 

when she was away from home. Everything about 

her had two sides to it, one for home and one for 

anywhere that was not home: her walk that could 

be childlike and bobbing, or languid enough to 

make anyone think she was hearing music in her 

head, her mouth which was pale and smirking 

most of the time, but bright and pink on these 

evenings out, her laugh which was cynical and 

drawling at home — “Ha, ha, very funny” — but 

high-pitched and nervous anywhere else, like the 

jingling of the charms on her bracelet.

Sometimes they did go shopping or to a 

movie, but sometimes they went across the 

highway, ducking fast across the busy road, to 

a drive-in restaurant where older kids hung 

out. The restaurant was shaped like a big 

bottle, though squatter than a real bottle, and 

on its cap was a revolving figure of a grinning 

boy who held a hamburger aloft. One night 

in midsummer they ran across, breathless 

with daring, and right away someone leaned 

out a car window and invited them over, but it 

was just a boy from high school they didn’t 

like. It made them feel good to be able to 

ignore him. They went up through the maze of 

parked and cruising cars to the bright-lit, 

fly-infested restaurant, their faces pleased and 

expectant as if they were entering a sacred 

building that loomed out of the night to give 

them what haven and what blessing they 

yearned for. They sat at the counter and 

crossed their legs at the ankles, their thin 

shoulders rigid with excitement, and listened 

to the music that made everything so good: the 

music was always in the background like 

music at a church service, it was something to 

depend upon.

A boy named Eddie came in to talk with 

them. He sat backwards on his stool, turning 

himself jerkily around in semi-circles and then 

stopping and turning again, and after a while he 

asked Connie if she would like something to eat. 

She said she did and so she tapped her friend’s 

arm on her way out — her friend pulled her face 

up into a brave droll look — and Connie said she 

would meet her at eleven, across the way. “I just 

hate to leave her like that,” Connie said 

earnestly, but the boy said that she wouldn’t be 

alone for long. So they went out to his car and on 

the way Connie couldn’t help but let her eyes 

wander over the windshields and faces all 

around her, her face gleaming with the joy that 

had nothing to do with Eddie or even this place; 

it might have been the music. She drew her 

shoulders up and sucked in her breath with the 

pure pleasure of being alive, and just at that 

moment she happened to glance at a face just a 

few feet from hers. It was a boy with shaggy 

black hair, in a convertible jalopy painted gold. 

He stared at her and then his lips widened into a 

5
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grin. Connie slit her eyes at him and turned 

away, but she couldn’t help glancing back and 

there he was still watching her. He wagged a 

finger and laughed and said, “Gonna get you, 

baby,” and Connie turned away again without 

Eddie noticing anything.

She spent three hours with him, at the 

restaurant where they ate hamburgers and 

drank Cokes in wax cups that were always 

sweating, and then down an alley a mile or so 

away, and when he left her off at five to eleven 

only the movie house was still open at the plaza. 

Her girl friend was there, talking with a boy. 

When Connie came up the two girls smiled at 

each other and Connie said, “How was the 

movie?” and the girl said, “You should know.” 

They rode off with the girl’s father, sleepy and 

pleased, and Connie couldn’t help but look at 

the darkened shopping plaza with its big empty 

parking lot and its signs that were faded and 

ghostly now, and over at the drive-in restaurant 

where cars were still circling tirelessly. She 

couldn’t hear the music at this distance.

Next morning June asked her how the movie 

was and Connie said, “So-so.”

She and that girl and occasionally another 

girl went out several times a week that way, and 

the rest of the time Connie spent around the 

house — it was summer vacation — getting in her 

mother’s way and thinking, dreaming, about the 

boys she met. But all the boys fell back and 

dissolved into a single face that was not even a 

face, but an idea, a feeling, mixed up with the 

urgent insistent pounding of the music and the 

humid night air of July. Connie’s mother kept 

dragging her back to the daylight by finding 

things for her to do or saying suddenly, “What’s 

this about the Pettinger girl?”

And Connie would say nervously, “Oh, her. 

That dope.” She always drew thick clear lines 

between herself and such girls, and her mother 

was simple and kindly enough to believe her. 

Her mother was so simple, Connie thought, that 

it was maybe cruel to fool her so much. Her 

mother went scuffling around the house in old 

bedroom slippers and complained over the 

telephone to one sister about the other, then the 

other called up and the two of them complained 

about the third one. If June’s name was 

mentioned her mother’s tone was approving, 

and if Connie’s name was mentioned it was 

disapproving. This did not really mean she 

disliked Connie and actually Connie thought 

that her mother preferred her to June because 

she was prettier, but the two of them kept up a 

pretense of exasperation, a sense that they were 

tugging and struggling over something of little 

value to either of them. Sometimes, over coffee, 

they were almost friends, but something would 

come up — some vexation that was like a fly 

buzzing suddenly around their heads — and 

their faces went hard with contempt.

One Sunday Connie got up at eleven — none 

of them bothered with church — and washed her 

hair so that it could dry all day long, in the sun. 

Her parents and sister were going to a barbecue 

at an aunt’s house and Connie said no, she 

wasn’t interested, rolling her eyes, to let mother 

know just what she thought of it. “Stay home 

alone then,” her mother said sharply. Connie sat 

out back in a lawn chair and watched them drive 

away, her father quiet and bald, hunched 

around so that he could back the car out, her 

mother with a look that was still angry and not at 

all softened through the windshield, and in the 

back seat poor old June all dressed up as if she 

didn’t know what a barbecue was, with all the 

running yelling kids and the flies. Connie sat 

with her eyes closed in the sun, dreaming and 

dazed with the warmth about her as if this were 

a kind of love, the caresses of love, and her mind 

slipped over onto thoughts of the boy she had 

been with the night before and how nice he had 

been, how sweet it always was, not the way 

someone like June would suppose but sweet, 

gentle, the way it was in movies and promised in 

10
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songs; and when she opened her eyes she hardly 

knew where she was, the back yard ran off into 

weeds and a fenceline of trees and behind it the 

sky was perfectly blue and still. The asbestos 

“ranch house” that was now three years old 

startled her — it looked small. She shook her 

head as if to get awake.

It was too hot. She went inside the house 

and turned on the radio to drown out the quiet. 

She sat on the edge of her bed, barefoot, and 

listened for an hour and a half to a program 

called XYZ Sunday Jamboree, record after record 

of hard, fast, shrieking songs she sang along 

with, interspersed by exclamations from “Bobby 

King”: “An’ look here you girls at 

Napoleon’s — Son and Charley want you to pay 

real close attention to this song coming up!”

And Connie paid close attention herself, 

bathed in a glow of slow-pulsed joy that seemed 

to rise mysteriously out of the music itself and 

lay languidly about the airless little room, 

breathed in and breathed out with each gentle 

rise and fall of her chest.

After a while she heard a car coming up the 

drive. She sat up at once, startled, because it 

couldn’t be her father so soon. The gravel kept 

crunching all the way in from the road — the 

driveway was long — and Connie ran to the 

window. It was a car she didn’t know. It was an 

open jalopy, painted a bright gold that caught 

the sun opaquely. Her heart began to pound and 

her fingers snatched at her hair, checking it, and 

she whispered “Christ. Christ,” wondering how 

bad she looked. The car came to a stop at the 

side door and the horn sounded four short taps 

as if this were a signal Connie knew.

She went into the kitchen and approached 

the door slowly, then hung out the screen door, 

her bare toes curling down off the step. There 

were two boys in the car and now she 

recognized the driver: he had shaggy, shabby 

black hair that looked crazy as a wig and he was 

grinning at her.

“I ain’t late, am I?” he said.

“Who the hell do you think you are?” 

Connie said.

“Toldja I’d be out, didn’t I?”

“I don’t even know who you are.”

She spoke sullenly, careful to show no 

interest or pleasure, and he spoke in a fast bright 

monotone. Connie looked past him to the other 

boy, taking her time. He had fair brown hair, 

with a lock that fell onto his forehead. His 

sideburns gave him a fierce, embarrassed look, 

but so far he hadn’t even bothered to glance at 

her. Both boys wore sunglasses. The driver’s 

glasses were metallic and mirrored everything in 

miniature.

“You wanta come for a ride?” he said.

Connie smirked and let her hair fall loose 

over one shoulder.

“Don’tcha like my car? New paint job,” he 

said. “Hey.”

“What?”

“You’re cute.”

She pretended to fidget, chasing flies away 

from the door.

“Don’tcha believe me, or what?” he said.

“Look, I don’t even know who you are,” 

Connie said in disgust.

“Hey, Ellie’s got a radio, see. Mine’s broke 

down.” He lifted his friend’s arm and showed her 

the little transistor the boy was holding, and now 

Connie began to hear the music. It was the same 

program that was playing inside the house.

“Bobby King?” she said.

“I listen to him all the time. I think he’s 

great.”

“He’s kind of great,” Connie said reluctantly.

“Listen, that guy’s great. He knows where the 

action is.”

Connie blushed a little, because the glasses 

made it impossible for her to see just what this 

boy was looking at. She couldn’t decide if she 

liked him or if he was just a jerk, and so she 

dawdled in the doorway and wouldn’t come 
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down or go back inside. She said, “What’s all that 

stuff painted on your car?”

“Can’tcha read it?” He opened the door very 

carefully, as if he was afraid it might fall off. He 

slid out just as carefully, planting his feet firmly 

on the ground, the tiny metallic world in his 

glasses slowing down like gelatine hardening 

and in the midst of it Connie’s bright green 

blouse. “This here is my name, to begin with,” he 

said. arnold friend was written in tar-like 

black letters on the side, with a drawing of a 

round grinning face that reminded Connie of a 

pumpkin, except it wore sunglasses. “I wanta 

introduce myself, I’m Arnold Friend and that’s 

my real name and I’m gonna be your friend, 

honey, and inside the car’s Ellie Oscar, he’s 

kinda shy.” Ellie brought his transistor up to his 

shoulder and balanced it there. “Now these 

numbers are a secret code, honey,” Arnold 

Friend explained. He read off the numbers 33, 

19, 17 and raised his eyebrows at her to see what 

she thought of that, but she didn’t think much of 

it. The left rear fender had been smashed and 

around it was written, on the gleaming gold 

background: done by crazy woman driver. 

Connie had to laugh at that. Arnold Friend was 

pleased at her laughter and looked up at her. 

“Around the other side’s a lot more — you wanta 

come and see them?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Why should I?”

“Don’tcha wanta see what’s on the car? 

Don’tcha wanta go for a ride?”

“I don’t know.”

“Why not?”

“I got things to do.”

“Like what?”

“Things.”

He laughed as if she had said something 

funny. He slapped his thighs. He was standing in 

a strange way, leaning back against the car as if 

he were balancing himself. He wasn’t tall, only 

an inch or so taller than she would be if she 

came down to him. Connie liked the way he was 

dressed, which was the way all of them dressed: 

tight faded jeans stuffed into black, scuffed 

boots, a belt that pulled his waist in and showed 

how lean he was, and a white pull-over shirt that 

was a little soiled and showed the hard small 

muscles of his arms and shoulders. He looked as 

if he probably did hard work, lifting and carrying 

things. Even his neck looked muscular. And his 

face was a familiar face, somehow: the jaw and 

chin and cheeks slightly darkened, because he 

hadn’t shaved for a day or two, and the nose 

long and hawk-like, sniffing as if she were a treat 

he was going to gobble up and it was all a joke.
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Connie’s first impression of Arnold Friend is that 
he’s familiar to her, maybe even a friend.

How does his clothing, described in 
paragraph 46, conform to the look 
popularized by actors such as Marlon 
Brando, pictured here, in the early 1960s?
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“Connie, you ain’t telling the truth. This is 

your day set aside for a ride with me and you 

know it,” he said, still laughing. The way he 

straightened and recovered from his fit of 

laughing showed that it had been all fake.

“How do you know what my name is?” she 

said suspiciously.

“It’s Connie.”

“Maybe and maybe not.”

“I know my Connie,” he said, wagging his 

finger. Now she remembered him even better, 

back at the restaurant, and her cheeks warmed 

at the thought of how she sucked in her breath 

just at the moment she passed him — how she 

must have looked to him. And he had 

remembered her. “Ellie and I come out here 

especially for you,” he said. “Ellie can sit in back. 

How about it?”

“Where?”

“Where what?”

“Where’re we going?”

He looked at her. He took off the sunglasses 

and she saw how pale the skin around his eyes 

was, like holes that were not in shadow but 

instead in light. His eyes were like chips of 

broken glass that catch the light in an amiable 

way. He smiled. It was as if the idea of going for a 

ride somewhere, to some place, was a new idea 

to him.

“Just for a ride, Connie sweetheart.”

“I never said my name was Connie,” she said.

“But I know what it is. I know your name and 

all about you, lots of things,” Arnold Friend said. 

He had not moved yet but stood still leaning 

back against the side of his jalopy. “I took a 

special interest in you, such a pretty girl, and 

found out all about you like I know your parents 

and sister are gone somewheres and I know 

where and how long they’re going to be gone, 

and I know who you were with last night, and 

your best friend’s name is Betty. Right?”

He spoke in a simple lilting voice, exactly as 

if he were reciting the words to a song. His smile 

assured her that everything was fine. In the car 

Ellie turned up the volume on his radio and did 

not bother to look around at them.

“Ellie can sit in the back seat,” Arnold Friend 

said. He indicated his friend with a casual jerk of 

his chin, as if Ellie did not count and she could 

not bother with him.

“How’d you find out all that stuff?” 

Connie said.

“Listen: Betty Schultz and Tony Fitch  

and Jimmy Pettinger and Nancy Pettinger,”  

he said, in a chant. “Raymond Stanley and  

Bob Hutter — ”

“Do you know all those kids?”

“I know everybody.”

“Look, you’re kidding. You’re not from 

around here.”

“Sure.”

“But — how come we never saw you 

before?”

“Sure you saw me before,” he said. He looked 

down at his boots, as if he were a little offended. 

“You just don’t remember.”

“I guess I’d remember you,” Connie said.

“Yeah?” He looked up at this, beaming. He 

was pleased. He began to mark time with the 

music from Ellie’s radio, tapping his fists lightly 

together. Connie looked away from his smile to 

the car, which was painted so bright it almost 

hurt her eyes to look at it. She looked at that 

name, arnold friend. And up at the front 

fender was an expression that was familiar — man 

the flying saucers. It was an expression kids 

had used the year before, but didn’t use this 

year. She looked at it for a while as if the words 

meant something to her that she did not yet 

know.

“What’re you thinking about? Huh?” Arnold 

Friend demanded. “Not worried about your hair 

blowing around in the car, are you?”

“No.”

“Think I maybe can’t drive good?”

“How do I know?”
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“You’re a hard girl to handle. How come?” 

he said. “Don’t you know I’m your friend? Didn’t 

you see me put my sign in the air when you 

walked by?”

“What sign?”

“My sign.” And he drew an X in the air, 

leaning out toward her. They were maybe ten 

feet apart. After his hand fell back to his side the 

X was still in the air, almost visible. Connie let 

the screen door close and stood perfectly still 

inside it, listening to the music from her radio 

and the boy’s blend together. She stared at 

Arnold Friend. He stood there so stiffly relaxed, 

pretending to be relaxed, with one hand idly on 

the door handle as if he were keeping himself up 

that way and had no intention of ever moving 

again. She recognized most things about him, 

the tight jeans that showed his thighs and 

buttocks and the greasy leather boots and the 

tight shirt, and even that slippery friendly smile 

of his, that sleepy dreamy smile that all the boys 

used to get across ideas they didn’t want to put 

into words. She recognized all this and also the 

singsong way he talked, slightly mocking, 

kidding, but serious and a little melancholy, and 

she recognized the way he tapped one fist 

against the other in homage to the perpetual 

music behind him. But all these things did not 

come together.

She said suddenly, “Hey, how old are you?”

His smile faded. She could see then that he 

wasn’t a kid, he was much older — thirty, maybe 

more. At this knowledge her heart began to 

pound faster.

“That’s a crazy thing to ask. Can’tcha see I’m 

your own age?”

“Like hell you are.”

“Or maybe a coupla years older, I’m 

eighteen.”

“Eighteen?” she said doubtfully.

He grinned to reassure her and lines 

appeared at the corners of his mouth. His teeth 

were big and white. He grinned so broadly his 

eyes became slits and she saw how thick the 

lashes were, thick and black as if painted with a 

black tar-like material. Then he seemed to 

become embarrassed, abruptly, and looked over 

his shoulder at Ellie. “Him, he’s crazy,” he said. 

“Ain’t he a riot, he’s a nut, a real character.” Ellie 

was still listening to the music. His sunglasses 

told nothing about what he was thinking. He 

wore a bright orange shirt unbuttoned halfway 

to show his chest, which was a pale, bluish chest 

and not muscular like Arnold Friend’s. His shirt 

collar was turned up all around and the very tips 

of the collar pointed out past his chin as if they 

were protecting him. He was pressing the 

transistor radio up against his ear and sat there 

in a kind of daze, right in the sun.

“He’s kinda strange,” Connie said.

“Hey, she says you’re kinda strange! Kinda 

strange!” Arnold Friend cried. He pounded on 

the car to get Ellie’s attention. Ellie turned for the 

first time and Connie saw with shock that he 

wasn’t a kid either — he had a fair, hairless face, 

cheeks reddened slightly as if the veins grew too 

close to the surface of his skin, the face of a 

forty-year-old baby. Connie felt a wave of 

dizziness rise in her at this sight and she stared 

at him as if waiting for something to change the 

shock of the moment, make it all right again. 

Ellie’s lips kept shaping words, mumbling along 

with the words blasting his ear.

“Maybe you two better go away,” Connie said 

faintly.

“What? How come?” Arnold Friend cried. 

“We come out here to take you for a ride. It’s 

Sunday.” He had the voice of the man on the 

radio now. It was the same voice, Connie thought. 

“Don’tcha know it’s Sunday all day and honey, 

no matter who you were with last night today 

you’re with Arnold Friend and don’t you forget 

it! — Maybe you better step out here,” he said, and 

this last was in a different voice. It was a little 

flatter, as if the heat was finally getting to him.

“No. I got things to do.”

“Hey.”

“You two better leave.”
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“We ain’t leaving until you come with us.”

“Like hell I am — ”

“Connie, don’t fool around with me. I mean —  

I mean, don’t fool around,” he said, shaking his 

head. He laughed incredulously. He placed his 

sunglasses on top of his head, carefully, as if he 

were indeed wearing a wig, and brought the stems 

down behind his ears. Connie stared at him, 

another wave of dizziness and fear rising in her so 

that for a moment he wasn’t even in focus but was 

just a blur, standing there against his gold car, and 

she had the idea that he had driven up the 

driveway all right but had come from nowhere 

before that and belonged nowhere and that 

everything about him and even the music that was 

so familiar to her was only half real.

“If my father comes and sees you — ”

“He ain’t coming. He’s at a barbecue.”

“How do you know that?”

“Aunt Tillie’s. Right now 

they’re — uh — they’re drinking. Sitting around,” 

he said vaguely, squinting as if he were staring 

all the way to town and over to Aunt Tillie’s back 

yard. Then the vision seemed to clear and he 

nodded energetically. “Yeah. Sitting around. 

There’s your sister in a blue dress, huh? And 

high heels, the poor sad bitch — nothing like 

you, sweetheart! And your mother’s helping 

some fat woman with the corn, they’re cleaning 

the corn — husking the corn — ”

“What fat woman?” Connie cried.

“How do I know what fat woman. I don’t 

know every goddamn fat woman in the world!” 

Arnold Friend laughed.

“Oh, that’s Mrs. Hornby. . . . Who invited 

her?” Connie said. She felt a little light-headed. 

Her breath was coming quickly.

“She’s too fat. I don’t like them fat. I like 

them the way you are, honey,” he said, smiling 

sleepily at her. They stared at each other for a 

while, through the screen door. He said softly, 

“Now what you’re going to do is this: you’re 

going to come out that door. You’re going to sit 

up front with me and Ellie’s going to sit in the 

back, the hell with Ellie, right? This isn’t Ellie’s 

date. You’re my date. I’m your lover, honey.”

“What? You’re crazy — ”

“Yes, I’m your lover. You don’t know what 

that is but you will,” he said. “I know that too.  

I know all about you. But look: it’s real nice and 

you couldn’t ask for nobody better than me, or 

more polite. I always keep my word. I’ll tell you 

how it is, I’m always nice at first, the first time. 

I’ll hold you so tight you won’t think you have to 

try to get away or pretend anything because 

you’ll know you can’t. And I’ll come inside you 

where it’s all secret and you’ll give in to me and 

you’ll love me — ”

“Shut up! You’re crazy!” Connie said. She 

backed away from the door. She put her hands 

against her ears as if she’d heard something 

terrible, something not meant for her. “People 

don’t talk like that, you’re crazy,” she muttered. 

95

100

105

Each of Robert Smithson’s three mirrors 
multiplies the reflections in the other mirrors, 
creating a sort of crystal, which also reflects the 
pieces of coral — fragments of the natural  
world — piled in the angle where the mirrors meet.

How do the descriptions of Arnold Friend 
create a sort of mirror effect as Connie works 
to figure out what is real, who he is, and what 
she, herself, is?

N
on

si
te

 P
et

rif
ie

d 
C

or
al

 w
ith

 M
irr

or
s,

 1
97

1 
(p

et
rif

ie
d 

co
ra

l l
im

es
to

ne
, m

irr
or

s)
/

S
m

ith
so

n,
 R

ob
er

t (
19

38
-7

3)
/C

H
R

IS
TI

E
S

 IM
A

G
E

S
/P

riv
at

e 
C

ol
le

ct
io

n/
B

rid
ge

m
an

 
Im

ag
es

; ©
 2

02
1 

H
ol

t/
S

m
ith

so
n 

Fo
un

da
tio

n 
/ L

ic
en

se
d 

by
 V

A
G

A
 a

t A
rt

is
ts

 R
ig

ht
s 

S
oc

ie
ty

 (A
R

S
), 

N
Y

05_SheaLitComp3e_28114_ch04_164_327.indd   235 27/10/21   9:22 PM

Copyright © 2022 by Bedford, Freeman & Worth High School Publishers. Uncorrected proofs have been used in this sample chapter. 
Distributed by Bedford, Freeman & Worth High School Publishers. Strictly for use with its products. Not for redistribution.



236

4
 

Id
e

n
tity a

n
d

 C
u

ltu
re

Her heart was almost too big now for her chest 

and its pumping made sweat break out all over 

her. She looked out to see Arnold Friend pause 

and then take a step toward the porch lurching. 

He almost fell. But, like a clever drunken man, 

he managed to catch his balance. He wobbled in 

his high boots and grabbed hold of one of the 

porch posts.

“Honey?” he said. “You still listening?”

“Get the hell out of here!”

“Be nice, honey. Listen.”

“I’m going to call the police — ”

He wobbled again and out of the side of his 

mouth came a fast spat curse, an aside not meant 

for her to hear. But even this “Christ!” sounded 

forced. Then he began to smile again. She watched 

this smile come, awkward as if he were smiling 

from inside a mask. His whole face was a mask, she 

thought wildly, tanned down onto his throat but 

then running out as if he had plastered make-up 

on his face but had forgotten about his throat.

“Honey — ? Listen, here’s how it is. I always 

tell the truth and I promise you this: I ain’t 

coming in that house after you.”

“You better not! I’m going to call the police if 

you — if you don’t — ”

“Honey,” he said, talking right through her 

voice, “honey, I’m not coming in there but you 

are coming out here. You know why?”

She was panting. The kitchen looked like a 

place she had never seen before, some room 

she had run inside but which wasn’t good 

enough, wasn’t going to help her. The kitchen 

window had never had a curtain, after three 

years, and there were dishes in the sink for her 

to do — probably — and if you ran your hand 

across the table you’d probably feel something 

sticky there.

“You listening, honey? Hey?”

“ — going to call the police — ”

“Soon as you touch the phone I don’t need 

to keep my promise and can come inside. You 

won’t want that.”

She rushed forward and tried to lock the 

door. Her fingers were shaking. “But why lock it,” 

Arnold Friend said gently, talking right into her 

face. “It’s just a screen door. It’s just nothing.” 

One of his boots was at a strange angle, as if his 

foot wasn’t in it. It pointed out to the left, bent at 

the ankle. “I mean, anybody can break through a 

screen door and glass and wood and iron or 

anything else if he needs to, anybody at all and 

specially Arnold Friend. If the place got lit up 

with a fire, honey, you’d come runnin’ out into 

my arms, right into my arms an’ safe at 

home — like you knew I was your lover and’d 

stopped fooling around, I don’t mind a nice shy 

girl but I don’t like no fooling around.” Part of 

those words were spoken with a slight rhythmic 

lilt, and Connie somehow recognized them — the 

echo of a song from last year, about a girl 

rushing into her boy friend’s arms and coming 

home again —

Connie stood barefoot on the linoleum floor, 

staring at him. “What do you want?” she 

whispered.

“I want you,” he said.

“What?”

“Seen you that night and thought, that’s the 

one, yes sir. I never needed to look any more.”

“But my father’s coming back. He’s coming 

to get me. I had to wash my hair first — ” She 

spoke in a dry, rapid voice, hardly raising it for 

him to hear.

“No, your daddy is not coming and yes, you 

had to wash your hair and you washed it for me. 

It’s nice and shining and all for me. I thank you, 

sweetheart,” he said, with a mock bow, but again 

he almost lost his balance. He had to bend and 

adjust his boots. Evidently his feet did not go all 

the way down; the boots must have been stuffed 

with something so that he would seem taller. 

Connie stared out at him and behind him at Ellie 

in the car, who seemed to be looking off toward 

Connie’s right, into nothing. Then Ellie said, 

pulling the words out of the air one after another 
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as if he were just discovering them, “You want 

me to pull out the phone?”

“Shut your mouth and keep it shut,” Arnold 

Friend said, his face red from bending over or 

maybe from embarrassment because Connie 

had seen his boots. “This ain’t none of your 

business.”

“What — what are you doing? What do you 

want?” Connie said. “If I call the police they’ll 

get you, they’ll arrest you — ”

“Promise was not to come in unless you 

touch that phone, and I’ll keep that promise,” he 

said. He resumed his erect position and tried to 

force his shoulders back. He sounded like a hero 

in a movie, declaring something important. He 

spoke too loudly and it was as if he were 

speaking to someone behind Connie. “I ain’t 

made plans for coming in that house where I 

don’t belong but just for you to come out to me, 

the way you should. Don’t you know who I am?”

“You’re crazy,” she whispered. She backed 

away from the door but did not want to go into 

another part of the house, as if this would give 

him permission to come through the door. 

“What do you . . . You’re crazy, you . . .”

“Huh? What’re you saying, honey?”

Her eyes darted everywhere in the kitchen. 

She could not remember what it was, this room.

“This is how it is, honey: you come out and 

we’ll drive away, have a nice ride. But if you 

don’t come out we’re gonna wait till your people 

come home and then they’re all going to get it.”

“You want that telephone pulled out?” Ellie 

said. He held the radio away from his ear and 

grimaced, as if without the radio the air was too 

much for him.

“I toldja shut up, Ellie,” Arnold Friend said, 

“you’re deaf, get a hearing aid, right? Fix yourself 

up. This little girl’s no trouble and’s gonna be 

nice to me, so Ellie keep to yourself, this ain’t 

your date — right? Don’t hem in on me, don’t 

hog, don’t crush, don’t bird dog, don’t trail me,” 

he said in a rapid, meaningless voice, as if he 

were running through all the expressions he’d 

learned but was no longer sure which one of 

them was in style, then rushing on to new ones, 

making them up with his eyes closed. “Don’t 

crawl under my fence, don’t squeeze in my 

chipmunk hole, don’t sniff my glue, suck my 

popsicle, keep your own greasy fingers on 

yourself !” He shaded his eyes and peered in at 

Connie, who was backed against the kitchen 

table. “Don’t mind him, honey, he’s just a creep. 

He’s a dope. Right? I’m the boy for you and like I 

said, you come out here nice like a lady and give 

130

This is a poster for a 1985 film adaptation of 
“Where Are You Going? Where Have You 
Been?”, directed by Joyce Chopra and 
starring Laura Dern and Treat Williams.

What aspects of the story does the poster 
capture? How close do the actors in the 
poster embody the characters of Connie 
and Arnold?
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me your hand, and nobody else gets hurt, I 

mean, your nice old bald-headed daddy and 

your mummy and your sister in her high heels. 

Because listen: why bring them in this?”

“Leave me alone,” Connie whispered.

“Hey, you know that old woman down the 

road, the one with the chickens and stuff — you 

know her?”

“She’s dead!”

“Dead? What? You know her?” Arnold 

Friend said.

“She’s dead — ”

“Don’t you like her?”

“She’s dead — she’s — she isn’t here any 

more — ”

“But don’t you like her, I mean, you got 

something against her? Some grudge or 

something?” Then his voice dipped as if he were 

conscious of rudeness. He touched the 

sunglasses on top of his head as if to make sure 

they were still there. “Now you be a good girl.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Just two things, or maybe three,” Arnold 

Friend said. “But I promise it won’t last long and 

you’ll like me that way you get to like people 

you’re close to. You will. It’s all over for you here, 

so come on out. You don’t want your people in 

any trouble, do you?”

She turned and bumped against a chair or 

something, hurting her leg, but she ran into the 

back room and picked up the telephone. 

Something roared in her ear, a tiny roaring, and 

she was so sick with fear that she could do 

nothing but listen to it — the telephone was 

clammy and very heavy and her fingers groped 

down to the dial but were too weak to touch it. 

She began to scream into the phone, into the 

roaring. She cried out, she cried for her mother, 

she felt her breath start jerking back and forth in 

her lungs as if it were something Arnold Friend 

was stabbing her with again and again with no 

tenderness. A noisy sorrowful wailing rose all 

about her and she was locked inside it the way 

she was locked inside this house.

After a while she could hear again. She was 

sitting on the floor, with her wet back against 

the wall.

Arnold Friend was saying from the door, 

“That’s a good girl. Put the phone back.”

She kicked the phone away from her.

“No, honey. Pick it up. Put it back right.”

She picked it up and put it back. The dial 

tone stopped.

“That’s a good girl. Now you come outside.”

She was hollow with what had been fear but 

what was now just an emptiness. All that 

screaming had blasted it out of her. She sat, one 

leg cramped under her, and deep inside her 

brain was something like a pinpoint of light that 

kept going and would not let her relax. She 

thought, I’m not going to see my mother again. 

She thought, I’m not going to sleep in my bed 

again. Her bright green blouse was all wet.

Arnold Friend said, in a gentle-loud voice 

that was like a stage voice, “The place where you 

came from ain’t there any more, and where you 

had in mind to go is cancelled out. This place 

you are now — inside your daddy’s house — is 

nothing but a cardboard box I can knock down 

any time. You know that and always did know it. 

You hear me?”

She thought, I have got to think. I have got to 

know what to do.

“We’ll go out to a nice field, out in the 

country here where it smells so nice and it’s 

sunny,” Arnold Friend said. “I’ll have my arms 

tight around you so you won’t need to try to get 

away and I’ll show you what love is like, what it 

does. The hell with this house! It looks solid all 

right,” he said. He ran a fingernail down the 

screen and the noise did not make Connie 

shiver, as it would have the day before. “Now put 

your hand on your heart, honey. Feel that? That 

feels solid too but we know better. Be nice to me, 

be sweet like you can because what else is there 

for a girl like you but to be sweet and pretty and 

give in? — and get away before her people 

get back?”

135

140

145

150
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She felt her pounding heart. Her hand 

seemed to enclose it. She thought for the first 

time in her life that it was nothing that was hers, 

that belonged to her, but just a pounding, living 

thing inside this body that wasn’t really hers 

either.

“You don’t want them to get hurt,” Arnold 

Friend went on. “Now get up, honey. Get up all 

by yourself.”

She stood.

“Now turn this way. That’s right. Come over 

to me — Ellie, put that away, didn’t I tell you? 

You dope. You miserable creepy dope,” Arnold 

Friend said. His words were not angry but only 

part of an incantation. The incantation was 

kindly. “Now come out through the kitchen to 

me honey and let’s see a smile, try it, you’re a 

brave sweet little girl and now they’re eating 

corn and hotdogs cooked to bursting over an 

outdoor fire, and they don’t know one thing 

about you and never did and honey you’re 

better than them because not a one of them 

would have done this for you.”

Connie felt the linoleum under her feet; it 

was cool. She brushed her hair back out of her 

eyes. Arnold Friend let go of the post tentatively 

and opened his arms for her, his elbows pointing 

in toward each other and his wrists limp, to 

show that this was an embarrassed embrace and 

a little mocking, he didn’t want to make her 

self-conscious.

She put out her hand against the screen. She 

watched herself push the door slowly open as if 

she were back safe somewhere in the other 

doorway, watching this body and this head of 

long hair moving out into the sunlight where 

Arnold Friend waited.

“My sweet little blue-eyed girl,” he said in 

a half-sung sigh that had nothing to do with 

her brown eyes but was taken up just the same 

by the vast sunlit reaches of the land behind 

him and on all sides of him — so much land 

that Connie had never seen before and did 

not recognize except to know that she was 

going to it. 

1966

160

 Understanding and Interpreting

 1. AP® Character and Narration. Explain why you think Connie is or is not a typical teenage 
girl, as Joyce Carol Oates depicts her early in the story. Which of her qualities strike you as 
specific to an earlier time period, and which seem more characteristic of teenagers in 
general?

 2. AP® Character and Narration. How does Connie distance herself from her family and her 
perception of their values? Pay particular attention to the contrasts Oates draws in paragraph 5.

 3. AP® Character and Narration. How does Arnold Friend use elements of popular culture to 
ingratiate himself with Connie? Which elements seem to work? Which frighten her?

 4. AP® Character and Narration. What part does June play in Connie’s characterization? 
What elements of Connie’s character and struggle to construct an identity independent of her 
family does June’s presence emphasize?

 5. AP® Character and Narration. Examine the relationship between Connie and her mother. 
Early in the story, Connie thinks her mother “noticed everything and knew everything” (par. 1) 
but later thinks of her as “simple and kindly” (par. 11). How do Connie’s ideas about her 
mother help develop the characterization of Connie? Do you find Connie’s version of her 
mother’s preference for her over June (par. 11) convincing? Explain why or why not.

 6. AP® Character and Narration. What does Arnold Friend mean when he tells Connie, “The 
place where you came from ain’t there any more, and where you had in mind to go is 
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cancelled out” ( par. 153 )? What does  place  mean in this context, and how is Connie’s identity 
destined by it?  

   7.    AP® Structure and Narration.  Oates does not provide closure in this story. Why? Does the 
indeterminate ending add to or diminish the story’s power?    

   Analyzing Language, Style, and Structure  

    1.    Vocabulary in Context.  What is the meaning of the word “incantation” in  paragraph 159 ? 
How do the connotations of the word explain, in part, why Connie obeys Arnold Friend? How 
do they connect to the musical motifs of the story?  

   2.    AP® Character and Narration.  How is Arnold Friend characterized by the external 
descriptions Oates provides of his physical features and his clothes? What does his dialogue 
add? Is he a three-dimensional character or a stereotypical one? Examine the passage where 
Connie first sees him ( par. 7 ). Why is she drawn to Arnold Friend?  

   3.    AP® Character, Setting, Structure, and Figurative Language.  How is music used 
throughout the story, especially to develop character and setting? Why is music so important 
to Connie? What does Oates mean when she writes in  paragraph 95  that “even the music 
that was so familiar to her [Connie] was only half real”?  

   4.    AP® Narration and Figurative Language.  Why does Oates describe Arnold as having “the 
voice of the man on the radio now” ( par. 89 )? What is the significance of Connie’s later 
recognition that Arnold spoke “with a slight rhythmic lilt, . . . [his words] the echo of a song 
from last year” ( par. 119 )?  

   5.    AP® Structure and Narration.  Suspense builds throughout this story. How does Oates 
generate and control that suspense? At which points does the suspense increase with 
particular intensity?  

   6.    AP® Narration.  How does Oates convey the mounting fear Connie feels in the last pages of 
the story? Note the ways in which she shifts from Connie being the agent of her own actions 
to Connie being just an observer, such as, “She watched herself push the door slowly open” 
( par. 161 ). By the end, is Connie acting out of concern for her family or blind fear? What or 
who is controlling her actions?  

   7.    AP® Structure and Figurative Language.  Oates has called this story “a realistic allegory.” 
What does that description mean? What allegorical elements do you see in the story?    

    Topics for Composing  

    1.    AP® FRQ Prose Fiction Analysis.  The following question refers to  paragraphs 5 – 6  of 
Joyce Carol Oates’s “Where Are You Going? Where Have You Been?,” published in 1966. 
This passage offers a description of Connie and her friends’ social life. Read the passage 
carefully. Then, in a well-written essay, analyze how Oates uses literary elements and 
techniques to characterize the girls at this particular moment in their lives.  

   2.    AP® FRQ Literary Argument.  Works of literature often introduce villains whose charm 
obscures their evil intent. In “Where Are You Going? Where Have You Been?” Arnold Friend 
can be considered such a character. In a well-written essay, analyze how Arnold Friend’s 
complex characterization contributes to an interpretation of the work as a whole. Do not 
merely summarize the plot.  

   3.    AP® Literary Argumentation.  Do you consider “Where Are You Going? Where Have You 
Been?” a horror story or a morality tale? Explain your answer in an essay using evidence from 
the text.  

    AP® FRQ Prose Fiction Analysis.

    AP® FRQ Literary Argument.
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 4. Research. Oates says she based her story on three Tucson, Arizona, murders committed by 
Charles Schmid, “the Pied Piper of Tucson,” in the 1960s. Research this incident and explore 
how the facts match the fiction. How does this link to an actual incident influence your 
reading of the story?

 5. Connections. Known for her immense output of fiction writing, Oates has written about the 
American experience from nearly every angle. Read some of her nonfiction writing — her 
writing on boxing is especially compelling. How does she use the elements of fiction and 
nonfiction interchangeably? What is the effect on both genres?

 6. Connections. Oates dedicates the story to Bob Dylan and says she was inspired by his 
song “It’s All Over Now, Baby Blue.” Listen to the song, paying special attention to the lyrics. 
Why do you think Oates found this song compelling?

 7. Multimodal. Create a CSI television episode in which the investigators use forensic evidence 
to capture Arnold Friend and Ellie.

 8. Connections. The transistor radio is inextricably tied up with the growing freedom of young 
people to create their own culture and context by carrying their music with them. In addition 
to the radio Connie listens to at home, in what parts of the story does music permeate, likely 
from transistor radios?

Homage
Nadine Gordimer

Novelist and short story writer Nadine Gordimer (1923–2014) was 

born to Jewish immigrant parents and raised in Springs, South 

Africa, during a time of intense racial upheaval. Throughout her 

life, Gordimer often witnessed and wrote about the repressive 

effects of apartheid, which sought to continue white rule and 

supremacy in majority-Black South Africa. Gordimer was the 

author of more than two dozen works of fiction, including novels 

and collections of short stories, in addition to personal and political essays and literary 

criticism. Many of her books were banned by the South African government because she 

challenged the apartheid regime. In 1991, Gordimer won the Nobel Prize for Literature, 

recognized not only for her contributions to the political activism in her home country, but 

her masterful writing.

KEY CONTEXT On February 28, 1986, an assassin shot Swedish prime minister Olof Palme in 

the back as he and his wife were walking home from a movie theater. Although there were 

suspects, no one was ever tried and convicted for the murder. A week prior to his assassination, 

Prime Minister Palme delivered the keynote address to the Swedish People’s Parliament Against 

Apartheid held in Stockholm, Sweden, where he declared, “Apartheid cannot be reformed; it has to 

be abolished.” One theory, which has not been proven, is that Palme’s murder was carried out by a 

mercenary hired by the South African government in retaliation for Palme’s criticism of apartheid 

and Sweden’s funding of the African National Congress, South Africa’s anti-apartheid political 

party. In 2020 the investigation was finally closed when Swedish prosecutors named a Swedish 

man with no connections to South Africa, who died by suicide in 2000, as the culprit. However, this 

conclusion was met with widespread criticism, given the lack of forensic evidence to support it.
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Read my lips.

Because I don’t speak. You’re sitting 

there, and when the train lurches you seem to 

bend forward to hear. But I don’t speak.

If I could find them I could ask for the other 

half of the money I was going to get when I’d 

done it, but they’re gone. I don’t know where to 

look. I don’t think they’re here, anymore, they’re 

in some other country, they move all the time 

and that’s how they find men like me. We leave 

home because of governments overthrown, a 

conscript on the wrong side; no work, no bread 

or oil in the shops, and when we cross a border 

we’re put over another border, and another. 

What is your final destination? We don’t know; 

we don’t know where we can stay, where we 

won’t be sent on somewhere else, from one tent 

camp to another in a country where you can’t 

get papers.

I don’t ever speak.

They find us there, in one of these places —  

they found me and they saved me, they can do 

anything, they got me in here with papers and a 

name they gave me; I buried my name, no-one 

will ever dig it out of me. They told me what they 

wanted done and they paid me half the money 

right away. I ate and I had clothes to wear and I 

had a room in a hotel where people read the 

menu outside three different restaurants before 

deciding where to have their meal. There was 

free shampoo in the bath-room and the key to a 

private safe where liquor was kept instead of 

money.

They had prepared everything for me. They 

had followed him for months and they knew 

when he went where, at what time — although 

he was such an important man, he would go out 

privately with his wife, without his State 

bodyguards, because he liked to pretend to be 

an ordinary person or he wanted to be an 

ordinary person. They knew he didn’t 

understand that that was impossible for him; 

and that made it possible for them to pay me to 

do what they paid me to do.

I am nobody; no country counts me in its 

census, the name they gave me doesn’t exist: 

nobody did what was done. He took time off, with 

his wife by the arm, to a restaurant with double 

doors to keep out the cold, the one they went to 

week after week, and afterwards, although I’d 

been told they always went home, they turned 

into a cinema. I waited. I had one beer in a bar, 

that’s all, and I came back. People coming out of 

the cinema didn’t show they recognised him 

because people in this country like to let their 

leaders be ordinary. He took his wife, like any 

ordinary citizen, to that corner where the 

entrance goes down to the subway trains and as 

he stood back to let her pass ahead of him I did it. 

I did it just as they paid me to, as they tested my 

marksmanship for, right in the back of the skull. 

As he fell and as I turned to run, I did it again, as 

they paid me to, to make sure.

She made the mistake of dropping on her 

knees to him before she looked up to see who 

had done it. All she could tell the police, the 

papers and the inquiry was that she saw the 

back of a man in dark clothing, a leather jacket, 

leaping up the flight of steps that leads from the 

side-street. This particular city is one of steep 

rises and dark alleys. She never saw my face. 

Years later now, (I read in the papers) she keeps 

telling people how she never saw the face, she 

never saw the face of the one who did it, if only 

she had looked up seconds sooner — they 

would have been able to find me, the nobody 

who did it would have become me. She thinks 

all the time about the back of my head in the 

dark cap (it was not dark, really, it was a light 

green-and-brown check, an expensive cap I’d 

bought with the money, afterwards I threw it in 

the canal with a stone in it). She thinks of my 

neck, the bit of my neck she could have seen 

between the cap and the collar of the leather 

jacket (I couldn’t throw that in the canal, I had it 

dyed). She thinks of the shine of the leather 

jacket across my shoulders under the puddle of 

light from a street-lamp that stands at the top of 

5
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the flight, and my legs moving so fast I disappear 

while she screams.

The police arrested a drug-pusher they 

picked up in the alley at the top of the steps. She 

couldn’t say whether or not it was him because 

she had no face to remember. The same with 

others the police raked in from the streets and 

from those with criminal records and political 

grievances; no face. So I had nothing to fear. All 

the time I was being pushed out of one country 

into another I was afraid, afraid of having no 

papers, afraid of being questioned, afraid of 

being hungry, but now I had nothing to be afraid 

of. I still have nothing to fear. I don’t speak.

I search the papers for whatever is written 

about what was done; the inquiry doesn’t close, 

the police, the people, this whole country, keep 

on searching. I read all the theories; sometimes, 

like now, in the subway train, I make out on the 

back of someone’s newspaper a new one. An 

Iranian plot, because of this country’s hostility 

towards some government there. A South African 

attempt to revenge this country’s sanctions 

against some racist government there, at the 

time. I could tell who did it, but not why. When 

they paid me the first half of the money — just 

like that, right away!— they didn’t tell me and I 

didn’t ask. Why should I ask; what government, 

on any side, anywhere, would take me in. They 

were the only people to offer me anything.

And then I got only half what they promised. 

And there isn’t much left after five years, five 

years next month. I’ve done some sort of work, 

now and then, so no-one would be wondering 

where I got the money to pay the rent for my 

room and so on. Worked at the race course, and 

once or twice in night clubs. Places where they 

don’t register you with any labour office. What 

was I thinking I was going to do with the money 

if I had got it all, as they promised? Get away, 

somewhere else? When I think of going to some 

other country, like they did, taking out at the 

frontier the papers and the name of nobody they 

gave me, showing my face —

I don’t talk.

I don’t take up with anybody. Not even a 

woman. Those places I worked, I would get 

offers to do things, move stolen goods, handle 

drugs: people seemed to smell out somehow I’d 

made myself available. But I am not! I am not 

here, in this city. This city has never seen my 

face, only the back of a man leaping up the steps 

that led to the alley near the subway station. It’s 

said, I know, that you return to the scene of what 

you did. I never go near, I never walk past that 

subway station. I’ve never been back to those 

steps. When she screamed after me as I 

disappeared, I disappeared forever.

10

This photograph was taken by Tommy Kha, a 
Memphis-born, New York City-based artist. The 
cutouts and masks in his work have roots in 
Greek drama, though his contemporary themes 
are related to the immigrant experience, 
trauma, and the identity of Otherness.

In what ways does this image suggest 
illusion or fragmentation? Are the hands 
putting the mask on or taking it off? How 
does this image relate to the narrator’s 
perspective on his identity and his place in 
the world?
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I couldn’t believe it when I read that they 

were not going to bury him in a cemetery. They 

put him in the bit of public garden in front of the 

church that’s near the subway station. It’s an 

ordinary-looking place with a few old trees 

dripping in the rain on gravel paths, right on a 

main street. There’s an engraved stone and a low 

railing, that’s all. And people come in their lunch 

hour, people come while they’re out shopping, 

people come up out of that subway, out of that 

cinema, and they tramp over the gravel to go and 

stand there, where he is. They put flowers down.

I’ve been there. I’ve seen. I don’t keep away. 

It’s a place like any other place, to me. Every 

time I go there, following the others over the 

crunch of feet on the path. I see even young 

people weeping, they put down their flowers 

and sometimes sheets of paper with what looks 

like lines of poems written there (I can’t read 

this language well), and I see that the inquiry 

goes on, it will not end until they find the face, 

until the back of nobody turns about. And that 

will never happen. Now I do what the others do. 

It’s the way to be safe, perfectly safe. Today I 

bought a cheap bunch of red roses held by an 

elastic band wound tight between their crushed 

leaves and wet thorns, and laid it there, before 

the engraved stone, behind the low railing, 

where my name is buried with him. 

1995

15

 Understanding and Interpreting

 1. AP® Narration. The story opens with the simple sentence, “Read my lips,” followed by a 
sentence referencing “I” and “you.” What is the tone that this narrative perspective of direct 
addresses establishes with the first few sentences?

 2. AP® Character and Narration. The central character and narrator is a person with no 
name. What do we learn about him? What physical and tangible details do we learn from his 
monologue? What is left unexplained? What to you is his most striking quality? Why?

 3. AP® Narration. The narrator refers to “they” and “them” throughout the story, although we 
are never told exactly who “they” are. What clues does the narrator share with readers to 
support a conclusion about who “they” are?

 4. AP® Character and Narration. Based on your reading of the story, what is the narrator’s 
primary motivation? Is it money? Or are there indications that other factors play into his 
decision to become “nobody”? If so, what are those factors?

 5. AP® Character and Narration. What do you think the narrator means when he says, “I do 
what the others do. It’s the way to be safe, perfectly safe” (par. 15)? What does “safe” mean 
to him?

 6. AP® Character and Narration. Why does the narrator place flowers on the grave of the man 
he murdered? Does this final action in the story change your view of him? Why or why not?

 7. AP® Character and Narration. To what extent does the narrator change during the course 
of the story? If you believe he changes, what is the nature of that change? If not, what is his 
central quality or trait, and how does it reflect the themes of the story?

 Analyzing Language, Style, and Structure

 1. Vocabulary in Context. What does the word “homage” mean in a conventional sense? 
What does it mean as the title of this story, given the context of its plot? How effective is this 
choice of title for this particular story?
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   2.    AP® Character and Narration.  What specific textual details reveal the character of the 
narrator in “Homage”? Pay special attention to the details — concrete and tangible as well as 
emotional — that seem contradictory. What do these contradictions reveal about the 
narrator’s state of mind? How do they affect your interpretation of the story as a whole?  

   3.    AP® Structure and Narration.  What is the main conflict in this story? How does the 
structure of the plot foster and resolve this conflict — or does it? Explain your response with 
specific reference to the text.  

   4.    AP® Narration.  What is the effect of the narrator retelling the “incident” — the murder — in 
such detail that include his own judgments (for example, the man’s wife “made the mistake of 
dropping on her knees”)?  

   5.    AP® Character and Narration.  How reliable is the narrator? Cite specific details, diction, 
and syntax to support your response.  

   6.    AP® Structure and Narration.  How does the syntax of the story help shape its tone? Pay 
particular attention to the short, maybe even abrupt, sentences that punctuate the story.  

   7.    AP® Figurative Language.  Throughout the story, there are both literal and figurative 
references to silence, speaking, isolation, and invisibility. Identify two passages that include 
these literary elements and discuss how they contribute to the meaning of the story as a 
whole.    

   Topics for Composing  

1.    AP® FRQ Prose Fiction Analysis.  The following question refers to  paragraphs 6 – 9  of 
Nadine Gordimer’s “Homage,” published in 1995. In this passage, the narrator recounts his 
assassination of a high government official. Read the passage carefully. Then, in a 
well-written essay, analyze how Gordimer uses literary elements and techniques to explore 
the narrator’s complex perspective on his actions and their consequences.  

2.    AP® FRQ Literary Argument.  In literary works, isolation or displacement from community 
often functions as a crucial motivation for a character’s choices. In “Homage,” the narrator 
recounts his experience of being displaced from his homeland and his decision to take 
drastic action. In a well-written essay, analyze how the narrator’s understanding of his 
experiences contributes to an interpretation of the work as a whole. Do not merely summarize 
the plot.  

   3.    AP® Literary Argumentation.  Do you interpret “Homage” as having a political agenda or 
message? If so, what is it? If not, what is its major theme, and why do you think it is not 
political?  

   4.    AP® Literary Argumentation.  A critic made the following comments about Gordimer’s short 
stories: “[They] sometimes verge on the uncanny. Although anchored in a contemporary time 
and place . . . her stories seem to be suspended in a floating in-between allegorical world.” In 
what ways might “Homage” be viewed as an allegory?  

   5.    Speaking and Listening.  Who or what is to blame in this story — or is blame an appropriate 
way of framing our reading of the story’s events? The narrator is a refugee, but he becomes a 
paid assassin readily enough. Has he lost his sense of identity, or freely given it up? Working 
in small groups, explore these questions, arrive at an interpretation, and then report to the full 
class; be prepared to facilitate a discussion of your interpretation with the entire class.  

   6.    Connections.  In a lecture on the role of the writer, Gordimer asserts that the writer’s “greater 
responsibility is to society, not to art.” Given this line of reasoning, what responsibility to 
society do you think Gordimer is fulfilling with “Homage”?  

    AP® FRQ Prose Fiction Analysis.

    AP® FRQ
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 7. Connections. Through its unique narrative perspective, “Homage” looks at how getting 
away with violent behavior dehumanizes the perpetrator. Discuss this process at work in a 
character in another work of fiction or a film that you know well.

 8. Research. As you read in the Key Context for this story, “Homage” is a fictional account of 
the assassination of Swedish prime minister Olof Palme in 1986. The case remained open 
until 2020, six years after Gordimer’s death. Research the specifics of the case and discuss 
how its resolution affects your interpretation of the story’s meaning.

 9. Connections. Compare and contrast the way that Emily Dickinson explores the concept of 
being “Nobody” in her poem “I’m Nobody! Who are you?” (p. 290) with Gordimer’s treatment 
in “Homage.” How do Dickinson’s speaker and Gordimer’s narrator each view the concept of 
the self?

 10. Multimodal. Working in groups, develop an interpretation of “Homage” by pairing at least 
four passages (or the entire story) with at least eight images — these can be photographs, 
paintings, posters, collages, and so on. Explain how each image connects to the elements of 
the text.

 11. Connections. In the poem “The Terrorist, He Watches” Wislawa Szymborska (p. 893) focuses 
on the countdown from the time a terrorist plants a bomb until the moment it explodes. Is her 
depiction of a deliberate act of violence more similar or different than Gordimer’s in ‘Homage”? 
Consider the perspectives of the speaker in the poem and the narrator in the short story.

Apollo
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (b. 1977) is a Nigerian writer whose 

first novel, Purple Hibiscus (2003), was awarded the 

Commonwealth Writers’ Prize for Best First Book. Her second 

novel, Half of a Yellow Sun (2006), which is set during the Biafran 

civil war in Nigeria (1967–1970), won the Orange Prize for Fiction in 

2007; the novel is dedicated to her two grandfathers, who died in 

the war. Adichie was awarded a MacArthur Foundation Fellowship 

in 2008. The Thing Around Your Neck, her first collection of short stories, was published to 

acclaim in 2009. Her third novel, Americanah (2013), won a National Book Critics Circle 

Award. In 2021, she published a memoir that deals with her father’s passing, entitled Notes 

on Grief. Adichie currently divides her time between the United States and Nigeria, where 

she attended medical school at the University of Nigeria for two years before coming to 

America. She has also earned an MFA in creative writing from Johns Hopkins University and 

an MA in African studies from Yale University.

KEY CONTEXT “Apollo” is set in Nigeria and examines issues of social class and sexual 

orientation as the narrator recalls a formative childhood experience. This story was published 

shortly after Nigeria’s president signed into law the Same Sex Marriage Prohibition Act (SSMPA) in 

2014. The SSMPA not only imposes up to fourteen years in jail to same-sex couples who seek to 

marry, but also threatens business owners with up to ten years in jail if they serve the LGBTQ+ 

community. Despite wide criticism from world leaders and human rights organizations, the law 

remains in effect in Nigeria as of 2021.
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Twice a month, like a dutiful son, I visited  

my parents in Enugu, in their small 

overfurnished flat that grew dark in the 

afternoon. Retirement had changed them, 

shrunk them. They were in their late eighties, 

both small and mahogany-skinned, with a 

tendency to stoop. They seemed to look more 

and more alike, as though all the years together 

had made their features blend and bleed into 

one another. They even smelled alike — a 

menthol scent, from the green vial of Vicks 

VapoRub they passed to each other, carefully 

rubbing a little in their nostrils and on aching 

joints. When I arrived, I would find them either 

sitting out on the veranda overlooking the road 

or sunk into the living-room sofa, watching 

Animal Planet. They had a new, simple sense of 

wonder. They marvelled at the wiliness of 

wolves, laughed at the cleverness of apes, and 

asked each other, “Ifukwa?1 Did you see that?”

They had, too, a new, baffling patience for 

incredible stories. Once, my mother told me that 

a sick neighbor in Abba, our ancestral home 

town, had vomited a grasshopper — a living, 

writhing insect, which, she said, was proof that 

wicked relatives had poisoned him. “Somebody 

texted us a picture of the grasshopper,” my father 

said. They always supported each other’s stories. 

When my father told me that Chief Okeke’s 

young house help had mysteriously died, and 

the story around town was that the chief had 

killed the teen-ager and used her liver for 

moneymaking rituals, my mother added, “They 

say he used the heart, too.”

Fifteen years earlier, my parents would have 

scoffed at these stories. My mother, a professor 

of political science, would have said “Nonsense” 

in her crisp manner, and my father, a professor 

of education, would merely have snorted, the 

stories not worth the effort of speech. It puzzled 

me that they had shed those old selves, and 

become the kind of Nigerians who told 

anecdotes about diabetes cured by drinking holy 

water.

Still, I humored them and half listened to 

their stories. It was a kind of innocence, this new 

childhood of old age. They had grown slower 

with the passing years, and their faces lit up at 

the sight of me and even their prying 

questions — “When will you give us a 

grandchild? When will you bring a girl to 

introduce to us?” — no longer made me as tense 

as before. Each time I drove away, on Sunday 

afternoons after a big lunch of rice and stew, 

I wondered if it would be the last time I would 

see them both alive, if before my next visit 

I would receive a phone call from one of them 

telling me to come right away. The thought filled 

me with a nostalgic sadness that stayed with me 

until I got back to Port Harcourt. And yet I knew 

that if I had a family, if I could complain about 

rising school fees as the children of their friends 

did, then I would not visit them so regularly. 

I would have nothing for which to make amends.

During a visit in November, my parents 

talked about the increase in armed robberies all 

over the east. Thieves, too, had to prepare for 

Christmas. My mother told me how a vigilante 

mob in Onitsha had caught some thieves, 

beaten them, and torn off their clothes — how 

old tires had been thrown over their heads like 

necklaces, amid shouts for petrol and matches, 

before the police arrived, fired shots in the air to 

disperse the crowd, and took the robbers away. 

My mother paused, and I waited for a 

supernatural detail that would embellish the 

story. Perhaps, just as they arrived at the police 

station, the thieves had turned into vultures and 

flown away.

“Do you know,” she continued, “one of the 

armed robbers, in fact the ring leader, was 

Raphael? He was our houseboy years ago. I don’t 

think you’ll remember him.”

I stared at my mother. “Raphael?”

“It’s not surprising he ended like this,” my 

father said. “He didn’t start well.”

5

1 Igbo for “Did you see that?” — Eds.
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My mind had been submerged in the foggy 

lull of my parents’ storytelling, and I struggled 

now with the sharp awakening of memory.

My mother said again, “You probably won’t 

remember him. There were so many of those 

houseboys. You were young.”

But I remembered. Of course I remembered 

Raphael.

• • • 

Nothing changed when Raphael came to live with 

us, not at first. He seemed like all the others, an 

ordinary-looking teen from a nearby village. The 

houseboy before him, Hyginus, had been sent 

home for insulting my mother. Before Hyginus 

was John, whom I remembered because he had 

not been sent away; he had broken a plate while 

washing it and, fearing my mother’s anger, had 

packed his things and fled before she came home 

from work. All the houseboys treated me with the 

contemptuous care of people who disliked my 

mother. Please come and eat your food, they 

would say — I don’t want trouble from Madam. 

My mother regularly shouted at them, for being 

slow, stupid, hard of hearing; even her 

bell-ringing, her thumb resting on the red knob, 

the shrillness searing through the house, sounded 

like shouting. How difficult could it be to 

remember to fry the eggs differently, my father’s 

plain and hers with onions, or to put the Russian 

dolls back on the same shelf after dusting, or to 

iron my school uniform properly?

I was my parents’ only child, born late in 

their lives. “When I got pregnant, I thought it 

was menopause,” my mother told me once. I 

must have been around eight years old, and did 

not know what “menopause” meant. She had a 

brusque manner, as did my father; they had 

about them the air of people who were quick to 

dismiss others. They had met at the University of 

Ibadan, married against their families’ 

wishes — his thought her too educated, while 

hers preferred a wealthier suitor — and spent 

their lives in an intense and intimate 

competition over who published more, who won 

at badminton, who had the last word in an 

argument. They often read aloud to each other 

in the evening, from journals or newspapers, 

standing rather than sitting in the parlor, 

sometimes pacing, as though about to spring at 

a new idea. They drank Mateus rosé — that dark, 

shapely bottle always seemed to be resting on a 

table near them — and left behind glasses faint 

with reddish dregs. Throughout my childhood, 

I worried about not being quick enough to 

respond when they spoke to me.

• • • 

I worried, too, that I did not care for books. 

Reading did not do to me what it did to my 

parents, agitating them or turning them into 

vague beings lost to time, who did not quite 

notice when I came and went. I read books only 

enough to satisfy them, and to answer the kinds 

of unexpected questions that might come in the 

middle of a meal — What did I think of Pip?2 Had 

Ezeulu3 done the right thing? I sometimes felt 

like an interloper in our house. My bedroom had 

bookshelves, stacked with the overflow books 

that did not fit in the study and the corridor, and 

they made my stay feel transient, as though I 

were not quite where I was supposed to be. I 

sensed my parents’ disappointment in the way 

they glanced at each other when I spoke about a 

book, and I knew that what I had said was not 

incorrect but merely ordinary, uncharged with 

their brand of originality. Going to the staff club 

with them was an ordeal: I found badminton 

boring, the shuttlecock seemed to me an 

unfinished thing, as though whoever had 

invented the game had stopped halfway.

What I loved was kung fu. I watched “Enter 

the Dragon” so often that I knew all the lines, and 

I longed to wake up and be Bruce Lee. I would 

kick and strike at the air, at imaginary enemies 

10

15

2  The protagonist of the novel Great Expectations by  
Charles Dickens. — Eds.

3 The protagonist of the novel Arrow of God by Chinua Achebe. — Eds.
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who had killed my imaginary family. I would pull 

my mattress onto the floor, stand on two thick 

books — usually hardcover copies of “Black 

Beauty” and “The Water-Babies” — and leap onto 

the mattress, screaming “Haaa!” like Bruce Lee. 

One day, in the middle of my practice, I looked up 

to see Raphael standing in the doorway, watching 

me. I expected a mild reprimand. He had made 

my bed that morning, and now the room was in 

disarray. Instead, he smiled, touched his chest, 

and brought his finger to his tongue, as though 

tasting his own blood. My favorite scene. I stared 

at Raphael with the pure thrill of unexpected 

pleasure. “I watched the film in the other house 

where I worked,” he said. “Look at this.”

He pivoted slightly, leaped up, and kicked, 

his leg straight and high, his body all taut grace.  

I was twelve years old and had, until then, never 

felt that I recognized myself in another person.

• • • 

Raphael and I practiced in the back yard, 

leaping from the raised concrete soakaway4 and 

landing on the grass. Raphael told me to suck in 

my belly, to keep my legs straight and my fingers 

precise. He taught me to breathe. My previous 

attempts, in the enclosure of my room, had felt 

stillborn. Now, outside with Raphael, slicing the 

air with my arms, I could feel my practice 

become real, with soft grass below and high sky 

above, and the endless space mine to conquer. 

This was truly happening. I could become a 

black belt one day. Outside the kitchen door was 

a high open veranda, and I wanted to jump off 

its flight of six steps and try a flying kick. “No,” 

Raphael said. “That veranda is too high.”

• • • 

On weekends, if my parents went to the staff 

club without me, Raphael and I watched Bruce 

Lee videotapes, Raphael saying, “Watch it! 

Watch it!” Through his eyes, I saw the films 

anew; some moves that I had thought merely 

competent became luminous when he said, 

“Watch it!” Raphael knew what really mattered; 

his wisdom lay easy on his skin. He rewound the 

sections in which Bruce Lee used a nunchaku,5 

and watched unblinking, gasping at the clean 

aggression of the metal-and-wood weapon.

“I wish I had a nunchaku,” I said.

“It is very difficult to use,” Raphael said firmly, 

and I felt almost sorry to have wanted one.

20

4  A covered chamber with porous walls that drains excess water by 
allowing it to soak into the ground slowly. — Eds.

5  Often known as “nunchucks,” a Japanese weapon used in martial 
arts. — Eds.

This still shot from Bruce Lee’s 
1972 film The Way of the Dragon 
captures the intensity of his fight 
with Chuck Norris.

How would you describe the 
dynamic between the two men 
in this image? Pay attention to 
their facial features, stance, 
and environment. To what 
extent is this dynamic reflected 
in Okenwa’s relationship with 
Raphael?
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Not long afterward, I came back from school 

one day and Raphael said, “See.” From the 

cupboard he took out a nunchaku — two pieces 

of wood, cut from an old cleaning mop and 

sanded down, held together by a spiral of metal 

springs. He must have been making it for at least 

a week, in his free time after his housework. He 

showed me how to use it. His moves seemed 

clumsy, nothing like Bruce Lee’s. I took the 

nunchaku and tried to swing it, but only ended 

up with a thump on my chest. Raphael laughed. 

“You think you can just start like that?” he said. 

“You have to practice for a long time.”

At school, I sat through classes thinking of the 

wood’s smoothness in the palm of my hand. It 

was after school, with Raphael, that my real life 

began. My parents did not notice how close 

Raphael and I had become. All they saw was that I 

now happened to play outside, and Raphael was, 

of course, part of the landscape of outside: 

weeding the garden, washing pots at the water 

tank. One afternoon, Raphael finished plucking a 

chicken and interrupted my solo practice on the 

lawn. “Fight!” he said. A duel began, his hands 

bare, mine swinging my new weapon. He pushed 

me hard. One end hit him on the arm, and he 

looked surprised and then impressed, as if he had 

not thought me capable. I swung again and again. 

He feinted and dodged and kicked. Time 

collapsed. In the end, we were both panting and 

laughing. I remember, even now, very clearly, the 

smallness of his shorts that afternoon, and how 

the muscles ran wiry like ropes down his legs.

On weekends, I ate lunch with my parents. 

I always ate quickly, dreaming of escape and 

hoping that they would not turn to me with one 

of their test questions. At one lunch, Raphael 

served white disks of boiled yam on a bed of 

greens, and then cubed pawpaw6 and pineapple.

“The vegetable was too tough,” my mother 

said. “Are we grass-eating goats?” She glanced at 

him. “What is wrong with your eyes?”

It took me a moment to realize that this was 

not her usual figurative lambasting — “What is 

that big object blocking your nose?” she would 

ask, if she noticed a smell in the kitchen that he 

had not. The whites of Raphael’s eyes were red. 

A painful, unnatural red. He mumbled that an 

insect had flown into them.

“It looks like Apollo,”7 my father said.

My mother pushed back her chair and 

examined Raphael’s face. “Ah-ah! Yes, it is. Go to 

your room and stay there.”

Raphael hesitated, as though wanting to 

finish clearing the plates.

“Go!” my father said. “Before you infect us 

all with this thing.”

Raphael, looking confused, edged away from 

the table. My mother called him back. “Have you 

had this before?”

“No, Madam.”

25

30

6 Another word for papaya fruit. — Eds.

7  The popular name for seasonal conjunctivitis, a contagious 
infection of the eyes. — Eds.

This photograph shows a detail of the Belvedere 
Apollo, a marble statue completed in the first 
century.

How does Okenwa’s observation of and 
attitude toward Raphael compare to the 
treatment of Apollo in this image?
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“It’s an infection of your conjunctiva, the 

thing that covers your eyes,” she said. In the 

midst of her Igbo words, “conjunctiva” sounded 

sharp and dangerous. “We’re going to buy 

medicine for you. Use it three times a day and 

stay in your room. Don’t cook until it clears.” 

Turning to me, she said, “Okenwa, make sure 

you don’t go near him. Apollo is very infectious.” 

From her perfunctory tone, it was clear that she 

did not imagine I would have any reason to go 

near Raphael.

Later, my parents drove to the pharmacy in 

town and came back with a bottle of eye drops, 

which my father took to Raphael’s room in the 

boys’ quarters, at the back of the house, with the 

air of someone going reluctantly into battle. That 

evening, I went with my parents to Obollo Road 

to buy akara8 for dinner; when we returned, it 

felt strange not to have Raphael open the front 

door, not to find him closing the living-room 

curtains and turning on the lights. In the quiet 

kitchen, our house seemed emptied of life. As 

soon as my parents were immersed in 

themselves, I went out to the boys’ quarters and 

knocked on Raphael’s door. It was ajar. He was 

lying on his back, his narrow bed pushed against 

the wall, and turned when I came in, surprised, 

making as if to get up. I had never been in his 

room before. The exposed light bulb dangling 

from the ceiling cast sombre shadows.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Nothing. I came to see how you are.”

He shrugged and settled back down on the 

bed. “I don’t know how I got this. Don’t come 

close.”

But I went close.

“I had Apollo in Primary 3,” I said. “It will go 

quickly, don’t worry. Have you used the eye 

drops this evening?”

He shrugged and said nothing. The bottle of 

eye drops sat unopened on the table.

“You haven’t used them at all?” I asked.

“No.”

“Why?”

He avoided looking at me. “I cannot do it.”

Raphael, who could disembowel a turkey 

and lift a full bag of rice, could not drip liquid 

medicine into his eyes. At first, I was astonished, 

then amused, and then moved. I looked around 

his room and was struck by how bare it was —  

the bed pushed against the wall, a spindly table, 

a gray metal box in the corner, which I assumed 

contained all that he owned.

“I will put the drops in for you,” I said. I took 

the bottle and twisted off the cap.

“Don’t come close,” he said again.

I was already close. I bent over him. He 

began a frantic blinking.

“Breathe like in kung fu,” I said.

I touched his face, gently pulled down his 

lower left eyelid, and dropped the liquid into his 

eye. The other lid I pulled more firmly, because 

he had shut his eyes tight.

“Ndo,”9 I said. “Sorry.”

He opened his eyes and looked at me, and 

on his face shone something wondrous. I had 

never felt myself the subject of admiration. It 

made me think of science class, of a new maize 

shoot growing greenly toward light. He touched 

my arm. I turned to go.

“I’ll come before I go to school,” I said.

In the morning, I slipped into his room, put 

in his eye drops, and slipped out and into my 

father’s car, to be dropped off at school.

By the third day, Raphael’s room felt familiar 

to me, welcoming, uncluttered by objects. As I 

put in the drops, I discovered things about him 

that I guarded closely: the early darkening of 

hair above his upper lip, the ringworm patch in 

the hollow between his jaw and his neck. I sat on 

the edge of his bed and we talked about “Snake 

in the Monkey’s Shadow.” We had discussed the 

film many times, and we said things that we had 

said before, but in the quiet of his room they felt 

35

40

45

50

8 Fried bean cakes, a popular Nigerian breakfast food and snack. — Eds. 9 Igbo for “sorry.” — Eds.
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like secrets. Our voices were low, almost hushed. 

His body’s warmth cast warmth over me.

He got up to demonstrate the snake style, 

and afterward, both of us laughing, he grasped 

my hand in his. Then he let go and moved 

slightly away from me.

“This Apollo has gone,” he said.

His eyes were clear. I wished he had not 

healed so quickly.

• • •

I dreamed of being with Raphael and Bruce Lee 

in an open field, practicing for a fight. When I 

woke up, my eyes refused to open. I pried my 

lids apart. My eyes burned and itched. Each time 

I blinked, they seemed to produce more pale 

ugly fluid that coated my lashes. It felt as if 

heated grains of sand were under my eyelids. I 

feared that something inside me was thawing 

that was not supposed to thaw.

My mother shouted at Raphael, “Why 

did you bring this thing to my house? 

Why?” It was as though by catching Apollo 

he had conspired to infect her son. 

Raphael did not respond. He never did 

when she shouted at him. She was 

standing at the top of the stairs, and 

Raphael was below her.

“How did he manage to give you Apollo 

from his room?” my father asked me.

“It wasn’t Raphael. I think I got it from 

somebody in my class,” I told my parents.

“Who?” I should have known my 

mother would ask. At that moment, my 

mind erased all my classmates’ names.

“Who?” she asked again.

“Chidi Obi,” I said finally, the first name 

that came to me. He sat in front of me and 

smelled like old clothes.

“Do you have a headache?” my mother 

asked.

“Yes.”

My father brought me Panadol. My 

mother telephoned Dr. Igbokwe. My 

parents were brisk. They stood by my door, 

watching me drink a cup of Milo that my father 

had made. I drank quickly. I hoped that they 

would not drag an armchair into my room, as 

they did every time I was sick with malaria, 

when I would wake up with a bitter tongue to 

find one parent inches from me, silently reading 

a book, and I would will myself to get well 

quickly, to free them.

Dr. Igbokwe arrived and shined a torch in 

my eyes. His cologne was strong; I could smell it 

long after he’d gone, a heady scent close to 

alcohol that I imagined would worsen nausea. 

After he left, my parents created a patient’s altar 

by my bed — on a table covered with cloth, they 

put a bottle of orange Lucozade, a blue tin of 

glucose, and freshly peeled oranges on a 

plastic tray.

They did not bring the armchair, but one of 

them was home throughout the week that I had 

55

60

65

Rotimi Fani-Kayode was an openly gay Nigerian 
British photographer. This photograph, entitled 
Adebiyi (c. 1989), conveys some of the thematic 
concerns that permeate his art, including culture, 
displacement, sexuality, and identity.

How does Fani-Kayode portray Adebiyi, which 
translates to “royal one,” in this image? In what 
ways might it reflect Okenwa’s sense of self?
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Apollo. They took turns putting in my eye drops, 

my father more clumsily than my mother, 

leaving sticky liquid running down my face. 

They did not know how well I could put in the 

drops myself. Each time they raised the bottle 

above my face, I remembered the look in 

Raphael’s eyes that first evening in his room, and 

I felt haunted by happiness.

My parents closed the curtains and kept my 

room dark. I was sick of lying down. I wanted to 

see Raphael, but my mother had banned him 

from my room, as though he could somehow 

make my condition worse. I wished that he would 

come and see me. Surely he could pretend to be 

putting away a bedsheet, or bringing a bucket to 

the bathroom. Why didn’t he come? He had not 

even said sorry to me. I strained to hear his voice, 

but the kitchen was too far away and his voice, 

when he spoke to my mother, was too low.

Once, after going to the toilet, I tried to 

sneak downstairs to the kitchen, but my father 

loomed at the bottom of the stairs.

“Kedu?”10 He asked. “Are you all right?”

“I want water,” I said.

“I’ll bring it. Go and lie down.”

• • • 

Finally, my parents went out together. I had 

been sleeping, and woke up to sense the 

emptiness of the house. I hurried downstairs 

and to the kitchen. It, too, was empty. I 

wondered if Raphael was in the boys’ quarters; 

he was not supposed to go to his room during 

the day, but maybe he had, now that my parents 

were away. I went out to the open veranda. I 

heard Raphael’s voice before I saw him, standing 

near the tank, digging his foot into the sand, 

talking to Josephine, Professor Nwosu’s house 

help. Professor Nwosu sometimes sent eggs 

from his poultry, and never let my parents pay 

for them. Had Josephine brought eggs? She was 

tall and plump; now she had the air of someone 

who had already said goodbye but was lingering. 

With her, Raphael was different — the slouch in 

his back, the agitated foot. He was shy. She was 

talking to him with a kind of playful power, as 

though she could see through him to things that 

amused her. My reason blurred.

“Raphael!” I called out.

He turned. “Oh. Okenwa. Are you allowed to 

come downstairs?”

He spoke as though I were a child, as though 

we had not sat together in his dim room.

“I’m hungry! Where is my food?” It was the 

first thing that came to me, but in trying to be 

imperious I sounded shrill.

Josephine’s face puckered, as though she 

were about to break into slow, long laughter. 

Raphael said something that I could not hear, 

but it had the sound of betrayal. My parents 

drove up just then, and suddenly Josephine and 

Raphael were roused. Josephine hurried out of 

the compound, and Raphael came toward me. 

His shirt was stained in the front, orangish, like 

palm oil from soup. Had my parents not come 

back, he would have stayed there mumbling by 

the tank; my presence had changed nothing.

“What do you want to eat?” he asked.

“You didn’t come to see me.”

“You know Madam said I should not go 

near you.”

Why was he making it all so common and 

ordinary? I, too, had been asked not to go to his 

room, and yet I had gone, I had put in his eye 

drops every day.

“After all, you gave me the Apollo,” I said.

“Sorry.” He said it dully, his mind elsewhere.

I could hear my mother’s voice. I was angry 

that they were back. My time with Raphael was 

shortened, and I felt the sensation of a widening 

crack.

“Do you want plantain or yam?” Raphael 

asked, not to placate me but as if nothing serious 

had happened. My eyes were burning again. He 

came up the steps. I moved away from him, too 

quickly, to the edge of the veranda, and my 

rubber slippers shifted under me. Unbalanced, 
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10 Igbo for “How are you?” — Eds.
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I fell. I landed on my hands and knees, startled 

by the force of my own weight, and I felt the 

tears coming before I could stop them. Stiff with 

humiliation, I did not move. 

 My parents appeared. 

 “Okenwa!” my father shouted. 

 I stayed on the ground, a stone sunk in my 

knee. “Raphael pushed me.” 

90

 Zethu Matebeni, Surya Monro, and Vasu Reddy’s 2018  Queer in Africa: LGBTQI Identities, 
Citizenship, and Activism  provides a series of essays that explore queer life throughout the 
continent. “The human and the non-human: African sexuality debate and symbolisms of 
transgressions” by Senayon Olaoluwa, one of the essays in the book, discusses what life in 
Nigeria is like for the LGBTQI community. 

  extending beyond the text  

    from  Queer in Africa: LGBTQI Identities, Citizenship, and Activism  

 phenomenon of it now, we want accep-

tance here too in Nigeria . . . we want to 

be recognized . . . we want our human 

rights . . . we want to be free . . . we want 

to be able to express ourselves.  

 He goes further to describe the daily struggle 

against discrimination, generally as an 

experience he says is common “on the bus, 

in school and at place of work”. […] Although 

Oluwaseun expresses optimism in the face 

of the Same-Sex Marriage Prohibition Act, 

because it ironically draws attention in a 

sense to the existence of homosexuals in 

Nigeria — there is yet to be seen a 

sympathetic response for which people 

“would have been able to share part of our 

burden.”  

 A more personal account was the one given 

by Oluwaseun on Sahara TV (2015) during a 

special report titled “Being Gay in Nigeria” 

aired in the wake of the passage of the 

Same-Sex Marriage Prohibition Act in 2013. 

A Lagos state indigene by birth and 

residence, Oluwaseun paints a vivid picture 

of the forbidding atmosphere against 

homosexuality in Nigeria in the following 

words: 

  Nigeria is not the best place to be a gay 

person. Th e society is not very accepting, 

but we are beginning to see changes. Pri-

or to now people do (sic) not talk about 

sexuality . . . most people would not 

believe homosexuals exist in Nigeria . . . 

but because of the law on homosexual-

ity in Nigeria . . . because of the global 

   Senayon Olaoluwa   

    1.   Describe Oluwaseun’s characterization of life for an LGBTQI person in Nigeria.  

   2.   How does this description compare to your own community’s treatment of individuals 
who are LGBTQI?  

   3.   How does the excerpt from Olaoluwa’s essay inform your understanding of Okenwa’s 
behavior throughout Adichie’s “Apollo”?    

 Zethu Matebeni, Surya Monro, and Vasu Reddy’s 2018  

  extending beyond the text  
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“What?” My parents said it at the same time, 

in English. “What?”

There was time. Before my father turned to 

Raphael, and before my mother lunged at him as 

if to slap him, and before she told him to go pack 

his things and leave immediately, there was 

time. I could have spoken. I could have cut into 

that silence. I could have said that it was an 

accident. I could have taken back my lie and left 

my parents merely to wonder. 

2015

 Understanding and Interpreting

 1. AP® Character and Narration. Okenwa, the narrator, explains that he visits his parents  
“[t]wice a month, like a dutiful son” (par. 1) and that if he had fulfilled their wish for him to 
marry and have a family, he wouldn’t visit as often, because he “would have nothing for which 
to make amends” (par. 4). What do these details suggest about Okenwa? What motivates 
him? What other details in the story’s opening characterize him?

 2. AP® Character and Narration. Of his childhood, Okenwa says, “I was twelve years old and 
had, until then, never felt that I recognized myself in another person” (par. 16), and “I had 
never felt myself the subject of admiration” (par. 51). What do those remarks suggest about 
the relationship between him and his parents? How would you describe that relationship? 
Discuss details that support your view.

 3. AP® Character and Narration. Clearly Okenwa looks up to Raphael. Consider his attitude: 
would you call it a fascination? A “crush”? Idolatry? An infatuation? Admiration? Something 
else? Explain, using details from the text to support your perspective.

 4. AP® Narration. In the final section of the story, Okenwa wonders why Raphael 
“was . . . making it all so common and ordinary” (par. 83). What does Okenwa mean by this 
statement?

 5. AP® Character and Setting. Paragraphs 1–3 provide details about the story’s setting, 
including a description of Okenwa’s parents’ home and their complex ways of understanding 
and interpreting the world. How would you describe the setting of this story based on these 
initial descriptions? Remember that setting not only entails descriptions of place and time, 
but also the values and ideologies associated with the inhabitants of said place.

 Analyzing Language, Style, and Structure

 1. Vocabulary in Context. Okenwa relates that his parents set up “a patient’s altar” (par. 67) at 
his bedside when he became ill. What do the denotation and connotation of the word “altar” 
convey about the relationship between the narrator and his parents?

 2. AP® Character and Narration. When describing his parents, Okenwa says that his mother 
had “a brusque manner” (par. 13) as did his father. How does this word characterize 
Okenwa’s parents? Does this characterization align with how he presents his parents in other 
scenes in the story?

 3. AP® Character and Narration. Okenwa describes how his parents have changed, noting 
that they seem shrunken, with a “tendency to stoop” (par. 1), and they now have a “baffling 
patience for incredible stories” (par. 2). Reread the story’s opening (pars. 1–11) and look for 
other specific descriptions of how his parents have changed, as well as how Okenwa regards 
them. What do these details suggest about how Okenwa views his parents?
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   4.    AP® Character, Structure, and Narration.  At the end of the first section, when Okenwa’s 
mother suggests he probably doesn’t remember Raphael, Okenwa thinks, “But I 
remembered. Of course I remembered Raphael” ( par. 11 ). What is the effect of this repetition, 
especially right before the flashback begins? Considering what we learn about Okenwa and 
his parents in the first section, why do you think Adichie presents the story of Okenwa and 
Raphael as a flashback?  

   5.    AP® Character and Figurative Language.  Raphael is an archangel with healing powers 
who appears in the religious texts of several faiths, including Christianity, Judaism, and Islam. 
Why do you think Adichie chose to give the houseboy such a name? How does this allusion 
contribute to your understanding of his character?  

   6.    AP® Character and Figurative Language.  When Raphael comes down with Apollo, the 
whites of his eyes are described as “a painful, unnatural red” ( par. 25 ), and Okenwa’s mother 
warns him that the disease is “very infectious” ( par. 32 ). Later, when Raphael has recovered 
from the infection, he cuts short Okenwa’s visit to his room by simply stating, “This Apollo 
has gone” ( par. 55 ). What possible meaning(s) does Apollo bring to the story? Why do you 
think the story is named after this infection?  

   7.    AP® Character and Figurative Language.  In  paragraph 79 , Okenwa describes the 
moment when he feels betrayed by Raphael. Read this paragraph closely, noticing the 
descriptions of Josephine’s face, Raphael’s shirt, and both characters’ movements. Why do 
you think this moment is described so vividly? How do the details emphasize Okenwa’s 
disappointing experience of betrayal?  

   8.    AP® Character and Narration.  Compare and contrast the interactions between Okenwa 
and Raphael in two key scenes: when Okenwa visits an ailing Raphael ( pars. 35 – 52 ) and 
when Okenwa approaches Raphael outside in the final section of the story ( pars. 75 – 88 ). How 
would you characterize their interaction in each of these two scenes? How do the dialogue 
and detail in each section create two very different impressions of their relationship?  

   9.    AP® Character, Structure, and Narration.  Why do you believe Okenwa tells his parents 
that Raphael pushed him? What do the diction and syntax in the last paragraph convey about 
Okenwa’s decision to lie?  

   10.    AP® Character and Figurative Language.  References to the famous martial artist Bruce 
Lee play a central role in this story. As a child, Okenwa “longed to wake up and be Bruce 
Lee” ( par. 15 ), and Okenwa and Raphael bond over their admiration for him. What is the 
significance of the many allusions to Bruce Lee throughout the story? What does it say about 
both Okenwa and Raphael that they are drawn to this powerful figure and mimic his kung fu 
moves?    

Topics for Composing  

1.    AP® FRQ Prose Fiction Analysis.  The following question refers to  paragraphs 15 – 22  of 
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s “Apollo,” published in 2015. In this passage, Okenwa recalls 
watching and re-creating Bruce Lee’s “Enter the Dragon” with Raphael. Read the passage 
carefully. Then, in a well-written essay, analyze how Adichie uses literary elements and 
techniques to characterize the relationship between Okenwa and Raphael.  

2.    AP® FRQ Literary Argument.  The significance of certain events is sometimes best 
understood once time has elapsed. In “Apollo,” reflecting on the past allows the narrator to 
understand the role that Raphael played in his life. In a well-written essay, analyze how 
Okenwa’s recollection of the past contributes to an interpretation of the work as a whole. 
Do not merely summarize the plot.  

    AP® FRQ Prose Fiction Analysis.

    AP® FRQ Literary Argument.
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 3. AP® Literary Argumentation. In Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s 2015 short story “Apollo,” 
Okenwa’s relationship with Raphael was more significant to him than his mother ever 
suspected. Reread the story carefully. Then, in a well-written essay, analyze how Adiche uses 
literary elements and techniques to characterize the role that Raphael played in Okenwa’s life.

 4. AP® Literary Argumentation. “Apollo” presents readers with a series of tensions or 
conflicts, including those between parents and children, the rich and the poor, and the 
present and the past. How does Adichie’s use of these tensions contribute to Okenwa’s 
realization about his own identity?

 5. AP® Literary Argumentation. In some works of literature, a story’s conclusion can prompt 
readers to reconsider their interpretation of its opening passage. In an essay, analyze how the 
conclusion to “Apollo” reshapes your initial interpretation of its opening scene.

 6. AP® Literary Argumentation. Adichie admits that she enjoys stories in which adult 
narrators reflect on childhood events. She says that these are “stories full of the melancholy 
beauty of retrospect.” How does Okenwa’s recollection of the past reflect this “melancholy 
beauty”?

 7. Creative Writing. Although Okenwa was responsible for Raphael being dismissed from his 
job, he only provided “silence” when his parents’ wrath fell on Raphael. What would Okenwa 
tell Raphael if he were to meet him as an adult? Write an alternate ending to the story in 
which Okenwa and Raphael encounter each other by chance as adults. Consider what both 
characters might say to each other. Would Okenwa apologize for what he did? What might 
Raphael want to say to Okenwa?

 8. Speaking and Listening. Do you believe that Raphael should forgive Okenwa for what he 
did as a child? Can people be forgiven if they don’t admit their wrongs and ask for 
forgiveness? Use textual evidence to explore these questions in discussion with three or four 
classmates.

Belles Lettres
Nafissa Thompson-Spires

Nafissa Thompson-Spires (b.1983) grew up in Southern California 

and received her PhD from Vanderbilt University and her MFA in 

Creative Writing from the University of Illinois. Longlisted for the 

National Book Award in 2018, Heads of the Colored People 

includes the story “Belles Lettres,” which appears below. Its 

characters appear in other stories in the book.

KEY CONTEXT The title of the story is a French phrase that translates 

to “fine letters,” and was originally used to describe beautiful or fine writing. Today, the term is also 

used as a label for sophisticated works that don’t fall into genre categories such as fiction, poetry, 

or drama. This story takes an unusual form for a contemporary work of short fiction: an epistolary, 

or a narrative presented as a series of letters between characters.

R
ob

er
to

 R
ic

ci
ut

i/G
et

ty
 Im

ag
es

05_SheaLitComp3e_28114_ch04_164_327.indd   257 27/10/21   9:24 PM

Copyright © 2022 by Bedford, Freeman & Worth High School Publishers. Uncorrected proofs have been used in this sample chapter. 
Distributed by Bedford, Freeman & Worth High School Publishers. Strictly for use with its products. Not for redistribution.



258

4
 

Id
e

n
tity a

n
d

 C
u

ltu
re

Dr. Lucinda Johnston, PsyD

Johnston Family Therapy

1005 Knightcrest Rd, Claremont, CA 91711

Tuesday, October 1, 1991

Hello Monica,

I’m sure you remember me from the class field trip 

to the Getty1 in September. It has been brought to 

my attention by Mrs. Watson that Fatima may have 

started a nasty rumor about my Christinia. I hope 

to clear this up, as we both know how ugly these 

things can get. It is true that Christinia’s hamster 

died recently, but it is absolutely not true that it 

died at Chrissy’s hand. At no time has Chrissy ever 

put Hambone or any of her previous hamsters in 

the microwave, dryer, or dishwasher. What kind of 

child would make up something like that?

It sounds — and I say this respectfully, so I 

hope you won’t be offended — like Fatima has 

had a very hard time getting acclimated here, and 

that’s understandable, but I do hope you will deal 

with her before any such incidents become 

frequent. Children who start lying young often 

end up with longtime patterns of dishonesty.

All best,

Dr. Lucinda Johnston, PsyD

Licensed Therapist

Welcome Wagon, Westwood Primary School

Events Coordinator, Jack and Jill, Claremont Branch

• • •

Monica Willis, PhD

Associate Professor of Education

University of La Verne

1950 Third Street, La Verne, CA 91750

Monday, October 7, 1991

Dear Lucinda,

I apologize for my late reply, but I only found 

your letter at the bottom of Fatima’s backpack 

when I did my weekly cleaning.

Thank you for writing to me, though I have 

already spoken with Mrs. Watson, who made it 

very clear that she never heard Fatima say a 

thing about Christinia or her dead hamster(s). It 

was Renee Potts who claimed that Fatima 

started the rumor. Fatima says she only repeated 

what Christinia herself told her.

Many of Fatima’s stories about Christinia 

this year and last — which I won’t recount 

here — have been disturbing to say the least, but 

none as disturbing as Christinia’s enjoyment of 

torturing rodents. Fatima has a strong 

imagination and writes beautiful lyric 

poetry — which she started reading at age 

four — but she does not have a history of lying or 

telling gruesome stories. And unlike Christinia, 

she has no history of running off with other girls’ 

shoes while their feet dangle from the monkey 

bars. I’m absolutely sure that Fatima wouldn’t 

tell stories about Christinia, the hamsters, or the 

microwave incident if they weren’t based on 

something Christinia had said first.

I appreciate your concerns about Fatima, and 

even though Christinia has made it much more 

difficult for her to find friends at Westwood, Fatima 

will acclimate soon. She’s going to a sleepover at 

Emily’s this weekend. Is Christinia going? If so, I 

hope you will encourage her to play nice.

Best,

Monica Willis, PhD

P.S.

It is true that liars who start young often end up 

with psychological and social problems of the 

sort that Christinia has demonstrated over the 

past year. How lucky for you (and for Christinia) 

that she has access to psychotherapy through 

your practice.

• • •

Dr. Lucinda Johnston, PsyD

Johnston Family Therapy

1005 Knightcrest Rd, Claremont CA 91711

Monday, October 7, 19911 An art museum in Los Angeles, California. — Eds.
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Dear Monica,

I never expected so much defensiveness when I 

wrote my original letter. Perhaps you misread it. 

All I wanted to emphasize is that I understand 

why a girl in Fatima’s position and one with her 

background would make up such stories. It’s 

hard to get attention in a new place, and 

Christinia has been established at Westwood for 

quite a while. There is probably some petty 

jealousy going on, but I think we can resolve 

this. I don’t know how you did things at Fatima’s 

old school (in Fresno, was it?), but here we try to 

help the children work through their problems 

without getting too involved.

I suppose you already know — and have 

known all along — that Christinia will not attend 

Emily’s party, so there’s no need for me to 

encourage her to “play nice.” You’ve probably 

heard that history already, so I won’t rehash it, 

but I will say that it wasn’t Chrissy’s fault that 

Emily broke her nose when she fell. Besides, it 

was three years ago. We’ve given the Kemps our 

sincerest apologies for Emily’s unfortunate 

accident, and we have moved on.

Finally, and I say this respectfully, but maybe 

it would be wise to go through Fatima’s 

backpack every night instead of once in a blue 

moon. I have heard from more than one parent 

that it smells like eggs.

My best,

Dr. Lucinda Johnston

Licensed Therapist

Author of Train up a Child

Welcome Wagon, Westwood Primary School

Events Coordinator, Jack and Jill, Claremont 

Chapter

• • •

Monica Willis, PhD

Associate Professor of Education

University of La Verne

1950 Third Street, La Verne, CA 91750

October 9, 1991

Dear Lucinda, or should I say Dr. Johnston,  

I’d like to resolve this as much as you would, but 

that won’t happen if all of your letters begin and 

end with backbiting. I asked about Emily’s party 

sincerely and in good conscience, though after 

speaking to the Kemps, I can see why they would 

hesitate to invite Christinia. I would ask you to 

consider this, however: If Fatima is the problem, 

why is she growing in popularity while Christinia 

is only growing in girth and the number of 

casualties associated with her name?

I’m not of the mind that the only two black 

children in the class should be enemies, nor do I 

like the attention it draws to them (or their parents) 

when they’re already in a difficult position. I would 

think that a black woman of your stature and 

success would understand how isolating work and 

school environments like Westwood can be for 

people like us. Jordan and I hesitated to send 

Fatima to a PWI,2 but we know the benefits of a 

school like Westwood. I hoped Christinia and 

Fatima could be friends and could support each 

other in this space, but it’s been clear since second 

grade that you and Christinia are not willing to 

make that work. You could encourage your child to 

be cordial, however, and less brutal. You could 

spend more time with her so she doesn’t lash out 

at others. You should get the help you both need in 

overcoming your tendencies toward pettiness.

I’m sure Fatima would let Christinia into her 

growing inner circle — even her after-school 

reading club — if Christinia would only apologize 

and behave. Jealousy can become a lifelong 

problem. On that note, I hate to bring this up now, 

but we were surprised by how poorly Christinia 

behaved when Fatima’s poem won over hers last 

year. I’d like to make sure we don’t end up with a 

repeat performance of that tantrum when the 

poetry competition rolls around this year.

As for the hard-boiled egg, we resolved that 

last spring and bought Fatima a new backpack. 

And I believe you knew that already.

2 A primarily white institution. — Eds.
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We should talk about some concrete ways 

we can encourage our girls to get along. Perhaps 

Mrs. Watson can help, since she has mentioned 

Chiristinia’s problematic behavior before, 

something to the effect of, “If we don’t fix things 

now, she’ll have a hard road ahead of her.”

Cheers,

Dr. Monica Willis, PhD

Author of Every Voice Counts: Helping Children of 

Color Succeed at Predominantly White Schools

• • •

October 9, 1991

Monica,

Excuse the informal note.

Mrs. Watson told me herself at Pavilions that 

“it doesn’t matter how brilliant the child is. No 

one will ask about her grades later in life, but 

they will want to know how well socialized she 

was.” She made it no secret that she was 

referring to Fatima, not Chrissy.

And to that point, I think you’re doing both 

yourself and Fatima a great injustice by continually 

emphasizing her “brilliance” over other children. 

Lots of people skip grades, and skipping 

kindergarten isn’t something to brag about. I doubt 

that the standards at her old school were as 

rigorous as those at Westwood. What exactly was 

she advanced at, naptime? Maybe a stint in 

kindergarten would have cultivated her social and 

problem-solving skills so she wouldn’t run home 

and tell her mother everything. Children need 

strength of character and independence, after all.

If you’ll recall, moreover, I was there at the 

recital where Fatima read her “award-winning 

poem,” and while my doctorates — yes, plural — may 

not be in literature, I’m pretty sure hardly anyone 

would call “Butterfly Pie” a work of poetic genius. 

You can’t rhyme “pie” with “pie” multiple times 

and call that poetry; you just can’t, even if you 

have the excuse of only being in fourth grade.

We are not self-conscious about Christinia’s 

blackness. I attended Westwood myself as a child 

and was very happy there, even though at the time I 

was the only black child in the entire K–6 division. 

Perhaps the kids at Fatima’s old school were bad 

influences on her? Why did she change schools 

after first grade anyway? That’s generally a bad sign.

Isn’t your degree, by the way, an EdD?

—Lucinda

• • •

October 11, 1991

Lucinda,

It’s hard to believe you’re not a brain surgeon 

with your manifold doctorates and strong sense 

of logic. Fatima changed schools because we 

moved. Was she supposed to commute from 

Claremont to Fresno every morning so she could 

attend her old school?

I’m not surprised if Fatima’s subtle wordplay 

was lost on you, since it’s clear reading problems 

run in the family. Fatima said she saw Christinia 

struggling in the Panda reading group, and 

Mrs. Watson hinted that the Iguanas — Fatima’s 

and Emily’s group — are reading much more 

advanced work than Charlotte’s Web or The 

Boxcar Children. Fatima started on Little Women 

during her own free time and has read through a 

number of Judy Blume and Beverly Cleary works, 

even Ellen Tebbits and Otis Spofford (which I read 

as a much older girl). And, Fatima has a poem 

coming out in Ladybug magazine in a few months.

Not everyone is suited for literary work. I’m 

sure you know that from your own writing 

struggles and the extra effort you had to put 

behind your research in order for anyone to take 

it seriously. Isn’t there still some kind of issue 

with your last project and the IRB, or is the issue 

with Dr. Patel’s ex-wife? I know someone who 

might be able to clear things up for you, if you’d 

like the help.

My very best,

Monica

• • •
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October 11, 1991

Monica,

Mrs. Watson said there is absolutely no 

reading group higher than the Panda group, 

and that the Iguanas have been paired to 

minimize their various social anxieties, so I 

have no idea where you’re getting the notion 

that Fatima’s reading is more advanced than 

Christinia’s. Chrissy has no social anxieties, 

and if she’s ever struggled socially, it’s 

because other children don’t understand her. 

And Chrissy read that abridged version of 

Little Women just yesterday on the way home 

from soccer practice. The pictures took up 

more space than the words.

But now I see where Fatima’s delusions of 

grandeur come from. You are, unfortunately, 

enabling your child’s arrogance and stifling her 

growth even at this young age. I write about this 

very thing in chapter three of my first book, 

Caution with Coddling.

There is no trouble with my current research 

or the Institutional Review Board.

Regards,

Lucinda

• • •

October 11, 1991

Lucinda,

Christinia may not have notable social anxieties, 

but that is because she dominates the other 

children. There has to be some insecurity 

behind that, perhaps about her size. I heard 

(and I won’t reveal the source, lest you start 

harassing her, too, but I can tell you it was not 

Fatima) that Christinia steals other kids’ lunch 

scraps from the cafeteria and bullied that poor 

kid with the unfortunate ears into giving her all 

of his pepperoni for the next month.

I really hope that in addition to help for her 

lies and early signs of psychosis, you will get 

Christinia some help for her weight problem 

before she ends up — and I say this respectfully, 

so I hope you won’t be offended in the 

least — like you. Children do pick these things 

up from their mothers.

If by your “first book,” you mean your 

unpublished dissertation, I’ve heard plenty 

about it and the unsavory circumstances of 

your defense. Wasn’t Dr. Patel married when he 

joined your committee and divorced by the end 

of it? Is that why you say your oldest child, 

Thaniel, has “good hair” and why Christinia is 

always bragging about having “Indian in my 

blood,” despite those naps in her head? I 

thought she meant a different kind of Indian, 

but now things are clearer. Does Mr. Johnston 

know those may not be his children, or is he in 

on the ruse with Dr. Patel?

Take care,

Monica

• • •

Jack and Jill of America is an African American 
organization founded in 1938. Its objectives 
include providing Black children with 
“constructive educational, cultural, civic,  
health, recreational and social programs.”

What do you notice about the symbols in the 
Jack and Jill of America logo? How do these 
symbols connect to the development of the 
relationship between the families in “Belles 
Lettres”?
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October 12, 1991

Monica,

I’m not going to dignify most of your comments 

with a response.

This will be my last letter, because I can  

see I’m not going to get anywhere with you; 

there’s some kind of blockage there that I really 

think you should explore with a licensed 

professional, especially if you call yourself a 

professor. How many generations of college 

students will go on to harm others because of 

your bad pedagogy?

It’s funny to me that you would try to 

reactivate those rumors about my strictly 

professional working relationship with Dr. 

Patel, especially since we’ve all heard things 

about Fatima’s biological father. Let’s see: three 

kids, two of them with Anglo names, and one 

with an Arabic one; two kids with Mr. Willis’s 

features, one kid (Fatima) with a more “African 

look.” Mathematically speaking, it seems you 

picked up more on your travels to Africa than 

those seventies-style caftans you insist on 

wearing.

To your point about Chrissy’s weight, we are 

working with a children’s nutritionist who 

specializes in lymphatic disorders.

At one time I wondered if we were too 

harsh in recommending that you and your 

family wait another year before joining our 

Jack and Jill chapter, but I can see now that we 

were right. I’m afraid I can never recommend 

you for our club. You display a volatile 

combination of residual ghetto and uppity 

Negress,3 and that will be your undoing, if 

Fatima isn’t.

Sincerely,

Dr. Lucinda M. Johnston

Licensed Therapist

Author of Train up a Child

Welcome Wagon, Westwood Primary School

Events Coordinator, Jack and Jill, Claremont 

Chapter

• • •

October 13, 1991

Lucinda,

I’m not even going to respond to that.

But I will say that if someone here is uppity, 

it’s the one of us with two little brats who have 

run off three au pairs. Who even uses that term? 

If they’re not French (and I’m pretty sure your 

cousin Shaquanna isn’t) they’re nannies! 

Nannies! And if they’re your own relatives, then 

they’re just babysitters or bums who need a 

hookup. This bourgieness4 and the way it keeps 

you from connecting with your kids is half of 

your problem; the other half, you probably can’t 

fix without medication. Good thing you can 

write prescriptions. Oh wait, you’re not that kind 

of doctor.

I’ve been forthright about Fatima’s biological 

father, but I certainly don’t appreciate 

Christinia’s relentless and uneducated use of the 

phrase “African booty-scratcher.”

And how can I be “uppity” when I’ve never 

had any help and started out as a single parent 

before marrying Jordan? If putting myself through 

school and becoming the highest-educated person 

in my family with no help but God’s makes me 

uppity, then so be it. We are humble people, in 

spite of our education and finances, and we have 

more class in our excrement than you have in your 

whole hamster-murdering family.

And yes, there is a bit of the ghetto still left in 

me, enough to tell you who can finish the fight if 

it gets to that point. We’re never too far from 

Oakland or the Southside.

Let’s keep it real,

Monica

• • •

3  A racist phrase that reflects a belief that Black women should be 
subservient to white people. — Eds.

4  Derived from the French word bourgeoisie, which translates to 
“middle class” — Eds.
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October 13, 1991

Monica,

I do believe that was a threat. The Claremont 

Police Department will not take this lightly.

While I don’t approve of Chrissy’s use of the 

term “African booty-scratcher,” she was only 

stooping to Fatima’s level when she used it. As 

they say, if the butt itches . . .

I don’t know where you get this “African 

folklore” Fatima has been spreading around 

the school, but I should think that no 

educated person would tell stories of the 

Mamie Waters who will “snatch you 

baldheaded” if you go underwater. It took me 

hours to console Christinia and convince her 

that her delayed hair growth is unrelated to 

her swimming lessons or any mythical African 

mermaids.

And tell Fatima to stop pinning notes to the 

inside of Chrissy’s bookbag when she’s not 

looking. Chrissy could injure herself on a dirty 

safety pin, knowing you people, and end up with 

hepatitis A, B, or C, or worse. And tell her to stop 

harassing Chrissy with pitiful insults about her 

appearance and “dark-skinded self.”

I’ve tried to resolve our differences by 

working directly and exclusively with you and 

Mrs. Watson, but I will have no choice but to 

contact Principal Lee — in addition to the 

police — if this persists.

—Lucinda

• • •

October 14, 1991

Lucinda,

Only you would suggest something so disgusting 

as intentionally injuring a child with a dirty 

safety pin, but then again, it was Christinia who 

put that tack on Renee Potts’s chair last year and 

caused her to need a tetanus shot. Perverse 

minds think alike, apparently.

I can say with complete assurance that 

Fatima would never make fun of someone for 

being too dark, nor would she use the word 

“skinded” in a sentence. In fact, she came home 

crying last year when Christinia called her 

blacky, but I told her to forgive Christinia.

Jordan and I have never raised Fatima or 

any of our children to be color struck, and that’s 

part of why we would never participate in an 

organization such as Jack and Jill. We only 

applied because we thought we might find 

like-minded black friends here, but if you are 

their representative, we’ll pass. The paper-bag 

This is one of the first depictions of the water 
deity Mami Wata, venerated by West, Central, 
and Southern African cultures, as well as in the 
African diaspora. Usually, but not always, 
depicted as female, Mami Wata is representative 
of water, the sea, mermaids, markets, divination, 
healing, luck, money, and music.

Why might Lucinda be provoked by the 
suggestion that Christinia’s hair problems are 
caused by this goddess?
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test5 may be long gone, but the slave mentalities 

are not. And your Chrissy is baldheaded 

because you don’t know how to do your own 

hair, let alone hers. Don’t blame the Mami Wata 

for any of that.

Now I see that Christinia is blaming Fatima 

for many of the things she (Christinia) is doing 

herself. You probably haven’t read that Shirley 

Jackson story “Charles,”6 have you? I would 

imagine it’s too difficult for you to process, but 

sometimes children — especially those who don’t 

get enough support at home — do these things.

Lose my number and address, and stop 

making your kid do your dirty work,

M

• • •

October 14, 1991

Monica,

Turn blue.

Turn blue.

Turn blue, blue, blue.

Look, I’ve written a poem. Perhaps I should 

send it to Ladybug magazine.

Love,

Lucinda

• • •

October 15, 1991

Lucinda,

You need Jesus. Do not write to me again, or  

I will contact my lawyer.

I’ve asked Mrs. Watson to check Fatima’s 

backpack for correspondence from you, and  

I have made it clear that I do not want further 

contact from you or Christinia. You are not to 

speak to Fatima either.

Monica

Jack and Jill

Claremont Chapter

1402 Wedgewood Ave, Claremont, CA 91711

• • •

Drs. Jordan and Monica Willis

730 N. Briarwood Ave

Claremont, CA 91711

October 15, 1991

Dear Drs. Willis,

We would like to formally invite you and yours to 

our annual Jack and Jill Gala, October 25, 1991. 

Attire is black tie. Please respond using the 

enclosed notecard. We hope to see you there.

If you have received this invitation, it is in 

error.

Anonymous

• • •

October 18, 1991

Lucinda,

I’m beginning to think you are insane. There is 

absolutely no way that Fatima called Christinia’s 

grandmother (may she rest in peace) the “b” 

word, nor did she call her a “batch.” And I’m 

sure she never said, “I’m glad she’s dead.” We 

don’t expose Fatima to bad language. Our child 

is not the one who brags about killing hamsters 

and putting them on roller coasters to see if their 

eyes pop out.

It’s a shame you and Christinia have so 

much trouble writing and reading, because 

these stories could rival the best of any 

true-crime stories out there. And that fact 

should scare you, because it’s the ones who start 

5  The discriminatory practice within the African American 
community of comparing skin color to a brown paper bag. It was 
used most frequently during the first half of the twentieth century. 
People with skin darker than a paper bag would be denied entrance 
to clubs, educational institutions, parties, and so on. The practice 
reinforced a caste-like system within African American 
communities, where those with lighter skin have historically had 
more privileges than those with darker skin. — Eds.

6  In this story, a little boy tells his mother hair-raising tales about a 
badly behaved boy in his class named Charles. When the mother 
meets the teacher, she learns that there is no one named Charles in 
the class. — Eds.
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out with rodents who eventually graduate to the 

babies and the grandparents, may they rest in 

peace (!). Where will Christinia be in ten years, 

and do you want to see her get to that point?

I’m requesting a meeting with Principal Lee, 

Mrs. Watson, and you and Mr. Johnston so that 

we can nip this crazy mess in the bud once and 

for all.

Monica

• • •

Drs. Jordan and Monica Willis

730 N. Briarwood Ave

Claremont, CA 91711

October 21, 1991

CC: Michelle Watson

Dear Mrs. Johnston and Mrs. Willis:

It has come to my attention that your respective 

daughters, Christinia and Fatima, engaged in a 

brutal fistfight at school. As you know, this 

behavior violates not only the Westwood code of 

conduct, but also our core values as a school, 

and is punishable by expulsion.

I am sending this letter as a follow-up to the 

discussion I had with each of you over the phone. 

I would like to meet with the two of you and 

Mrs. Watson ASAP. My secretary will schedule.

Sincerely,

Principal Lee

Albert Lee, Principal

Westwood Primary and Secondary School

201 Highland Hills, Claremont, CA 91711

• • •

Drs. Jordan and Monica Willis

730 N. Briarwood Ave

Claremont, CA 91711

October 25, 1991

Dear Drs. Willis:

The school’s board and I thank you for your 

generous donation and for agreeing to serve on 

the Westwood Welcome Wagon. Given the sharp 

improvement of your child’s behavior, we can 

agree to rescind our threat of Fatima’s expulsion 

from school.

The reputation of our school depends on the 

efforts of involved parents like yourself.

Sincerely,

Principal Lee

• • •

What does this multimedia work 
by German artist Björn Dahlem 
say to you about gossip? Is 
there a parallel to the way the 
mothers use gossip in “Belles 
Lettres”? Explain.
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November 3, 1991

Lucinda,

Thank you for inviting Fatima to Chrissy’s party. 

She will be happy to attend.

And thank you for the lovely fruit basket. 

You are so bad! It’s true — Mrs. Watson looks 

terrible in that color, and yet Principal Lee finds 

reasons to look. But I won’t say anything more 

in writing.

Jordan and I will discuss the Jack and Jill 

potluck with you when we see you.

XO,

Monica 

2018

 Understanding and Interpreting

 1. AP® Character and Narration. What do we learn from the letters between the two mothers 
about Fatima and Christinia? How old are they? What is their position at their school?

 2. AP® Character and Narration. How would you characterize the two mothers? What details 
in the story reveal the most information about them?

 3. AP® Character and Narration. How do the ways the two mothers identify themselves (the 
addresses and titles, as well as the signatures) set the stage for the content of each of the 
letters? Choose a couple of different ones and compare how the writers identify themselves.

 4. AP® Character and Narration. How do the two mothers use gossip as evidence — or even 
ammunition? How does gossip suit the purpose of their correspondence?

 5. AP® Character and Setting. What role does the setting of the school — a PWI — play in the 
disagreements, eventual hostility, and reconciliation between Monica and Lucinda?

 6. AP® Character, Structure, and Narration. What do you think enabled the resolution of the 
differences between Monica and Lucinda that is reflected in the last letter?

 Analyzing Language, Style, and Structure

 1. Vocabulary in Context. In her letter of October 11, Monica brings up gossip about Lucinda’s 
academic career, describing the defense of her graduate thesis as “unsavory.” What does 
“unsavory” suggest here? What does Monica imply is “unsavory” about the circumstances? 
Why do you think Lucinda says she won’t “dignify” Monica’s comments with a response (and 
yet she does)?

 2. AP® Character, Structure, and Narration. How does the epistolary form affect your 
interpretation of the story and the perspectives of its main characters? Why might Nafissa 
Thompson-Spires have chosen it to tell this particular tale?

 3. AP® Character, Structure, and Narration. Trace the use of rhetorical questions in “Belles 
Lettres.” Do they fit the traditional description of rhetorical questions — that is, questions to 
which the questioner does not expect an answer, often intended to start a discourse, or as a 
means of showing the speaker’s opinion on a topic? Or are they after something else here? 
Explain the purpose of at least three of them.

 4. AP® Structure. Why do you think Thompson-Spires entitled her story “Belles Lettres”? Does 
the story “Belles Lettres” conform to any of the conventional meanings of the term belles 
lettres? Support your answer with evidence from the story.

 5. AP® Structure and Narration. How does the tone of the letters shift over the course of the 
story? What causes the tone to shift in each instance?

 6. AP® Character and Narration. Compare and contrast the tone and content of Monica’s and 
Lucinda’s letters. What do their differences — and points of similarity — suggest about the 
women and their situation?
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   7.    AP® Character, Narration, and Figurative Language.  In the letters of October 13 and 
October 14, both mothers refer to an African water spirit; Lucinda calls her Mamie Waters, 
and Monica uses the more widely recognized term Mami Wata. How does each woman both 
invoke the water spirit and reject it? What does their attitude (and spelling) say about their 
differences — and their similarities?  

   8.    AP® Character and Figurative Language.  Monica mentions the Shirley Jackson story 
“Charles” in her letter of October 14. Is Monica’s allusion to the story yet another 
microaggression? What might she be referring to in Christinia’s behavior?  

   9.    AP® Structure and Narration.  How does the tone and content of the final letter reflect the 
resolution of the problems between Monica and Lucinda? How does it influence your 
interpretation of the major source of conflict within the story?    

    Topics for Composing  

    1.    AP® FRQ Prose Fiction Analysis.  The following question refers to the last three 
letters — October 21, October 25, and November 3 — in Nafissa Thompson-Spires’s “Belles 
Lettres,” published in 2018. In this passage, the antagonistic correspondence between Monica 
and Lucinda is interrupted by a letter from the school principal with the result that the hostilities 
between the mothers comes to a halt, at least temporarily. Read the passage carefully. Then, in 
a well-written essay, analyze how Thompson-Spires uses literary elements and techniques to 
convey what it takes for the two mothers to resolve their differences.  

   2.    AP® FRQ Literary Argument.  In many works of literature, characters experience being “the 
only” or nearly the only. In “Belles Lettres,” Fatima and Christinia are the only Black children 
in their school and, presumably, their mothers Monica and Lucinda are the only Black 
mothers. In a well-written essay, analyze how the letters between Monica and Lucinda that 
address and sometimes skirt that issue contribute to an interpretation of the work as a whole. 
Do not merely summarize the plot.  

   3.    AP® Literary Argumentation.  Thompson-Spires has written about what she calls the “ethics 
of satire.” In an essay on Lit Hub, she wrote that she “worried about whether people will 
inadvertently learn ‘the wrong lessons’ from my attempts at problematizing social and identity 
constructs.” Should this be a concern for writers of satire? Is satire effective if it risks being 
misread, particularly along socially constructed lines such as race, ethnicity, class, and 
gender identity? Analyze “Belles Lettres” as a work of satire, and discuss what you believe 
are the “right lessons” to learn from its portrayal of identity.  

   4.    Connections.  “Belles Lettres” is part of a collection of short stories titled  Heads of the Colored 
People . Fatima and Christinia appear in several of the stories. Try to imagine them based on 
their mother’s correspondence, and then read the stories to get to know the two girls better. 
Explain how your reading changes your interpretation of the meaning of “Belles Lettres.”  

   5.    Research.  Jack and Jill of America is a Black organization formed in 1938 by a group of 
mothers who wanted their children to be part of a social and cultural environment with 
middle-class and upper-middle-class Black families. It is controversial because membership 
is limited and it has been accused of colorism, or showing preference to Black people with 
lighter skin. Research the role that colorism has played in social hierarchies within Black 
communities, both in the past and the present. How does colorism affect the relationship 
between Monica and Lucinda in “Belles Lettres”? What do you make of the mothers’ plans to 
attend a Jack and Jill potluck at the end of the story in light of what you have learned?  

   6.    Connections . Do you consider the correspondence between Monica and Lucinda to be an 
example of “helicopter parenting”? How involved should parents be in the social and academic 
lives of their children? Write an essay that describes the extent to which you think parents 
should or should not be involved. Use evidence from multiple sources in your response.     

    AP® FRQ Prose Fiction Analysis.

    AP® FRQ Literary Argument.
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In Beijing, he boiled the water. It was August, 

so the hottest month of the year. He put the 

water into a thermos and carried the thermos 

on a sling. He called himself a cowboy because 

he thought he looked dumb. Other people in 

the group carried a thermos, too, though his 

wife did not. Their tour guide was Felix. Like 

Felix the Cat,1 Felix said, and he replied, O.K. 

He had been to Europe before, the six-hour 

time change was fine, but when thirteen 

happened something yellow crusted around 

his eyes. The bus was air-conditioned. He 

dozed off, woke up, and by then his wife had 

finished his cowboy water. On the Great Wall, 

he had to run, since she was sprinting. She had 

come here long ago with a cousin. She was 

trying to show him a specific spot. This spot, 

when they got there, was where she, admiring 

the mountains, had learned from her cousin 

the word for “cool.” To not know that word, 

shuang, until she was thirteen, did he know 

how that felt? But you knew it in English, he 

wheezed, no oxygen left. She made a face. 

They sprinted on.

The tour would take them through the big 

cities. It had been a gift. Her parents, divorced, 

said, on separate calls, We want your first 

husband to see China and have good memories 

from there and sample its regional foods and see 

the warmth of its people and not hate us 

civilians should our two great nations ever 

partake in nuclear war. At least, that was what 

his wife said she had translated, then 

paraphrased.

He had not wanted to go, but her family was 

there, all except for the parents, who now lived 

in different states. She had no siblings. So, for 

years, it had been just the three of them under 

one roof that belonged, depending on the fight, 

to either Mom or Dad, but in truth belonged to 

the bank.

Do you know what that’s like? she would 

ask.

He did. His parents were divorced, but the 

divorce had been incredibly normal. They had 

5

1 A cartoon character originating during the silent film era. — Eds.

The Trip
Weike Wang

Weike Wang has an undergraduate degree in chemistry, a 

doctorate in public policy, and a master of fine arts. Born in 

China, she lived with her family in Australia and Canada before 

they moved to the United States when she was eleven. Wang 

says she rarely gives her characters names, at least in part 

because she believes she’s terrible at doing so. “The Trip” 

appeared in a 2019 issue of the New Yorker.

KEY CONTEXT “The Trip” alludes to the Chinese traditional legend of 

the White Maiden. In the story, a white snake gains immortality and changes her form to become a 

beautiful woman. Variations in the legend have appeared over hundreds of years, and it has been 

performed a number of times in Chinese movies, operas, and television shows. After becoming 

human, the white snake rescues a green snake and the two sometimes assume human form 

together.
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not stuck it out, as hers did, until the day their 

child left for college. When his mother became a 

nag, his father began to drink. She nagged him 

about the drinking, and then he had an affair. 

A most American story, his wife said. She was 

studying how to write and had read a lot of 

Cheever.2

In Xi’an, he bought bottled water, then 

shared with her a sausage on a stick that 

reminded her of childhood. Childhood, she 

said, and went to get another. Next, they 

drank something herbal from red tin cans, 

and he tried to crush his can with his grip, but 

couldn’t, which made her laugh. Their tour 

guide was Helen. Like Helen of Troy.3 She 

said, and he said, Sure. The Terracotta Army 

impressed him. More so than the Forbidden 

City — crowded — or the Great Wall. One 

person in their group got lost. Helen had 

rushed them down a long road of souvenirs 

and said, Please don’t buy anything, we’re 

already late for pickup. But a tourist called 

Karl stopped to buy something. The 

air-conditioned bus then had to drive another 

loop, but got stuck behind a crash and 

reappeared two hours later. In those two 

hours, Helen became silent. Only when his 

wife spoke to her in Chinese did she reply. All 

Karl bought was a magnet. At least buy the 

entire army. At least buy us a terra-cotta 

chariot. Two hours’ wait for a magnet. Fuck 

that magnet.

• • • 

In Chengdu, he drank alcohol. She took him out 

for hot pot, for which the city was known. Hot 

pot and pandas. Their tour guide was Shirley. 

Like Shirley Temple,4 she said, and he said, All 

right. Pandas were lazy, he knew, but now 

understood. A panda’s main form of exercise 

was to eat. He willed one to move and it just 

shredded bamboo, stalk after stalk. This panda 

reminded him of his father, or the merged 

silhouette of his dad and the La-Z-Boy. Instead 

of bamboo, his father had eaten celery, after his 

mother threw out the alcohol. Childhood, he 

said to his wife, and she told him to respect his 

elders. At the hot-pot restaurant, the staff 

brought out a cauldron of dark-red water. This is 

mild spice? she asked, and they said it was. Into 

the red water they put chili-paste-marinated ribs 

and hot peppers. She told him she was going to 

cry. Cry or die? he asked, as he had just a taste 

and a flamethrower went off in his mouth. The 

staff brought them a bottle of alcohol. Then a 

plate of watermelon. Per her translation, they 

said, All free, please enjoy, and, remember, don’t 

be a pussy.

In Beijing, his mother e-mailed, but he 

didn’t reply.

In Xi’an, his mother texted, and he said yes, 

they had landed.

In Chengdu, his mother called. She 

wanted to know if he remembered So-and-So. 

His mother worked at UPS, and So-and-So’s 

Gam-gam had come in to mail a package. 

Gam-gam said that So-and-So had finally 

found a job in D.C. She asked his mother to 

relay a message from So-and-So about their 

time in high school when they worked at 

Chick-fil-A and that fun summer selling Aflac 

insurance. So-and-So used to be his best 

friend. They had once dated the same girl, 

who was now So-and-So’s wife and obese after 

three kids. So-and-So used to play football, 

defense — that field, green year-round, was 

the most expensive part of their school. 

Because So-and-So’s job was government, 

10

2  A reference to John Cheever (1912–1982), an American fiction 
writer. — Eds.

3  Considered the most beautiful woman according to Greek legend, 
Helen of Troy was indirectly responsible for the Trojan War. — Eds.

4  Shirley Temple (1928–2014) was an actor best known for her 
performances as a child. — Eds.
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background checks were extensive — did he 

have a record, did he travel, who were his 

family and friends. When his mother paused, 

he said he had to go. But wait, his mother said, 

you haven’t told me anything about China. I 

want to know what you’re doing and eating. 

What did you do and eat today? What are you 

going to eat and do tomorrow? Sorry, Mom, he 

said, I really have to go.  

 • • • 

 Carefully read the following excerpt from  Social Media in Industrial China , a 2016 book by 
Dr. Xinyuan Wang, a postdoctoral researcher in the Anthropology Department of the 
University College London. 

  extending beyond the text  
 Carefully read the following excerpt from  

  extending beyond the text  

    1.   How do the socialization processes you have experienced compare to those 
described here?  

   2.   How does the concept of  zuoren  shed light on the motivations of the wife in “The Trip”?  

   3.   How might her childhood in the United States not have fully afforded her “the process 
of  zuoren ”?    

    from  Social Media in Industrial China  

frequently used in relation to social life. . . . 

[O]ne can always hear somebody praising a 

person as someone who “knows how to 

 zuoren ” ( hui zuoren ), indicating that this 

person is good at dealing with social 

relationships. Accordingly a major criticism 

applied to someone who is awkward in 

social life or has difficulties in following 

social norms is the phrase “doesn’t know 

how to  zuoren ” — literally meaning someone 

who has not learned how to become a 

person. . . . On social media people 

collectively negotiate what personal 

relationships are and what they want them 

to be. . . . 

 Personal relationships are often the 

main factor that determines people’s sense 

of happiness, confidence and ability to get 

by in the modern world.  

 A central concern of social life in China is 

the process of  zuoren , which literally means 

“becoming a person” or “to make oneself a 

person.” The implication of  zuoren  is that a 

Chinese individual is not born as a full 

person: only through the process of 

self-cultivation and socialisation can a 

person gradually become a moral 

individual. However, the key to 

understanding this term is to appreciate that 

in China this process of becoming a “full” 

person is highly socialised rather than just 

an individual pursuit. The relationships 

between kin, romantic partner, friends, 

classmates and colleagues all contribute to 

the very process of “becoming a person.” 

Z uoren  has never been an individualising 

concept in Chinese people’s lives. On the 

contrary  zuoren , as a colloquial term, is 

   Xinyuan Wang   
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In Shanghai, they met up with his wife’s cousin, 

who lived alone and worked in a pie shop. Here 

the prepaid tour ended and they said goodbye to 

Karl and the others. His wife had booked a room 

at the Langham. There were no light switches, 

just a control pad by the bed. The toilet lid lifted 

each time he passed. In Shanghai, they ate more. 

Hot pot, grilled fish, barbecue, fried noodles, 

soup noodles, soup dumplings, regular 

dumplings, an upscale KFC. He could no longer 

remember hunger.

The cousin spoke English. At one meal, he 

asked her about his wife’s Chinese and the 

cousin replied that his wife’s Chinese was like 

that of a toddler.

Sorry? he said.

The cousin said that it was like talking to 

someone between the ages of three and five.

Oh.

For instance, she and I could not discuss, in 

Chinese, politics or culture. If I asked her what 

she thought of the clash between person and 

state, our preoccupation with status and wealth, 

our envy of the West, our pride, our tendency to 

self-criticize, your wife would not know how to 

respond.

The cousin’s English was great. The pie shop 

was run by an American who, on his study 

abroad, had discovered that China did not have 

pie, and thus opened a store to remedy this. His 

wife said nothing and looked down. Then the 

cousin laughed and they gan bei-ed.5 Back at the 

Langham, he told his wife that she could switch 

to English with her cousin anytime; they weren’t 

kids. No, his wife said, and that was that.

What do you think about the pies? he asked 

a little later.

Nothing, she said.

Really? he said. You have no thoughts on 

the pies?

She said she really didn’t.

His mother baked pies and his wife had 

thoughts on them. Come Thanksgiving, his 

mother usually made four, and his wife would 

look at the pies, each a foot in diameter, and ask 

why four modestly sized people — his mother 

had remarried — needed four large pies.

Nothing to say at all?

No.

• • •

His mother called, but he was in the shower.

His mother called again, and he picked up. 

Did he remember this teacher? The teacher had 

come in to mail a package and mentioned that 

her son used to be his student. The teacher said 

her son was the best and possessed a natural 

mind for math. I wrote his letter of rec, the 

teacher said, and it was an honor to. In the 

letter, the teacher wrote about what it meant for 

someone like her son to have come out of their 

little town; he emphasized how rare that was. It 

had come as no surprise to him when he saw in 

the local paper, which was displayed at the 

store, that his best student had graduated 

summa cum laude from Duke, or, later, in the 

same paper, that he was doing his graduate 

work at Harvard, his postgraduate work at 

M.I.T., and then that he had been offered a place 

at a computational think tank, modelling how 

blood moves in the body, through arteries and 

veins, saving lives, and now, most recently, that 

he had just published his first Nature paper —  

congratulations — which his teacher apologized 

for not being able to understand, after his 

mother had sent him a copy. Do you remember 

his son? his mother asked next. He said he 

remembered this teacher, wonderful yet firm, 

but not his son. Well, his mother said, his son 

teaches math at the community college, where 

they have lots of Chinese students now. Chinese 

students from China. Supposedly very lucrative, 

but I can’t imagine why Chinese students would 

want to come here. Maybe no one told them 

that there’s nothing to do. Listening, he thought, 

15

20

25

5 Made a toast to each other. — Eds.
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I love you, Mom, but I don’t like you. If he ever 

told her that, his mother would want to know 

when, at what point, exactly, he had stopped 

liking her. He would then have to say that it was 

gradual. But when did it start? Probably when 

he was eleven.

He did not read the local paper. His mother 

sent it to him, but he recycled. Only when a truly 

absurd headline appeared did he keep it as a 

reminder. One such headline was “woman 

kicked in face by deer.”

His wife did not get involved. The only time 

she did was when, one Thanksgiving, he 

mentioned that he was applying for a passport, 

as they were going to Europe for vacation. 

Suddenly, his stepfather got up and unmuted 

the television. His mother looked at his wife and 

then at him.

Tell me, his mother said, do the two of you 

have no interest in seeing the rest of America? 

Yellowstone. The Grand Canyon. The amount of 

natural beauty in this country is endless. Then 

his mother began to reminisce. They used to 

take road trips and go camping. He used to play 

cowboys and Indians in the back seat.

We are not trying to say that we do not love 

Yellowstone, his wife answered. He told his 

mother that it was just a passport.

We started watching documentaries about 

China because of you, his mother said to his 

wife. We loved seeing people eat with 

chopsticks, and the pandas — we loved seeing 

them play. We even bought chopsticks. She went 

to the cupboard. Do you want to use them? His 

wife looked down, and, seeing his wife look 

down, he told his mother to stop talking.

Why do I have to stop?

He stared at her.

No, I don’t think I want to.

Please stop talking.

What’s gotten into you?

Shut up right now.

Later, his wife said that the entire meal was 

surreal. She found his mother interesting. 

Someone like her actually exists, she said, 

almost excited. And these places exist, and your 

stepdad watches ESPN, and they don’t want 

passports, they’ve never been on a plane, all 

those pickup trucks, amazing!

But also, his wife said, somewhat serious, it 

must be confusing for your mom, how to stay 

involved without being afraid — impossible 

now — and fear can manifest in strange ways.

He didn’t think it was fear. He told her  

what he thought it was. Ignorance leads to fear, 

she said.

That year, his mother invited them, as usual, 

to the family reunion and he declined. They had 

a call about it.

So we’re not good enough for you anymore.

That’s not what I said.

When are you coming back to see me?

You already asked that.

30
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This illustration by Jee-ook Choi appeared in the 
New Yorker along with “The Trip.”

How do specific details in this image 
represent major themes in the story?
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At Duke, he had won an essay contest. He 

wrote about low expectations. The problem with 

low expectations, he wrote, is that they will often 

seem harmless or even kind. He won a thousand 

dollars. In college, he worked part time. There 

was a scholarship for first-gen students and 

advisers told him to apply. He opened the form 

but thought, If I get this, people will know. If I 

never tell, who would know? So he didn’t apply 

and accrued ninety thousand dollars in debt.

But what about high expectations? his wife 

asked. To be groomed for a six-figure career, do 

you know what that’s like? I have a friend, she 

would start. This friend was locked in a room by 

his parents until he could do something right.

We need an average, he told her.

I don’t want kids, she replied.

• • •

In Hangzhou, they met the rest of her family. 

Both grandmothers were still alive, and many 

uncles and aunts. A crowd of thirteen was 

waiting for them, the train-station arrival lane 

filled with mopeds and cars. Each person 

wanted to help carry something. In the end, they 

emptied out a suitcase to give each person a 

thing to carry. Then they all gathered at one 

aunt’s house, a large apartment with a terrace, to 

eat. I can’t eat any more, he told her, face down 

on the bed. She said he had to. Per her 

translation, her family thought all Americans 

could eat and if he couldn’t it would be 

disappointing. He might be the first and last 

American they’d ever meet and he had to 

deliver.

His mother called, but he was eating.

His mother called, but he was on the toilet.

His mother called, but he was out on a run.

In Hangzhou, her cousin took them to see a 

pagoda. The pagoda had a history, but he zoned 

out, as all his energy was being used to digest 

food. He sat down and listened to his stomach. 

Moments later, his wife and the cousin began to 

argue. He could make out parts. While admiring 

West Lake, his wife had said shuang, and her 

cousin had said that that word meant refreshing, 

not cool. Cool was ku, as in ruthless or strong, 

the Chinese word for “cruel.” His wife looked 

down. But immediately back up. The argument 

worsened until they had to leave, and, on the 

bus, it continued. At one point, her cousin 

turned to him and said in English, Hey, look, I’m 

arguing with a toddler, after which his wife 

swung her hand across the cousin’s mouth. 

Then no one spoke.

She is like a sister to me, his wife had told 

him. Or maybe the closest to a sister that I can 

imagine.

They had known each other from age zero 

through five, then at thirteen, twenty-one,  

and now.

She had also said to him, I get that you 

don’t want to see your family, but do you know 

what it’s like to have that choice be made for 

you? My parents chose to leave. I did not. I was 

lonely.

In their bedroom, just the two of them, he 

asked what the fight was about. Nothing, his wife 

said. Just that the cousin had called her an ABC 

and said that she was the most classic 

American-born Chinese she knew. Only ABCs 

went on prepaid tours, spoke bad Chinese, 

married out, and thought everything was cool or 

great, when most things were just plain.

But I was born here, she said. I had a 

passport from here that I gave up.

The pagoda is where the legendary White 

Maiden is locked. The White Maiden is beautiful, 

immortal, and can turn, when necessary, into the 

white snake from which she came. She has an 

immortal sidekick who comes from a green 

snake. His wife had said that she remembered the 

TV show they’d watched — which had led to 

arguments about who was more like the White 

Maiden — and her cousin had replied that it was 

so ABC of her to remember the show but not the 

Ming-dynasty legend, which she could not read.

50
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His wife cried for ten minutes and then 

stopped. I see her point now, she said, and looked 

at him inquisitively. You know what I thought 

about when she called me an ABC? He didn’t. 

I thought about my parents. Because her parents 

had funny names and accents, they had to spell 

their names out each time, slowly and with 

references. Q for Queen. G for George. X for 

Xerox. Z for Zebra. Eventually, they changed their 

names altogether. Raymond like “Everybody 

Loves Raymond.” Lucy like “I Love Lucy.”6

• • •

These were the last phrases his wife said to him 

in English. After that moment, something 

changed. She stopped translating for him, too. At 

meals, he could only look around or eat or laugh 

when everyone else did.

A phase, he decided. Something to get out of 

her system. But then he wondered if that made 

him sound like his mother, who called many 

things a phase. His allergy to cats, his view of the 

world, etc.

Her family watched television together. They 

went from house to house — each family 

member had a house for his wife and him to see 

and sit in, and a television to turn on so they 

could watch a variety show. The shows confused 

him, not just the language but the thought 

bubbles and commentary that exploded 

onscreen, over the actors’ faces.

Do we find any of this bizarre? he asked, but 

his wife just yelled ha-ha-ha alongside her 

aunts. Because her family sat around her, he was 

pushed to the other end of the room. A 

grandmother would sit next to her and stroke 

her arm. His wife didn’t seem to mind. One 

afternoon, a white man appeared on television. 

The white man spoke Chinese and wore 

rectangular glasses. Her cousin told him that this 

was Dashan, or Big Mountain, the most famous 

Chinese-speaking Caucasian in China. He spoke 

like a native. The American who ran the pie shop 

had decent Chinese, but not as good, so she 

called him Small Mountain. You could become 

either of them, her cousin said, or you could 

become Average Mountain. He said that this was 

not his plan.

His mother called and he answered so as 

not to watch more TV. What did you do today? 

What did you eat? He told her. And the day 

before? He told her. And what about tomorrow? 

He told her. Send me pictures of where they 

live. He asked why. She said she wanted to see 

what a Chinese town looked like. Do they have 

big kitchens and big couches, or no kitchens 

and floor mats? Do they buy their own produce 

65

6  Both popular American television shows, Everybody Loves Raymond 
ran from 1996 to 2005, and I Love Lucy ran from 1951 to 1957.

In this photo from the National Beijing Opera’s 
2005 production of The Legend of the White 
Snake, two singers play the roles of the white 
and green snakes.

How do you interpret the women’s posture 
and facial expressions? What parallels do you 
see between this depiction of the legend and 
the discussions the protagonist, his wife, and 
her cousin have about the characters in the 
legend?
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or grow it themselves? Are there bazaars? Do 

they love dogs? Send me a picture of a 

well-loved dog. Does she come from a village? 

his mother asked. She does not, he said. But 

have they been nice to you? Have they treated 

you well? Are you eating enough? Is it too hot? 

How’s the air? Are you allergic to anything? 

Have you seen a hospital? A pharmacy? Are the 

police dangerous? Did you meet Chairman 

Mao?7 He’s dead, he said. But are there pictures 

of him up? Do they talk about him a lot? Do 

they pray? Have you seen a church? When are 

you coming back? When are you coming to 

visit? We can’t wait for you to visit. The next 

time you do, we’ll all go camping. Remember 

when you loved that? Remember cowboys and 

Indians and you would put mud on your face 

to — Mom, he said. Well, she continued, have 

you seen a park? Are there cars? Does her 

family have a car? Is it new? Send me a picture 

of a brand-new car. Are you getting around 

O.K.? Do you feel less free? Less free? he asked. 

Do you feel less free over there? He hung up.

When her cousin wasn’t there, they used 

Google Translate. They would speak into the 

phone mike and it would, supposedly, tell them 

each what the other had said.

I’m going out now, she said.

Where? he asked.

Out for a walk.

Do you want me to come?

Yes, but no, thanks, have a very nice day but 

you are not welcomed.

Then his wife put on a canvas bucket 

hat — there were many in the house — and went 

out for a stroll.

He looked online to see if this behavior was 

common. Of the medical causes, she could have 

had heat stroke or just a regular stroke. Had she 

concussed herself? Had there been a moment of 

trauma? On a husband forum, husbands offered 

theories about why their wives had stopped 

talking to them. There was another forum, 

directly linked, of husbands seeking advice on 

how to make their wives talk less.

She came back from the stroll with more 

food. Everything was in a bag, even her cup of 

coffee was in a bag, which she held by the 

handles as she drank. She sat down next to him 

with a huge bag of prunes and a medium bag of 

sunflower seeds. Did you have a nice time? he 

asked. She didn’t respond.

Did you have a nice time?

She took out her phone and spoke into it. 

Can I interest you in a prune?

But did you have a nice time?

Can I interest you in a sunflower seed?

Why is this happening? he asked.

Sometimes a thing just needs to happen.

Is this about my mother? Are you angry 

with me?

No harm, no foul. No pain, no gain.

I think you might be suffering from heat 

stroke.

Can I interest you in some yogurt?

Maybe we should go see a doctor.

No, I am not a doctor, but thanks for asking. 

That’s so kind of you. One of my aunts is a 

doctor, except she is not here right now. What is 

your emergency?

Did he have an emergency? He shook his 

head. She handed him a prune that was 

wrapped in waxed paper. He didn’t like it but ate 

two more. She poured sunflower seeds into his 

hand, and he ate them, too. They spat the shells 

into a metal bowl. Afterward, they spent some 

time looking for a canvas hat that would fit him.

My head is too big, he said.

No, Google Translate replied, it’s just that 

your head is too big and shaped like a triangle. 

But do not fret, we will find a triangle hat for you 

and, once we do, you shall wear it while we eat 

more prunes.

They wore their hats for the rest of the day. 

Her family complimented the look and took 

70

80

90

7  A reference to Mao Zedong (1893–1976), a Chinese communist 
revolutionary and the founder of the People’s Republic of China. — Eds.
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photos. He and his wife posed with their arms 

each forming a half heart and linked at the 

hands. In this country, young couples like to 

dress the same, one aunt said as the cousin 

translated. It is silly, and we don’t understand it. 

Maybe they’re awkward people. Or maybe they 

just want to merge. Yes, we don’t understand it, 

but I suppose merging can be good, or it can be 

frightening. Please keep the hat, it suits you.

• • •

He spent half of their last day in the bathroom, 

the other half at the dinner table. It seemed that 

his wife’s Chinese had improved. Her cousin 

said that it was now at the level of a first grader. 

Her cousin also had a message for him from his 

wife. His wife was sitting right across from him.

How would you feel if you went back first 

and I stayed a little longer?

What?

Her cousin repeated the message but now 

mimicked his wife’s voice.

No, he said, no way.

He looked at his wife, and she tilted her 

head. Only when her cousin translated did his 

wife go, Ah.

What would you do here? he asked.

His wife showed him her phone, which 

was logged into WeChat.8 She scrolled through all 

the people she had been chatting with on this app.

Who are these people? he asked, taking the 

phone away from her.

One was her cousin, her cousin said. Aunts, 

uncles, both grandmothers, her parents in the 

States. And friends she’d made here.

Here? he asked. Which friends?

Her cousin listed them. Felix the Cat. Helen 

of Troy. Shirley Temple.

Our guides? You’re talking with our tour 

guides?

And someone named Karl.

Oh, my God.

His wife beamed. She could type Chinese a 

bit, and the others humored her. Animated 

emojis filled in what she could not yet say. She 

was considering becoming a tour guide herself, 

here in Hangzhou. She could show Americans 

the pagoda and tell them the legend. Eventually, 

she hoped to read the original, ancient text.

Although, her cousin said, that would 

require college-level literacy. But, given her rate 

of progress, it would take her only a few months 

to achieve.

A few months? he said. No, no way.

His wife’s hand covered his. She looked sad 

again.

What about me? he was about to say. I am 

lonely, too. Then he thought about it more. 

95

100

105

110

8 A popular instant messaging platform in China. — Eds.

Completed by Chinese artist Gao Weigang in 
2018 and entitled Missing You for Ten Thousand 
Years, this work was created with oil on canvas 
and an LED light.

How might this image represent the 
husband’s perspective? How might it be 
interpreted as representing the wife’s 
perspective? Explain which interpretation you 
find most compelling.
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He looked at his wife’s face, which was open and 

smooth. His wife spoke and her cousin 

translated. I will come back, but I need some 

time. I would like to do this on my own, but also 

with this family. Family is a choice, you’ve said. 

I am proud of you just as I hope you are of me. 

No fears, no tears. If you can, please add me on 

WeChat as well.

He nodded. That day, he flew alone.

• • •

On WeChat, she had a blog. He followed her 

posts, pictures of West Lake and the tourists she 

led around it, pictures of food, of pets, a talking 

parrot, a box of chicks, a pickup truck. She began 

to use some English again and he learned some 

Chinese.

Ku, she wrote.

Ku back. 

2019

 Understanding and Interpreting

 1. AP® Character and Narration. In paragraph 2, the wife tells the husband that her parents 
have paid for their trip to China. What do the details of her explanation reveal about her 
family’s attitude toward him and their relationship?

 2. AP® Character and Narration. Readers never know the names of the husband, the wife, or 
her cousin, but the names of the guides, a man on the tour, and the husband’s in-laws are all 
given. What do most of the names we learn have in common, and why are these similarities 
significant? Why might Weike Wang have also included Karl’s name?

 3. AP® Character and Narration. In paragraph 15, the protagonist learns that his wife has 
only a basic understanding of Chinese so cannot discuss substantive topics. How does this 
revelation cause a shift in the husband’s attitude toward his wife? How does his wife’s grasp 
of Chinese continue to develop throughout the story?

 4. AP® Character. Why does the wife say she wants so badly to spend time with her family? 
How does this compare with the husband’s attitude about spending time with his family?

 5. AP® Character and Structure. Paragraph 26 centers on one of the calls the husband’s 
mother makes to him, in which she recounts running into an old teacher of his. What does 
this story reveal about the husband? Why is this information significant, and how does it 
relate to the overall structure of the story?

 6. AP® Character and Narration. Carefully reread paragraphs 28–30. Why does the mother 
respond in this way to her son’s desire to get a passport? What does it reveal about the 
mother’s perspective on the wife and the couple’s travel plans?

 7. AP® Character. The protagonist’s wife asserts that “[i]gnorance leads to fear” in 
paragraph 40. Explain what you think she means in your own words. Provide an example 
from the story or from your own experiences to illustrate your answer.

 8. AP® Character and Setting. What does the discussion of expectations in paragraphs 46 
and 47 reveal in general about the husband and in particular about how where we grow up 
shapes our values? What do you make of the wife’s response to the protagonist’s assertion 
that “[w]e need an average” (par. 48)?

 9. AP® Character and Narration. How does the husband react when his wife stops speaking 
to him in English? Why do you think she suddenly stops communicating with him directly?

 10. AP® Character and Narration. What do the conversations between the husband and his 
mother reveal about their relationship in particular and their beliefs in general? How do the 
topics they discuss reveal the mother’s biases?
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 11. AP® Character and Narration. Shortly after her fight with the cousin, the wife stops 
speaking English and behaves as if she has forgotten how to understand it. How does her 
behavior from this point forward develop her character?

 12. AP® Character and Narration. What kinds of changes do the husband and wife 
undergo over the course of the story? Does one change more than the other? How  
does the level of change each character undergoes reflect the larger themes of the 
story?

 13. AP® Structure and Narration. How does the end of the story shape your interpretation of 
the story as a whole? Is it a love story or a breakup story? Explain.

 Analyzing Language, Style, and Structure

 1. Vocabulary in Context. After a Thanksgiving dinner with the husband’s parents, the wife 
comments “that the entire meal was surreal.” Based on the rest of paragraph 38, how does 
the wife’s description of the meal support her assertion that it was a “surreal” experience? 
What does the wife’s explanation reveal about the husband’s parents?

 2. AP® Setting and Narration. Characters in the story discuss the English word “cool” as well 
as its Chinese counterpart ku and the word shuang. While shuang means “refreshing,” the 
wife’s cousin explains that ku translates to the English “cool” but also as “ruthless or strong” 
(par. 54). Why are these overlapping definitions meaningful within the context of the story, 
especially in relation to the translation of ku as “ruthless”?

 3. AP® Character, Structure, and Narration. The phone calls between the husband and his 
mother throughout the story communicate both characters’ varying perspectives. What do 
these interactions convey about the husband’s values? How do they reveal assumptions his 
mother makes and biases she has? How do these scenes inform your interpretation of the 
wife’s behavior as the story progresses?

 4. AP® Character and Structure. Three times in the story, the wife “looked down” (pars. 
17, 31, and 54) in response to an interaction she has with another character. What does 
this response signal in each instance, and what effect does her repetitive responses 
create?

 5. AP® Character and Figurative Language. Do you believe the wife becomes physically 
incapable of communicating in English? What does this change in her language abilities 
signify on a deeper level, and what does it indicate figuratively?

 6. AP® Setting and Structure. How do the reasons for the husband and wife’s trip to China 
relate to the conflicts they encounter there? Pay special attention to the ending of the story. 
How does the structure of the story relate to your interpretation of the conflicts and the 
general events in the story?

 7. AP® Character and Structure. Compare and contrast the husband’s values with those of 
his wife. How does Wang use a juxtaposition of their values to create conflict?

 8. AP® Character and Narration. Consider the point of view and perspective from which the 
narrator tells this story. Even though it’s third-person point of view, what evidence is there to 
support the idea that we experience more of the husband’s perspective more than anyone 
else’s? How do the husband’s succinct contributions to conversations in the story subtly 
keep us anchored in his perspective?

 9. AP® Character and Structure. In paragraph 7, the husband has a hard time understanding 
what his wife says about the spiciness of the food they are eating. How does this interaction 
foreshadow the communication problems that develop between them later in the story? 
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Despite the innocence of the misunderstanding, in what ways does it point to a more 
significant breakdown in communication?  

   10.    AP® Character, Structure, and Narration.  How does Wang indicate dialogue in “The Trip,” 
and what structure does she use during the husband’s conversations on the phone with his 
mother? What do these punctuation and paragraph choices indicate about the 
communication between characters?    

    Topics for Composing  

    1.    AP® FRQ Prose Fiction Analysis.  The following question refers to  paragraphs 27–49    
of Weike Wang’s “The Trip,” published in 2019. In this passage, a husband and wife 
react to the expectations of others in ways that reveal important dynamics in their 
marriage. Read the passage carefully. Then, in a well-written essay, analyze how Wang 
uses literary elements and techniques to convey the complex relationship between the 
husband and wife.  

   2.    AP® FRQ Literary Argument.  In many works of literature, failures to communicate create 
conflict and define characters. In “The Trip,” conflicts develop out of miscommunications 
between and among characters. In a well-written essay, analyze how the patterns of 
communication between the husband and wife contribute to an interpretation of the work as 
a whole. Do not merely summarize the plot.  

   3.    AP® Literary Argumentation.  “The Trip” emphasizes communication among characters 
and especially the complexity of communicating across more than one language. Analyze 
how Wang relates the way we learn a language to our overall development as humans.  

   4.    AP® Literary Argumentation.  In an interview about this story, Wang said that the wife is 
“someone who, while not angry at anyone in particular, is angry about her circumstances, 
angry that she has been robbed of important choices. But we are all the products of a 
combination of chance and choice.” Using evidence from the story, analyze the character of 
the wife through this lens. In what ways is she the product of both chance and choice?  

   5.    AP® Literary Argumentation.  In a 2019 interview with the  New Yorker , Wang explains that 
this story is based on a trip she took with her husband to visit family in China. She goes on to 
say, “I found myself having to speak English in places where I never had before . . . so that 
my husband could participate. I was translating for everyone and, at the same time, trying to 
experience on my own. . . . Afterward, I truly couldn’t differentiate which observations were 
mine and which belonged to someone else.” To what extent does this story reflect the ways 
in which our senses of self can become blurry when we are in unfamiliar situations or even 
when we are in familiar situations but have to assume an unfamiliar role?  

   6.    Speaking and Listening.  Prepare for and hold a class discussion about whether the main 
characters’ inability to communicate stems from the fact that each one seems to lack a 
strong sense of their identity. Is it possible that the couple doesn’t have communication 
issues after all? Consider whether you believe the couple comes to a deeper understanding 
of each other at the end of the story.  

   7.    Connections.  The wife eats a sausage on a stick in Xi’an that reminds her of her childhood. 
Are there foods from your childhood that you no longer get to eat regularly? Write about 
one or more of them and share what you associate them with from your childhood. Include 
a reflection about how, as in Wang’s story, food sharply connects you to a certain time 
and place.  

   8.    Connections.  WeChat, the texting app mentioned in Wang’s story, is popular among people 
in China. The Chinese government, however, censors much of what the public communicates 

    AP® FRQ Prose Fiction Analysis.

    AP® FRQ Literary Argument.
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not only through texting apps but also through the internet, literature, and other forms of media. How 
does this aspect of communication within the story reflect the changes the husband and wife each 
undergo as the story progresses?

 9. Speaking and Listening. To what extent are the character of the husband’s mother and stepfather 
stereotypical? Prepare a line of reasoning in response to these questions by writing out a claim and 
supporting evidence. Then, engage in a group discussion with classmates during which you each share 
your claims and evidence first and then discuss the merits of everyone’s lines of reasoning.

 10. Creative Writing. Write a sequel to this story that takes place one year later. Continue the narrative 
from the third-person point of view established by Wang, or choose one character and write about 
where that character is now. How has the character changed? How has their understanding of 
themselves and of others changed?

Erasure
Sakinah Hofler

While working as a chemical engineer for the U.S. Department of 

Defense, Sakinah Hofler realized her interest in creative writing had 

become a passion she wanted to devote herself to more fully. As a 

result, she enrolled as a PhD candidate at the University of 

Cincinnati to study creative writing and won a prestigious writing 

prize her first year in the program. Since then, she has gone on to 

win additional prizes and awards for her writing, which has also 

appeared in literary magazines and other publications. Hofler advocates for the importance 

of making the arts an everyday experience, and her pieces explore the potential of social 

change.

KEY CONTEXT In addition to the literal deletion of words or files, “erasure” describes both a 

type of artistic expression and the reprehensible act of forcing one culture to assimilate into 

another. As an art form, erasure is the practice of blacking out or erasing words from a text or 

erasing part of an image to create something new and original. Culturally speaking, erasure occurs 

when one group of people forces those of another group to change their appearance, to convert to 

a different religion, and/or to speak a different language. As you read this story, consider how both 

applications of “erasure” apply.

Danielle Holmes was the first recorded 

disappearance. We didn’t notice right away. 

She had always been a quiet one, respectful, 

never speaking unless spoken to, never sitting at 

the conference table during meetings, opting 

instead to stand in the back. It was about a week 

into her disappearance, in the middle of our 

monthly meeting, after the team lead asked her to 

forward him the productivity rates for last 

quarter’s batches, that we waited two, three, four 

seconds for her soft voice to say, OK, before 

glancing at her usual standing spot and seeing 

only the wall. Maybe she left early for a dental 

appointment, someone said. What makes you so 

sure she went to the dentist? another person 

asked. It could’ve been the doctor’s. The rest of us 

thought about the last time we’d seen her, and 

someone narrowed it down to Thursday last week 
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when she stood behind him in line, holding 

oatmeal and a cup of coffee. When Johanna 

Petit-Frere left work late that evening, she noticed 

Danielle’s Elantra in the corner of the lot, 

unlocked, empty Chobani yogurt containers 

littered on the passenger seat, a small, generic, 

brand-name purse lying on its side on the floor. 

Johanna called the police to do a wellness check. 

They had a few others to complete ahead of her, 

but when they finally checked Danielle’s house, 

they saw nothing amiss. Maybe, we reasoned, she 

went on vacation and forgot to upload her leave 

to the company’s Outlook calendar. But her 

purse? Johanna asked. No, no, no. No woman 

forgets her purse.

Johanna disappeared two days later. Unlike 

Danielle, we considered Johanna loud. Angry. 

She had a six-inch afro, stormed around the 

office in these impossible six-inch heels, clacked 

the keys on her keyboard, and, some of us felt, 

spoke a bit too loudly on conference calls, 

sometimes slipping into Haitian Creole when 

she wanted to curse. Rumor had it that when HR 

called her in to talk about embracing her quieter 

side, she demanded to know who had filed the 

complaint. She came to each cubicle, eyeing us, 

questioning us. None of us, of course, knew 

anything. On the day she disappeared, it took 

only a few hours to realize she was gone. One 

minute we heard her chattering on the phone, 

clacking on her keyboard; the next, silence. We 

thought her call had dropped. When Terrell 

Davis went by her cubicle to drop off some 

folders and discuss upcoming travel to Rock 

Island, he found a pair of stilettos, but no 

Johanna. He waited for a while. Later, he told us 

his first thought was that she had to defecate 

(You mean shit? one of us snickered. Terrell had 

a habit of being too uppity1 at work). Terrell’s 

second thought was that she’d snuck out of work 

early. But, Johanna, in a bathroom, without her 

shoes? Johanna, leaving work, without her 

shoes? This we could not imagine.

At home, our partners grumbled about 

people missing too much work; our children 

talked about the increased absences from their 

classes, their sports teams, their after-school 

programs.

Our bosses called meetings and gave stern 

lectures on no-calls, no-shows. Apparently, the 

lazy, as our bosses called them, had decided to 

stop working (we weren’t using the term 

disappeared yet). We were warned that if we 

tried something similar, if we dared show up 

late, we would immediately be fired. Behind 

their backs we checked cabinets for hidden 

cameras and wondered if this were some type 

of government conspiracy or if we were being 

pranked or if we were on a show like 

Undercover Boss.

That was until Terrell disappeared right in 

front of us. He’d been calling IT for days and 

couldn’t get through. In the midst of begging a 

couple of us to go across the street and up 

sixteen stories to convince IT to send someone 

over to unlock Johanna’s computer, we noticed 

we could see the fire alarm handle through 

jagged notches in his neck. It was like something 

was removing him in large, scrubbing circles 

from the bottom up with a huge #2 pencil eraser. 

Even after he was gone and we were left staring 

at the unobscured fire alarm, we heard his last 

words, Really, I would do it myself, but . . .

Those of us who saw him disappear and 

those of us who heard how he disappeared feared 

we were next. We poked our heads into cubicles 

to make sure we were still there. We dialed up 

each other’s extensions, whispered into our 

headsets, But can you really hear me?, and 

breathed sighs of relief when a voice on the other 

end said, Yes, yes, I hear you. We traveled to the 

caf in groups of four. There was no rhyme or 

reason to that number — it just felt safe. If one 

disappeared, three would still be there; two 

disappeared, two would still be there. We texted 

5

1  A racist word that reflects a belief that Black people should be 
subservient to white people. — Eds.
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each other late at night R U STILL THR and bit 

our nails ragged waiting for replies. We expanded 

our groups to five, and then six, and then seven.

We kept track of those who had disappeared 

from our company: Danielle Holmes, Johanna 

Petit-Frere, Terrell Davis, Jihan Overby, D’Wayne 

Grady, Oba Cole, Shakur Simmons, Raida Taylor, 

Laverne Hamilton, Sara Herrera, Shakeemah 

Bankston, Ama Olabisi, Tashauna Glover, 

Adeola Lawal, Sarah de la Luz, Mason de la 

Cruz, Nafisah Muhammad, Vivienne Attys.

Couples went to sleep as couples, and one of 

them would wake up the next morning in a cold 

bed, single. One of us woke up to an empty 

house, both wife and children gone. Adopted 

children, disappeared. Those of us who still had 

children learned through e-mails, texts, and 

letters sent home that their classrooms would be 

condensed because of the lack of students, 

teachers, teachers’ aides, and janitors. We’ll get 

through this, they assured us, though no one 

could define what this was. Principals nervously 

stepped foot into classrooms they had 

abandoned decades ago. Our children gathered 

in smaller groups, tried to learn their lessons, 

tried to ignore the empty desks. Every day, they 

came home and asked us when their friends 

were coming back. Every day, they asked if they 

were next. We had no answers for them.

Our bosses started to hire people off the 

streets, unqualified individuals who didn’t 

understand batches, programming, 

productivity, QWERTY, computers. Most of us 

were appalled, though some did say, I like it 

better this way. When our garbage cans 

overflowed and our refrigerators stank, our 

bosses made us clean. We hosed our sidewalks 

and squeegeed our windows. IT never overcame 

its backlog, so we sent out what orders we could 

and cancelled others. When a number of our 

clients disappeared and our order numbers 

dropped, our bosses fired the unqualified 

individuals and required the rest of us to put in 

fifteen hours, eighteen hours.

The world leaders convened. Pundits 

punditted, discussing subjects we dared not talk 

about before, taboo topics that had been 

relegated to pop quizzes in our high school 

history classes, questions like “In what year was 

the Emancipation Proclamation signed?” and 

“What year did apartheid2 end?,” only these 

topics were discussed more directly, filled with 

details and an overload of accusatory 

information that made us want to turn the 

channel or switch off our phones, but our 

curiosity, our search for understanding, wouldn’t 

let us. From these pundits we learned it wasn’t 

just huge swaths of inner cities and whole towns 

in the South (especially in Mississippi and 

Alabama) that had disappeared, the world also 

had to contend with the disappearance of people 

from whole islands in the Caribbean (we never 

knew Hispaniola contained both Dominican 

Republic and Haiti until that aerial shot on CNN 

showed the emptiness of both sides), certain 

areas of London, suburbs of places like Paris and 

Hamburg, and most of the population of the 

continent of Africa. We understood there was a 

particular calculation to these disappearances, 

but not the exact calculation, the exact 

percentage one had to be to disappear. One 

pundit laughed and remarked that while these 

people were gone, at least those remaining had 

unfettered access to their islands, their beaches, 

and their food without conflict, without war, 

without fear, that perhaps we can go to those 

places, build, and finally establish civilization. 

Another pundit angrily pointed out that it was 

not their land and that if it had not been for these 

people in this country, we might not have wealth, 

the traffic light, X-ray spectrometry, the 

pacemaker, open heart surgery, the HVAC 

keeping the other pundit so smugly comfortable 

in his seat, soul food, dry cleaning, rhythm, 

scapegoats, spices.

10

2  A system of racial segregation and discrimination — in this story, a 
reference to apartheid in South Africa, which lasted from 1948 to 
1994. — Eds.
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 The leader of our nation assured us this 

was a large protest, a publicity stunt of 

magnanimous proportions. The leader urged 

the public to stop talking about the 

disappearances because that was what they 

wanted. Attention. Distraction. The 

disappearances will stop, he claimed, when they 

realize their tactics wouldn’t work. 

 We didn’t stop whispering, and the 

pundits didn’t stop punditting, but, in a 

way, he was right. The disappearances 

stopped. One month passed, and then four, 

and there weren’t any more recorded 

disappearances. A number was released: 

18.5 percent of the world’s population was 

gone. 

 The following excerpt is from the beginning of Ralph Ellison’s 1952 novel  Invisible Man . 

  extending beyond the text  
 The following excerpt is from the beginning of Ralph Ellison’s 1952 novel  

  extending beyond the text  

    1.   What makes the narrator of this passage “invisible”?  

   2.   How does the concept of invisibility as Ellison’s narrator understands it relate to the 
events of “Erasure”?  

   3.   How does physical disappearance in both this excerpt and “Erasure” function as a metaphor?    

    from  Invisible Man  

the construction of their inner eyes, those 

eyes with which they look through their 

physical eyes upon reality. I am not 

complaining, nor am I protesting either. It is 

sometimes advantageous to be unseen, 

although it is most often rather wearing on 

the nerves. Then too, you’re constantly 

being bumped against by those of poor 

vision. Or again, you often doubt if you really 

exist. You wonder whether you aren’t simply 

a phantom in other people’s minds. Say, a 

figure in a nightmare which the sleeper tries 

with all his strength to destroy. It’s when you 

feel like this that, out of resentment, you 

begin to bump people back. And, let me 

confess, you feel that way most of the time. 

You ache with the need to convince yourself 

that you do exist in the real world, that 

you’re a part of all the sound and anguish.  

 I am an invisible man. No, I am not a spook 

like those who haunted Edgar Allan Poe; nor 

am I one of your Hollywood-movie 

ectoplasms. I am a man of substance, of flesh 

and bone, fiber and liquids — and I might 

even be said to possess a mind. I am invisible, 

understand, simply because people refuse to 

see me. Like the bodiless heads you see 

sometimes in circus sideshows, it is as though 

I have been surrounded by mirrors of hard, 

distorting glass. When they approach me they 

see only my surroundings, themselves, or 

figments of their imagination — indeed, 

everything and anything except me. 

 Nor is my invisibility exactly a matter of a 

bio-chemical accident to my epidermis. That 

invisibility to which I refer occurs because of 

a peculiar disposition of the eyes of those 

with whom I come in contact. A matter of 

   Ralph Ellison   
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Some hoped they would come back and 

things would go back to normal.

Some liked them gone.

Not a day went by without them crossing 

everyone’s minds.

Not a day went by when we wondered if 

they, wherever they were, thought about us.

Some of the others left, understanding that if 

this happened again, they would be next. They 

moved far away and took with them doctors, 

lawyers, senators, programmers, nail 

aestheticians, professors, dishwashers. They 

didn’t go back to their native countries per se, 

but they grouped together and lived among each 

other as if something were wrong with us, as if 

we were the cause of the disappearances.

Good, a couple of us said.

The rest of us did not say anything.

A few of us stopped working. We withdrew 

our children from school and kept them home. 

We read books and plays to them, getting 

choked up when we came across a particular 

word, a favored picture, and realized we, too, 

were teaching them history, of ways of life long 

gone. We’d listen to our favorite song or watch 

our favorite movie or watch a sports classic on 

ESPN — understand we’ve seen and heard the 

last from that person — go into our bathrooms, 

shut the doors, and cry.

Those of us who continued to work 

continued our whispered discussions. Some 

thought we were living in a simulation, that we’d 

reached Level 2 in a game we couldn’t quite 

figure out. Some thought it was God, giving us a 

sign. A sign for better or for worse? We were 

unsure and that uncertainty made it worse. We 

wanted our signs to be specific, detailed, with 

solid metaphors and a clear delineation 

between good and evil. Aliens, the rest of us 

conjectured. It wasn’t just our children’s 

theories, it was ours. Aliens had taken them to 

outer space. What else could it be?

One night after twenty of hours of work, we 

grabbed our stashes of bourbon and brandy and 

rode the elevator to the top floor of our building. 

We passed around flasks. We drank. We waited. 

And waited. Surely, if God wanted to save people, 

why them? Surely, if this was all a simulation, who 

was trying to prove what? Surely, if aliens had 

come to our strange planet why would they only 

take them? We pummeled our chests, tilted our 

pale faces to the stippled sky, and bellowed, Why 

not us? Why didn’t you take us? 

2020

15

20

 Understanding and Interpreting

 1. AP® Character, Setting, and Narration. What do the descriptions of Danielle Holmes and 
Johanna, the first two women to go missing, reveal about the narrators of the story? What 
does this say about the greater society in the story?

 2. AP® Character and Narration. How does Terrell’s disappearance differ from those of 
Danielle and Johanna on a literal level? How do you interpret the significance of these 
differences?

 3. AP® Character and Narration. Why do those who remain behind have difficulty defining 
“what this was” (par. 8)? Consider the narrators’ own understanding of what’s going on as 
well as the challenge of explaining it to others.

 4. AP® Character and Narration. Much of the story consists of the ways those left behind 
respond to others disappearing. Which responses make sense to you as they continue going 
about their days as best they can? Which responses surprise you? What natural responses 
do the narrators not include? How do you interpret the significance of those exclusions?
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   5.    AP® Setting and Narration.   Paragraph 10  includes details about the geographic regions 
most affected by the disappearances. Based on this paragraph, and clues elsewhere in the 
story, what can you infer about who goes missing? What role does this information play in 
your interpretation of the story?  

   6.    AP® Character and Narration.  Consider the importance of the narrators in this story. How 
reliable are they? How does your perception of their reliability shape your interpretation of the 
story?  

   7.    AP® Structure and Narration.  What does the story’s title reveal about the author’s 
perspective on the events of the plot? Consider that the words “erase” and “erasure” never 
appear in the story.    

Analyzing Language, Style, and Structure  

    1.    Vocabulary in Context.  The narrator explains that once people had disappeared, others 
“had unfettered access to their islands, their beaches, and their food without conflict, without 
war, without fear, that perhaps we can go to those places, build, and finally establish 
civilization” ( par. 10 ). While “unfettered” often has a neutral if not positive connotation, how 
does its use in this sentence indicate the word’s much more negative history?  

   2.    AP® Structure.  How does Hofler employ irony in her contrasting descriptions of the first 
people to disappear? How does she further develop this irony as the story progresses to 
reveal the story’s overall meaning?  

   3.    AP® Narration.  Throughout the story, the narrators use the pronouns  we ,  us , and  our . What 
is the effect of this choice on the reader? How does this perspective contribute to your 
understanding of the contrast between those who disappear and those who remain?  

   4.    AP® Narration and Character.  In  paragraph 10 , the narrators refer to “these people” and 
“those places,” and other instances of “these” and “those” appear elsewhere throughout the 
story. What does this diction choice reveal about the narrators’ attitude toward both 
themselves and the disappeared?  

   5.    AP® Structure and Narration.  Consider the paragraph structure and syntax of 
 paragraphs 13 – 22 . How do such short, repetitive paragraphs contribute to the meaning of 
this part of the story?  

   6.    AP® Structure and Figurative Language.  In what ways does “Erasure” function as an 
allegory, and what broader message do the events and characters convey about humanity?    

    Topics for Composing  

    1.    AP® FRQ Prose Fiction Analysis.  The following question refers to  paragraphs 5 – 11  of 
Sakinah Hofler’s “Erasure,” published in 2020. In this passage, the narrator explains how the 
world adjusts to the unexplained disappearances of millions of people. Read the passage 
carefully. Then, in a well-written essay, analyze how Hofler uses literary elements and 
techniques to convey what people’s responses to the disappearances reveal about the fabric 
of our society.  

   2.    AP® FRQ Literary Argument.  Works of literature often explore the ways in which people 
are divided — both philosophically and geographically — into social, cultural, and religious 
communities. In “Erasure,” division exists on a literal level as the setting divides the 
characters who disappear from those who remain, and the divisions occur on deeper levels, 
too. In a well-written essay, analyze how these divisions contribute to an interpretation of the 
story as a whole. Do not merely summarize the plot.  

    AP® FRQ Prose Fiction Analysis.

    AP® FRQ Literary Argument.
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 3. Connections. Historically, the “disappearance” or displacement of groups of people has 
always been the product of human behavior. Even the events that do not culminate in 
genocide or internment, such as natural disasters, disproportionately affect marginalized 
groups of people. How mysterious, really, are the disappearances in “Erasure,” when 
considered alongside real-world events in the past and present?

 4. Speaking and Listening. Participate in a class discussion about the ways teenagers feel as 
though they are invisible and taken for granted. For example, imagine that in the United 
States people under eighteen were no longer allowed to work. Which industries would be hit 
the hardest? How would the public be affected, and how would it respond?

 5. AP® Literary Argumentation. In a 2019 editorial for the Cincinnati Review, the University of 
Cincinnati’s literary magazine, Sakinah Hofler explained, “I started writing stories that 
contradicted some folks’ view of blackness but felt true to my actual world and my created 
ones.” Write an essay in which you analyze and explain the way Hofler uses literary elements 
to portray the Black experience.

 6. AP® Literary Argumentation. Professor and researcher Brene Brown emphasizes the 
importance of the stories we tell ourselves with this quote: “The most dangerous stories we 
make up are the narratives that diminish our inherent worthiness. We must reclaim the truth 
about our lovability, divinity, and creativity.” Analyze the narrators as characters in “Erasure.” 
In what ways do the narrators tell our collective story in a way that diminishes the concept of 
human worth? Where does the story present opportunities for the narrators to “reclaim the 
truth about our lovability, divinity, and creativity”?

 7. Connections. Martin Niemöller, a German Lutheran pastor, expressed this sentiment in 
response to admitting he passively watched the Nazis’ rise to power and subsequent efforts 
to exterminate Jews and other targeted groups of people:

First they came for the socialists, and I did not speak out — because I was not a socialist. 
Then they came for the trade unionists, and I did not speak out — because I was not a 
trade unionist. Then they came for the Jews, and I did not speak out — because I was not 
a Jew. Then they came for me — and there was no one left to speak for me.

  How does this quote relate to the structure of “Erasure” as a short story and to the narrators’ 
understanding of what happens? In what ways is Niemöller’s response to the Holocaust in 
the 1940s still an important reminder for us today?

 8. Research. Research the concept of “invisible labor” to understand what it is and how it 
influences our economy and society. Then, synthesize your discoveries and write an essay in 
which you establish how your understanding of invisible labor changes or supports your 
original interpretation of the events in the story. As you respond, consider the jobs and work 
performed by the disappeared in the story.

 9. Connections. Look up the terms “white guilt” and “white innocence.” What does each one 
mean, and how do they differ? How do these concepts relate to the perspective of the 
narrators in the story?
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   Poetry  

   When I consider how my light is spent  
   John Milton             
  John Milton (1608–1674) is best known for his epic poem 

Paradise Lost . He studied independently for five years after 

receiving his MA from Cambridge University and then traveled 

through Europe. When he returned to England, the country was in 

a state of flux. Milton supported the Puritans, led by Oliver 

Cromwell, and wrote pamphlets on many political issues, such as 

free speech and censorship. Milton’s eyesight began to 

deteriorate, however, and by 1652 he was blind. After the Restoration in 1660, when 

King Charles II resumed the throne, Milton was arrested for his Puritan activities but escaped 

imprisonment and execution. He devoted the remainder of his life to writing, publishing his 

masterpiece,  Paradise Lost , in 1667 and its sequel,  Paradise Regained , in 1671.  

KEY CONTEXT   “When I consider how my light is spent,” written the year Milton lost his sight, is a 

meditation on that loss. While we normally make a distinction between poet and speaker, these two 

entities seem intertwined in this poem. As you read and interpret “When I consider how my light is 

spent,” think about how Milton — a poet, a writer, and an intellectual — might have reacted to his 

blindness. This poem is a Petrarchan sonnet, a form made up of fourteen lines divided into an octet and 

a sestet. The octet rhymes  abba ,  abba , and the sestet that follows can have a variety of different rhyme 

schemes:  cdcdcd ,  cdecde ,  cddcdd . The first line of the sestet typically, but not always, provides the 

volta, a poetic shift.    

 When I consider how my light is spent, 

 Ere half my days, in this dark world and wide, 

 And that one talent which is death to hide 

 Lodged with me useless, though my soul more bent 

 To serve therewith my Maker, and present 

 My true account, lest he returning chide; 

 “Doth God exact day-labor, light denied?” 

 I fondly ask; but Patience to prevent 

 That murmur, soon replies, “God doth not need 

 Either man’s work or his own gifts; who best 

 Bear his mild yoke, they serve him best. His state 

 Is kingly. Thousands at his bidding speed 

 And post o’er land and ocean without rest: 

 They also serve who only stand and wait.”  

 c. 1655 
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   Understanding and Interpreting  

    1.   Considering the biographical details provided before the poem, what might Milton mean 
when his speaker considers “how [his] light is spent” (l. 1)?  

   2.   How does the speaker characterize the time he has left in his life? What does the phrase “Ere 
half my days” (1. 2) suggest about his attitude toward the future?  

   3.   In lines 3–4, the speaker discusses a “talent” that is “[l]odged with me useless.” What is that 
“talent,” and how might this idea be ironic?  

   4.   What is the difference between what the speaker perceives he can do and what his “soul” 
yearns to do for his “Maker”? In what way does the speaker think he should honor God?  

   5.   What is the speaker’s concern in line 7? How does “Patience” respond to this worry in line 8?  

   6.   The sonnet ends with a description of two ways to serve God: those who “post o’er land and 
ocean without rest” (l. 13) and those “who only stand and wait” (l. 14). Explain how both of 
these describe ways to serve God. Which way does John Milton intend to serve God?    

Analyzing Language, Style, and Structure  

    1.    Vocabulary in Context.  According to Patience, “they serve him best” who “[b]ear his mild 
yoke” (l. 11). What is a “yoke”? How does Milton’s use of this word convey his view of the 
relationship between man and God?  

   2.   This sonnet is structured through several voices. Who is the speaker in lines 1–6? in line 7? in 
lines 9–14?  

   3.   While Petrarchan sonnets typically contain a volta in line 9, Milton’s occurs in line 8, as 
marked by the word “but.” What is the function of bringing the volta to an earlier point in the 
poem than what the convention demands? Consider why Patience may have interrupted 
Milton’s thought process.  

   4.   Imagery associated with light and darkness recurs in the poem. What is the function of this 
repetition? How does it reflect a theme of the poem?  

   5.   The word “serve” appears three times in the poem. Why would Milton repeat this word?  

   6.   How does the speaker’s attitude toward his blindness change over the course of the poem? 
Identify the sections of the sonnet wherein these shifts occur.    

    Topics for Composing  

    1.    AP® FRQ Poetry Analysis.  In John Milton’s “When I consider how my light is spent,” 
written c. 1655, the speaker discusses his concerns now that he is losing his vision. Read the 
poem carefully. Then, in a well-written essay, analyze how Milton uses literary elements and 
techniques to portray the speaker’s complex reaction to his vision loss.  

   2.    AP® FRQ Poetry Analysis.  In John Milton’s “When I consider how my light is spent,” 
written c. 1655, the speaker questions how his health might affect his ability to serve his 
“Maker.” Read the poem carefully. Then, in a well-written essay, analyze how Milton uses 
literary elements and techniques to convey the speaker’s attitude toward his ability to “serve.”  

   3.    Connections.  Milton’s poem springs from how his own vision loss impacted his life as a 
writer. Describe an instance in which a change in your life prompted you to reconsider how 
your life might proceed. How did this change affect how you perceive the language in the 
poem? Milton’s speaker, for instance, refers to “this dark world and wide” (l. 2).  

    AP® FRQ Poetry Analysis.

    AP® FRQ Poetry Analysis.
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 4. Connections. The last line of the poem is frequently quoted as a kind of motto for those 
who are not in the midst of action but are nevertheless involved, whether the situation is war 
or a more personal plight. Describe an instance in which you considered yourself part of a 
situation even if you weren’t directly involved. In what way was your indirect participation a 
way to “serve” (l. 14)?

 5. Multimodal. Petrarchan sonnets are structurally divided into an octave and a sestet. Create 
a two-part collage that depicts the tones and images that pertain to each section of this 
poem. Each section of your collage should combine words and images that capture the 
mood that Milton creates in the two parts of the sonnet.

A Jewish American writer and activist, Emma Lazarus 

(1849–1887) was raised in New York City and began publishing 

poems as a teenager during the Civil War. In addition to poetry, 

Lazarus published novels, plays, and translations and moved in 

literary circles that included writers such as Ralph Waldo 

Emerson, Henry James, Robert Browning, and Thomas Hardy.

KEY CONTEXT In 1884, Lazarus fell ill with what was likely Hodgkin’s lymphoma, a form of 

cancer. She wrote this poem shortly before her death in 1887.

As the blind Milton’s memory of light,

The deaf Beethoven’s phantasy of tone,

Wrought joys for them surpassing all things known

In our restricted sphere of sound and sight, —

So while the glaring streets of brick and stone

Vex with heat, noise, and dust from morn till night,

I will give rein to Fancy, taking flight

From dismal now and here, and dwell alone

With new-enfranchised senses. All day long,

Think ye ’tis I, who sit ’twixt darkened walls,

While ye chase beauty over land and sea?

Uplift on wings of some rare poet’s song,

Where the wide billow laughs and leaps and falls,

I soar cloud-high, free as the winds are free. 

1888
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 Exploring the Text

 1. What is the analogy the speaker draws in the first 9 lines? Note the syntactical structure of 
“As . . .” and “So . . .” in lines 1 and 5.

 2. What point does the speaker make in alluding to “blind Milton” (l. 1) and “deaf Beethoven” (l. 2)?

 3. How does the speaker characterize “the streets of brick and stone” (l. 5)? What is her 
response to them?

 4. How does the speaker distinguish between herself and the reader? What expectation(s), for 
instance, does the speaker challenge in lines 9–11?

 5. What “new-enfranchised senses” does the speaker possess? How do these relate to the final 
three lines of the poem?

 6. What connection do you see between the form Emma Lazarus chose for this poem and its 
theme(s)? Are the two at odds with each other? Explain why or why not.

 Making Connections

 1. In “City Visions I” by Emma Lazarus, the speaker refers to “blind Milton’s memory of light”  
(l. 1). Based on your interpretation of John Milton’s “When I consider how my light is spent,” 
compare and contrast how the speakers in these two poems find meaning and comfort.

 2. Discuss the attitudes each speaker expresses toward physical limitations. How do Milton 
and Lazarus use literary elements to convey these attitudes?

 3. These poems share both a similar form and similar subject. How else are they alike? How do 
they differ in their approach? How would you describe the tone and mood of each?

I’m Nobody! Who are you?
Emily Dickinson

Born into a prominent family in Amherst, Massachusetts, Emily 

Dickinson (1830–1886) received some formal education at Amherst 

Academy and Mount Holyoke Female Seminary (which became 

Mount Holyoke College). Dickinson was known as a shy and 

reclusive person, who preferred to remain within her close family 

circle, though some contemporary scholars have begun to 

question that characterization. Dickinson wrote nearly eighteen 

hundred poems, but only ten were published in her lifetime.
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I’m Nobody! Who are you?

Are you — Nobody — too?

Then there’s a pair of us!

Don’t tell! they’d advertise — you know!
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How dreary — to be — Somebody!

How public — like a Frog —

To tell one’s name — the livelong June —

To an admiring Bog! 

c. 1861

 Understanding and Interpreting

 1. Is the opening statement — “I’m Nobody!” — an announcement, an apology, a challenge, a 
confession, a declaration, or something else? Why do you interpret it as you do?

 2. What are the contrasts, as the speaker presents them, between the “nobody[ies]” and those 
who “advertise” (l. 4) themselves? Are these classifications self-imposed, according to this 
poem, or determined by others?

 3. How does the speaker characterize what it takes to be a “Somebody”? Is Dickinson being 
too harsh, or is she creating a false dichotomy?

 4. How does this poem both confirm and challenge society’s perception of the “nobodies”? 
Based on this poem, would a visionary or rebel who is a leader of a group or community yet 
who does not seek approval be a “Nobody” or a “Somebody”?

 5. In what ways might this poem be read through a modern lens as a comment on social media 
and celebrity culture?

 Analyzing Language, Style, and Structure

 1. Vocabulary in Context. What is the literal definition of a “bog”? Why is this a particularly 
appropriate setting for Dickinson as she characterizes those who seek attention?

 2. To what extent do you find the speaker’s delight about the possibility of there being “a pair of 
us” (l. 3) the central paradox of this poem? Explain.

 3. The one instance of figurative language in the poem is the simile “like a Frog” (l. 6). What 
characteristics of frogs, particularly males during mating season, make this simile an effective 
one? What associations would her audience have likely brought to this creature?

 4. Dickinson’s speaker uses words that can have a fairly neutral meaning but often are used as 
pejoratives: “advertise” and “public” are two examples. How does Dickinson draw you as a 
reader into recognizing the more negative meaning?

 5. How does the repetition, or anaphora, in the second stanza reinforce the characteristics the 
speaker sees in those who seek to be “Somebody”?

 6. In an earlier edition of the poem, an editor revised line 4 to read: “They’d banish us, you 
know.” Eventually, the line as we see it here was verified in the actual manuscript. What 
difference would the revised line make in terms of style and/or meaning?

 7. In this very short poem, Dickinson uses six exclamation marks, yet popular usage advises 
writers to use this punctuation sparingly. What effect does Dickinson achieve by ignoring 
such advice?

 8. How does the poem’s structure of two stanzas, each one a quatrain, contribute to its 
meaning? Consider rhyme and meter in your response of how the structure operates.

5
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Topics for Composing  

1.    AP® FRQ Poetry Analysis.  In Emily Dickinson’s “I’m Nobody! Who are you?,” written 
c. 1861, the speaker contrasts two approaches to identity. While on the surface, the speaker 
appears to celebrate the private self over the public figure, there is more complexity than this 
simple contrast. Read the poem carefully. Then, in a well-written essay, analyze how Dickinson 
uses literary elements and techniques to develop the complexity of the speaker’s perspective.  

   2.    Research.  Emily Dickinson left nearly eighteen hundred unpublished poems when she died. 
Conduct some research into her efforts to be published as well as her disinclination to 
develop a public persona. Also explore the society of her era and the prevailing attitudes 
toward women as artists and writers. Why do you think that she did not gain fame as a poet 
during her lifetime? Was it a choice, a lack of opportunity, both, or neither?  

   3.    Speaking and Listening.  The opening line of the poem suggests that the speaker has been 
asked a question — to which she then responds. But we do not know what that question was, 
or what its tone might have been. Working in small groups, generate a possible question and 
then have one of the group members perform the poem in response. Discuss with the full 
group how the tone of the question you came up with elicits a unique interpretation of the 
poem’s meaning.  

   4.    Research.  While Emily Dickinson was not an active part of the publishing world of her time, 
her posthumous influence is vast. Look up some of the later poets — including contemporary 
ones — who were or are influenced by Dickinson’s writing. Choose a poem by one of these 
poets and write a close analysis comparing the literary elements and techniques to those of 
“I’m Nobody! Who are you?”  

   5.    Connections.  In the last few years, there have been several depictions of Emily Dickinson’s 
life as a woman and poet, including  A Quiet Passion , a 2017 film starring Cynthia Nixon, and 
Wild Nights with Emily , a 2019 film, which was described by one critic as “silly, yet 
deceptively smart.” Also in 2019, the television series  Dickinson , billed as a “historical 
comedy-drama,” debuted with Hailee Steinfeld as Emily. View one of these and discuss how 
its interpretation of Dickinson appeals to a more contemporary audience. Where do you see 
the portrayal of Dickinson reflected in this particular poem? Why do you think there is such 
interest in this allegedly reclusive poet over a century after her death?  

   6.    Connections.  Compare and contrast this poem with “The Quiet Life,” a poem written in 
1709 by Alexander Pope. What resources of language do the two poets employ to express 
the kind of life that each believes is most valuable?     

    AP® FRQ Poetry Analysis.

   We Real Cool  
   Gwendolyn Brooks             
  Born in Topeka, Kansas, and raised in Chicago, Gwendolyn Brooks 

(1917–2000) was author of more than twenty books of poetry, 

including her breakout work,  A Street in Bronzeville  (1945), and 

Annie Allen  (1949), for which she became the first African 

American author to receive the Pulitzer Prize. In 1968, she was 

named poet laureate of the state of Illinois, and from 1985 to 

1986 she served as consultant in poetry to the Library of 

Congress — the first African American woman to hold this position.  
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KEY CONTEXT Much of Brooks’s work focuses on Chicago’s urban landscape and culture, 

reflecting the speech patterns and expressions of the Black neighborhoods of Chicago’s South 

Side, where she lived. While depicting the gritty reality of urban poverty, her poems express an 

affirmation of life.

The Pool Players.

Seven at the Golden Shovel.

We real cool. We

Left school. We

Lurk late. We

Strike straight. We

Sing sin. We

Thin gin. We

Jazz June. We

Die soon. 

1960

5

In his 1942 painting entitled Pool 
Parlor, artist Jacob Lawrence depicts a 
group of young men playing the game.

How is Lawrence’s depiction both 
similar to and different from 
Brooks’s characterization? Pay 
special attention to the sense of risk 
that Brooks expresses; to what 
extent does Lawrence suggest a 
similar menace — or does he?

©
 2

02
1 

Th
e 

Ja
co

b 
an

d 
G

w
en

do
ly

n 
K

ni
gh

t L
aw

re
nc

e 
Fo

un
da

tio
n,

 S
ea

tt
le

/A
rt

is
ts

 R
ig

ht
s 

S
oc

ie
ty

 (A
R

S
), 

 
N

ew
 Y

or
k.

 Im
ag

e 
©

 T
he

 M
et

ro
po

lit
an

 M
us

eu
m

 o
f A

rt
. I

m
ag

e 
so

ur
ce

: A
rt

 R
es

ou
rc

e,
 N

Y
 

 Understanding and Interpreting

 1. In discussing this poem, Gwendolyn Brooks described passing a pool hall in her 
neighborhood and watching seven young men playing pool. Instead of asking herself why 
they weren’t in school, she tried to imagine how they felt about themselves. What does “We 
Real Cool” tell us about how the young men think of themselves?

 2. Why do you think Brooks chose to identify the characters and scene of the poem in the 
epigraph? How does this information — coming where it does at the beginning of the 
text — influence your reading of the poem?

 3. Consider the speaker (or speakers) of “We Real Cool.” What do you see or hear when you 
imagine them? How does “We Real Cool” comment on friendship, camaraderie, and 
loyalty?
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   4.   Do you think Brooks is judging the young men she describes? Explain your answer.  

   5.   What do you make of the last line of the poem? Why does the speaker declare that the pool 
players “[d]ie soon”?    

    Analyzing Language, Style, and Structure  

    1.    Vocabulary in Context.  In a recording of Brooks reading her poem, she notes that “It’s 
been . . . banned here and there — chiefly because, I understand, the word ‘jazz’ has been 
considered a sexual reference. That was not my intention . . . but I was thinking of music 
when I used the word ‘jazz.’” Why might the word “jazz” be misinterpreted in the context of 
this poem? How is Brooks’s intended meaning important to the poem?  

   2.   How many times is the pronoun “We” repeated in the poem? What does the placement 
of the pronoun suggest about the poet’s attitude toward the young men? What does 
the repetition and placement of “We” suggest about the pool players’ sense of 
themselves — their identity?  

   3.   How does Brooks’s use of monosyllabic words, alliteration, and internal rhyme contribute to 
the picture Brooks paints of the “cool” young men?  

   4.   What effect does this poem’s abrupt and rapid-fire rhythm have on the characterization of the 
pool players?    

    Topics for Composing  

    1.    AP® FRQ Poetry Analysis.  In Gwendolyn Brooks’s “We Real Cool,” published in 1960, the 
speakers share the way they see themselves at a particular moment in their lives. Read the 
poem carefully. Then, in a well-written essay, analyze how Brooks uses literary elements and 
techniques to convey the speakers’ complex perspective on their identities.  

   2.   Connections.  In an interview in  Contemporary Literature  11:1 (Winter 1970), Brooks offers 
stage directions for how “We Real Cool” should be read aloud:

  First of all, let me tell you how that’s supposed to be said, because there’s a reason why 
I set it out as I did. These are people who are essentially saying “Kilroy is here. We are.” 
But they’re a little uncertain of the strength of their identity. The “We” — you’re supposed 
to stop after the “We” and think about their validity, and of course there’s no way for you 
to tell whether it should be said softly or not, I suppose, but I say it rather softly because 
I want to represent their basic uncertainty, which they don’t bother to question every day, 
of course.  

  How do the poet’s instructions contribute to your experience of the poem?  

   3.    Connections.  Cultural critic, feminist theorist, and writer bell hooks titled her book about 
masculinity  We Real Cool , in which she argues that white society and weak Black leaders are 
failing Black youth. Why might hooks have chosen the title of Brooks’s poem for her book? To 
what extent does the poem outline issues of masculinity?  

   4.    Connections.  “We Real Cool” was published originally in 1963 in Brooks’s  Collected 
Poems . Three years later, in 1966, a broadside was published by Broadside Press 
with a black background and the words in white. Find the image of the broadside on 
the internet. What does it look like to you? How does it change your perception of 
the poem?  

    AP® FRQ Poetry Analysis.
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 5. Connections. Look online for Manual Cinema’s video that depicts Brooks’s moment of 
inspiration for “We Real Cool.” How does the video depict that moment? Did it make you see 
the poem in a different light or from a different perspective? What do you make of the last 
moment, when one of the boys nods to Brooks?

 6. Multimodal. Create your own video presenting an interpretation of “We Real Cool.” Update it 
as much or as little as you’d like.

Identity Card
Mahmoud Darwish

Translated from Arabic by Denys Johnson-Davies

One of the most prominent poets of the Arab world, Mahmoud 

Darwish (1941–2008) was born in what was then the British 

Mandate of Palestine. When Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, and 

Syria declared war on the newly established State of Israel, 

following the 1948 termination of the British Mandate, Darwish’s 

family fled to Lebanon. When they returned two years later, their 

village had been destroyed, they had missed a census, and they had lost their citizenship. 

Darwish’s political activities, in addition to his lack of citizenship, resulted in several arrests, 

and eventually exile. He later served on the executive committee of the Palestinian 

Liberation Organization (PLO). His first book of poetry, Asafir bila ajnihah (Sparrows without 

Wings), was published when he was nineteen. He wrote in Arabic but also spoke French, 

English, and Hebrew. In 2008, he was given the equivalent of a state funeral by the 

Palestine Authority and was buried in Ramallah.

KEY CONTEXT Written in 1964, “Identity Card” was inspired by an incident in which an Israeli 

soldier asked Darwish for his papers.

Put it on record.

I am an Arab

And the number of my card is fifty thousand

I have eight children

And the ninth is due after summer.

What’s there to be angry about?

Put it on record.

I am an Arab

Working with comrades of toil in a quarry.

I have eight children

For them I wrest the loaf of bread,

The clothes and exercise books

From the rocks
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And beg for no alms at your door,

Lower not myself at your doorstep.

What’s there to be angry about?

Put it on record.

I am an Arab.

I am a name without a title,

Patient in a country where everything

Lives in a whirlpool of anger.

My roots

Took hold before the birth of time

Before the burgeoning of the ages,

Before cypress and olive trees,

Before the proliferation of weeds.

My father is from the family of the plough

Not from highborn nobles.

And my grandfather was a peasant

Without line or genealogy.

My house is a watchman’s hut

Made of sticks and reeds.

Does my status satisfy you?

I am a name without a surname.

Put it on record.

I am an Arab.

Colour of hair: jet black.

Colour of eyes: brown.

My distinguishing features:

On my head the ’iqal cords over a keffiyeh1

Scratching him who touches it.

My address:

I’m from a village, remote, forgotten,

Its streets without name

And all its men in the fields and quarry.

What’s there to be angry about?

Put it on record.

I am an Arab.

You stole my forefathers’ vineyards

And land I used to till,

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

1  A keffiyeh is a traditional Arab headdress. It is held in place by a 
cord called an ’iqal. — Eds.

05_SheaLitComp3e_28114_ch04_164_327.indd   296 27/10/21   9:26 PM

Copyright © 2022 by Bedford, Freeman & Worth High School Publishers. Uncorrected proofs have been used in this sample chapter. 
Distributed by Bedford, Freeman & Worth High School Publishers. Strictly for use with its products. Not for redistribution.



297

4
 

 P
o

e
try  /   M

ah
m

o
u

d
 D

arw
ish

I and all my children,

And you left us and all my grandchildren

Nothing but these rocks.

Will your government be taking them too

As is being said?

So!

Put it on record at the top of page one:

I don’t hate people,

I trespass on no one’s property.

And yet, if I were to become hungry

I shall eat the flesh of my usurper.

Beware, beware of my hunger

And of my anger! 

1964

 Understanding and Interpreting

 1. To whom does the poem seem to be addressed? Support your view with specific evidence 
from the poem. What relationship does the speaker establish with this person?

 2. What details does the speaker provide to identify himself? What details does he hide?

 3. How does the speaker characterize himself? Cite specific lines. How do those details help 
him express his right to move freely through the land?

 4. What do you think “on record” means? What record (or records) might the speaker be 
referring to?

 5. What does the speaker mean when he asks, “Does my status satisfy you?” (l. 33)?

 6. How do you interpret the last stanza of “Identity Card”? Do you consider it a warning, a 
threat, or something else? What is the connection between hunger and anger?

 7. Does the speaker fully answer the question he repeatedly poses: “What is there to be angry 
about”? If so, how? If not, given what you know about the speaker, how do you think he 
would answer it?

 8. How does “Identity Card” become something larger than a poem about relations between 
Palestinians and Israelis? Consider some of the larger, universal themes it evokes.

 Analyzing Language, Style, and Structure

 1. Vocabulary in Context. What is the meaning of the word “wrest” in line 11? Why is it a 
particularly good word for what the speaker must do to provide basic necessities for his 
family?

 2. What effect does the repetition of the lines “Put it on record. / I am an Arab” have on you as a 
reader? How does the repetition contribute to the poem’s meaning?

 3. The meaning of the line “What’s there to be angry about?” (ll. 6, 16, and 46) becomes 
increasingly ironic as the poem progresses. Discuss how these six words shift in meaning 
depending on their placement within the poem.

55

60

05_SheaLitComp3e_28114_ch04_164_327.indd   297 27/10/21   9:26 PM

Copyright © 2022 by Bedford, Freeman & Worth High School Publishers. Uncorrected proofs have been used in this sample chapter. 
Distributed by Bedford, Freeman & Worth High School Publishers. Strictly for use with its products. Not for redistribution.



298

4
 

Id
e

n
tity a

n
d

 C
u

ltu
re

   4.   Another way to translate the repeating line “Put it on record” is “Write it down.” Does that 
translation change the meaning of that line? Explain why or why not.  

   5.   Explain how “And yet” in line 60 marks a turning point in the poem and a warning from the 
speaker to his audience.  

   6.   Look carefully at the way the lines are laid out on the page. Do you see a pattern in the 
choices to indent certain lines? How does that pattern reflect the themes of the poem?  

   7.   Look carefully at the details in “Identity Card.” Which ones are literal and which are figurative? 
Keep in mind that it can be difficult to tell. What is the effect of mixing literal and figurative 
language in the poem?  

   8.   Trace the imagery and language that is related to the earth in “Identity Card.” How does it 
speak to the values of the speaker?    

    Topics for Composing  

    1.    AP® FRQ Poetry Analysis.  In Mahmoud Darwish’s “Identity Card,” published in 1964, the 
speaker comments on the meaning of identity for someone who is without a homeland. Read 
the poem carefully. Then, in a well-written essay, analyze how Darwish uses literary elements 
and techniques to convey the complex role of a homeland in one’s sense of identity.  

   2.    AP® Literary Argumentation.  In an interview in 2000, Darwish described how he viewed 
the intersection of poetry and politics: “I don’t think there is any role for poetry [in a 
Palestinian state]. Poems can’t establish a state. But they can establish a metaphorical 
homeland in the minds of the people. I think my poems have built some houses in this 
landscape.” Write an essay in which you take a position on Darwish’s statement: How 
effectively does this poem establish a “metaphorical homeland” in the minds of readers? Is 
this something that poetry as a genre has the ability to do? Support your argument with 
evidence from the poem.  

   3.    Connections.  Think about the identity cards you carry (driver’s license, school ID). Why do 
you carry these cards? What do they reveal about your identity? What information does and 
does not appear there? Given only the information listed on your identity cards, what might a 
stranger assume about your identity?  

   4.    Research.  Do some research on the history of Palestinian-Israeli relations. How does your 
research change your reading of this poem?  

   5.    Connections.  Examine the ways that “Identity Card” transcends the conflict in the 
Middle East and can be read as a protest poem in any part of the world where people are 
oppressed and dispossessed. Consider especially the Black Lives Matter protests of the 
summer of 2020.  

   6.    Multimodal.  What aspect of your own identity would you want “put on record”? Write a 
poem or create an identity card that highlights those aspects of your identity.     

    AP® FRQ Poetry Analysis.
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Ogun
Kamau Brathwaite

Edward Kamau (E. K.) Brathwaite (1930–2020) was a poet, 

playwright, critic, and historian whose work explores the links 

between his West Indian and African heritages. Born and raised on 

the Caribbean island of Barbados, he was educated at Pembroke 

College, Cambridge, and received his PhD from the University of 

Sussex. Recipient of both Guggenheim and Fulbright fellowships 

and winner of numerous awards, Brathwaite worked in the Ministry 

of Education in Ghana and taught at the University of the West Indies, the University of 

Nairobi, Boston University, Yale University, and New York University. Brathwaite’s 

publications include The Arrivants: A New World Trilogy (1973), Black + Blues (1976),  

Mother Poem (1977), Sun Poem (1982), X/Self (1987), and The Zea Mexican Diary (1993), his 

final collection, The Lazarus Poems (2017), and many more.

KEY CONTEXT The poem’s title references Ogun, the Yoruba and Afro-Caribbean creator-god.

My uncle made chairs, tables, balanced doors on, dug out

coffins, smoothing the white wood out

with plane and quick sandpaper until

it shone like his short-sighted glasses.

The knuckles of his hands were sil-

vered knobs of nails hit, hurt and flat-

tened out with blast of heavy hammer. He was knock-knee’d, flat-

footed and his clip clop sandals slapped across the concrete

flooring of his little shop where canefield mulemen and a fleet

of Bedford lorry drivers dropped in to scratch themselves and talk.

There was no shock of wood, no beam

of light mahogany his saw teeth couldn’t handle.

When shaping squares for locks, a key hole

care tapped rat tat tat upon the handle

of his humpbacked chisel. Cold

world of wood caught fire as he whittled: rectangle

window frames, the intersecting x of fold-

ing chairs, triangle

trellises, the donkey

box-cart in its squeaking square.
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But he was poor and most days he was hungry.

Imported cabinets with mirrors, formica table

tops, spine-curving chairs made up of tubes, with hollow

steel-like bird bones that sat on rubber ploughs,

thin beds, stretched not on boards, but blue high-tensioned cables,

were what the world preferred.

And yet he had a block of wood that would have baffled them.

With knife and gimlet care he worked away at this on Sundays,

explored its knotted hurts, cutting his way

along its yellow whorls until his hands could feel

how it had swelled and shivered, breathing air,

its weathered green burning rings of time,

its contoured grain still tuned to roots and water.

And as he cut, he heard the creak of forests:

green lizard faces gulped, grey memories with moth

eyes watched him from their shadows, soft

liquid tendrils leaked among the flowers

and a black rigid thunder he had never heard within his hammer

came stomping up the trunks. And as he worked within his shattered

Sunday shop, the wood took shape: dry shuttered

eyes, slack anciently everted lips, flat

ruined face, eaten by pox, ravaged by rat

and woodworm, dry cistern mouth, cracked

gullet crying for the desert, the heavy black

enduring jaw; lost pain, lost iron;

emerging woodwork image of his anger. 

1969

25

30

35

40

45

 Understanding and Interpreting

 1. What is the literal situation being described in this poem? Who is the subject, and what is he doing?

 2. Where do you think the poem is set? How do you know?

 3. The poem is narrated by an outside observer, a family member describing the subject. What 
is the relationship between the speaker, the title, and the subject? How would the overall 
impact of the poem change if the subject himself were the speaker?

 4. What is the difference between the work the speaker’s uncle does “on Sundays” (l. 28) and 
the work he does the rest of the week?
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Analyzing Language, Style, and Structure  

    1.    Vocabulary in Context.  What do you make of the word “shattered” in line 39? The word 
“shuttered” might have made more sense there — after all, it’s Sunday, a day of rest. Why do 
you think Brathwaite chose “shattered” for this particular line instead?  

   2.   Read the poem aloud and just try to listen. How does the sound affect your understanding? 
Identify and discuss the effects of alliteration, onomatopoeia, and line breaks.  

   3.   The poem contains references to the tools of both the carpenter’s and the sculptor’s craft. 
What does this specialized language add to the poem? Consider how terms such as “plane” 
(l. 3) and “gimlet” (l. 28) might have more than one meaning.  

   4.   Identify the figurative language in the poem. There is a great deal of concrete descriptive 
detail but few actual figures of speech. Why do you think the poet chose to use so few 
metaphors and similes?  

   5.   The poem has a three-part structure: the opening, a transition, and a final section. Where are 
these divisions? How does this structure reinforce the ideas or themes of the poem?  

   6.   How do you interpret the ending of the poem, beginning with line 39: “And as he 
worked . . .”? Can it be read literally or is it completely metaphorical? Explain your answer. 
What image do you see as you read those lines?  

   7.   What role do colors play in the poem? Which part of the poem is most colorful? What mood 
do the colors set?    

Topics for Composing  

1.    AP® FRQ Poetry Analysis.  In Kamau Brathwaite’s “Ogun,” published in 1969, the speaker 
paints a picture of his uncle’s life through descriptions of his work. Read the poem carefully. 
Then, in a well-written essay, analyze how Brathwaite uses literary elements and techniques 
to develop the complex relationship between the speaker’s uncle and his work.  

   2.    AP® Literary Argumentation.  “Ogun” has three distinct sections, each of which presents 
the speaker’s uncle in a different way. Write an essay in which you examine the literary 
elements in each section and how they connect to paint a complex picture of the poem’s 
subject.  

   3.    AP® Literary Argumentation.  Does “Ogun” make an argument for the old over the new? If 
not, what is the main argument it does make? Support your response with evidence from the 
text of the poem.  

   4.    Research . Research the origins of and myths surrounding the creator-god Ogun. Why do 
you think Brathwaite named a poem about a carpenter after him? How does your research 
affect your interpretation of the overall meaning of the poem?  

   5.    Creative Writing.  Rewrite this poem with the uncle as speaker. Try to convey your 
interpretation of the poem from the point of view of the uncle.  

   6.    Multimodal.  Create a collage that illustrates what you see as the main contrast the speaker 
highlights in the poem. Write a short paragraph describing how the images you chose reflect 
your interpretation.  

   7.    Connections.  Compare and contrast the description of the speaker’s uncle in “Ogun” with 
the descriptions of the speaker’s father and grandfather in “Digging” by Seamus Heaney 
( p. 57 ). How are the attitudes of the older generation to their work both alike and different?  

   8.    Connections.  Compare and contrast the ways anger is portrayed in “Ogun” and Darwish’s 
“Identity Card.” How much does each portrayal have to do with identity? How much might 
each be considered the result of social and political events?     

    AP® FRQ Poetry Analysis.
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Southern History
Natasha Trethewey

Natasha Trethewey (b. 1966) is a Pulitzer Prize–winning American 

poet. She grew up in Mississippi and went on to study at the 

University of Georgia, Hollins University, and the University of 

Massachusetts Amherst. Trethewey’s first book, Domestic Work 

(2000), won the First Annual Cave Canem Foundation Poetry Prize. 

Trethewey is the author of five other books of poetry, including Native 

Guard (2006), for which she won the 2007 Pulitzer Prize for Poetry, 

and Monument: Poems New and Selected (2018). In 2012 Trethewey 

was named both the U.S. Poet Laureate and the poet laureate of 

Mississippi. Her most recent book, entitled Memorial Drive, is a memoir.

 Understanding and Interpreting

 1. Why do you believe the poet says that the words from the textbook “blur on the page” (l. 5)? 
Is it because the lesson is dull or boring, as the anticipation that “luckily” there was to be 
“three hours” of movie watching might suggest, or is there another reason (ll. 8–9)? Explain.

 2. Why do you think the speaker identifies the class she’s in (“senior year / history class,”  
ll. 2–3)?

 3. What is the implication of the statement, “we still had Reconstruction / to cover before the 
test” (ll. 7–8)?

 4. What is the “lie” in line 13? Explain. Why is it “guarded” (l. 14) by the teacher?

Before the war, they were happy, he said,

quoting our textbook. (This was senior-year

history class.) The slaves were clothed, fed,

and better off under a master’s care.

I watched the words blur on the page. No one

raised a hand, disagreed. Not even me.

It was late; we still had Reconstruction

to cover before the test, and — luckily —

three hours of watching Gone with the Wind.

History, the teacher said, of the old South —

a true account of how things were back then.

On screen a slave stood big as life: big mouth,

bucked eyes, our textbook’s grinning proof — a lie

my teacher guarded. Silent, so did I. 

2006
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   5.   The speaker uses the phrases “Not even me” (l. 6) and “so did I” (l. 14) to describe her 
inaction. How do you think the speaker feels about her silence? Why do you think she 
confesses it? Explain.    

Analyzing Language, Style, and Structure  

    1.    Vocabulary in Context.  What is the meaning of the word “master” in line 4? How does 
Trethewey play with that meaning in the phrase “a master’s care”?  

   2.   The speaker in “Southern History” speaks in the past tense. How does this choice affect the 
overall tone and meaning of the poem?  

   3.   What does the use of the em-dash in lines 8 (twice), 10, and 13 reveal about the speaker’s 
understanding of the moment she describes — or the way she is processing it from the 
distance of time?  

   4.   This poem maintains many features of the sonnet form, but the stanza breaks do not conform 
to tradition. Why might the poet deliberately change stanza breaks to disguise this poem as 
something other than a sonnet? What does this choice suggest about the speaker’s attitude 
toward the experience the poem describes? Explain.  

   5.   Why do you think the poet makes use of italics in some lines and not in others? What effect 
does this device have on the tone and mood of the poem?    

Topics for Composing  

    1.    AP® FRQ Poetry Analysis.  In Natasha Trethewey’s “Southern History,” published in 2006, the 
speaker reflects on history and its meaning. Read the poem carefully. Then, in a well-written essay, 
analyze how the poet uses literary elements and techniques to question just what “history” means.  

   2.    Connections.  The question of accuracy and bias in history textbooks has become a 
much-debated national issue in the United States. How does Natasha Trethewey’s poem, 
“Southern History,” contribute to the discussion of how history is perceived and taught in 
American classrooms?  

   3.    Research . Learn more about the film and book versions of  Gone with the Wind . In what 
ways are the book and movie emblems of the “Lost Cause” movement? How does that 
movement relate to American culture today?  

   4.    Connections.  Develop a position on how to change the type of harmful narrative the 
speaker encounters in “Southern History.” Whose responsibility is it to make these changes? 
Is it possible that civil discourse alone can create change? Or since, as Frederick Douglass 
put it, “power concedes nothing without a demand,” must it be legislated or even forced 
through protests, boycotts, and other actions?  

   5.    Connections.  Read Trethewey’s 2000 poem “History Lesson.” Compare and contrast the 
speakers in each poem. Do they share a common concern? What do you make of the fact that 
the speaker of “Southern History” speaks in the past tense, while the speaker of “History 
Lesson” uses present tense? How do these choices affect both tone and mood in each poem?  

   6.    Multimodal.  Have you studied anything in school that seems dated or counterintuitive? You 
might reflect on some of what you have been taught about the history of slavery, as in this 
poem, but you might look into other subjects as well. If you cannot think of anything you have 
encountered in school, choose a topic that most people misunderstand that you believe 
should be re-evaluated. Create a short presentation that makes an argument for how to 
update the instruction or reframe the conversation on the topic you have chosen.     

    AP® FRQ® FRQ®  Poetry Analysis.
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The Facts of Art
Natalie Diaz

Natalie Diaz (b. 1978) is an American poet and language activist. 

She is Mojave and an enrolled member of the Gila River Indian 

community. After attending Old Dominion University in Norfolk, 

Virginia, on an athletic scholarship as a Division 1 basketball player, 

Diaz went on to play professional basketball in Austria, Portugal, 

Spain, Sweden, and Turkey. She returned to Old Dominion University 

and earned an MFA in writing. A recipient of the MacArthur 

Foundation “Genius” Grant, she has authored two books of poetry: 

When My Brother Was an Aztec (2012) and Post-Colonial Love Poem (2020), which won the 

Pulitzer Prize for poetry. She is part of the Institute of American Indian Arts low-residency 

MFA faculty in Santa Fe, New Mexico, and currently splits her time between Princeton,  

New Jersey, and Mohave Valley, Arizona, where she works with the last speakers of the 

Mojave language to teach and revitalize the Mojave language.

KEY CONTEXT This poem is set during the Great Depression of the 1930s. The government, 

headed by President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, created the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) to 

generate jobs for the many unemployed across the nation. A division of this program, known as the 

CCC-ID, employed American Indians on public works projects, including roads, on their 

reservations. However, most local roads were not built on reservations until the 1970s.

woven plaque basket with sunflower design, Hopi,

Arizona, before 1935

from an American Indian basketry exhibit in

Portsmouth, Virginia

The Arizona highway sailed across the desert —

a gray battleship drawing a black wake,

halting at the foot of the orange mesa,

unwilling to go around.

Hopi men and women — brown, and small, and claylike

— peered down from their tabletops at yellow tractors, water trucks,

and white men blistered with sun — red as fire ants — towing

sunscreen-slathered wives in glinting Airstream trailers

in caravans behind them.

Elders knew these BIA1 roads were bad medicine — knew too

that young men listen less and less, and these young Hopi men

needed work, hence set aside their tools, blocks of cottonwood root

5

10

1 Bureau of Indian Affairs. — Eds.
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and half-finished Koshari the clown katsinas,2 then

signed on with the Department of Transportation,

were hired to stab drills deep into the earth’s thick red flesh

on First Mesa,3 drive giant sparking blades across the mesas’ faces,

run the drill bits so deep they smoked, bearding all the Hopi men

in white — Bad spirits, said the Elders —

The blades caught fire, burned out — Ma’saw4 is angry, the Elders said.

New blades were flown in by helicopter. While Elders dreamed

their arms and legs had been cleaved off and their torsos were flung

over the edge of a dinner table, the young Hopi men went

back to work cutting the land into large chunks of rust.

Nobody noticed at first — not the white workers,

not the Indian workers — but in the mounds of dismantled mesa,

among the clods and piles of sand,

lay the small gray bowls of babies’ skulls.

Not until they climbed to the bottom did they see

the silvered bones glinting from the freshly sliced dirt-and-rock wall —

a mausoleum mosaic, a sick tapestry: the tiny remains

roused from death’s dusty cradle, cut in half, cracked,

wrapped in time-tattered scraps of blankets.

Let’s call it a day, the white foreman said.

That night, all the Indian workers got sad-drunk — got sick

— while Elders sank to their kivas5 in prayer. Next morning,

as dawn festered on the horizon, state workers scaled the mesas,

knocked at the doors of pueblos that had them, hollered

into those without them,

demanding the Hopi men come back to work — then begging them —

then buying them whiskey — begging again — finally sending their white

wives up the dangerous trail etched into the steep sides

to buy baskets from Hopi wives and grandmothers

as a sign of treaty.

When that didn’t work, the state workers called the Indians lazy,

sent their sunhat-wearing wives back up to buy more baskets —

katsinas too — then called the Hopis good-for-nothings,

before begging them back once more.

15

20

25

35

40

45

2  Katsinas, in Hopi religious tradition, are dolls carved out of cottonwood root into depictions of the 
Katsinam, or Hopi spirit messengers. Koshari is a trickster katsina. — Eds.

3 One of three mesas that unite the system of villages on the Arizona Hopi Reservation. — Eds.
4 A Hopi deity who serves as guardian of the earth. — Eds.
5 Large rooms, either partially or wholly underground, used for Hopi religious ceremonies. — Eds.

30
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We’ll try again in the morning, the foreman said.

But the Indian workers never returned —

The BIA’s and DOT’s6 calls to work went unanswered,

as the fevered Hopis stayed huddled inside.

The small bones half-buried in the crevices of mesa —

in the once-holy darkness of silent earth and always-night —

smiled or sighed beneath the moonlight, while white women

in Airstream trailers wrote letters home

praising their husbands’ patience, describing the lazy savages:

such squalor in their stone and plaster homes — cobs of corn stacked

floor to ceiling against crumbling walls — their devilish ceremonies

and the barbaric way they buried their babies,

oh, and those beautiful, beautiful baskets. 

2012

50

55

60

6 Department of Transportation. — Eds.

 Understanding and Interpreting

 1. Note that the Hopi men and women are presented together in line 5; not so the Elders and 
the young men, and not so the white men and their wives. How does Natalie Diaz 
characterize each of these groups? Why might she have chosen to establish these contrasts 
early in the poem?

 2. What warning do the Elders try to give the young man?

 3. At first, the state workers try what might be considered bribery to convince the Hopis to 
return to work. When that fails, they resort to derision. What might Diaz be suggesting by this 
swift change in their perspective?

 4. What is the effect of the poet’s decision to conclude the poem with an account of the white 
women’s letters home?

 5. Now that you’ve read the poem, what do you make of the title? What, in the context of this poem, 
are the “facts” of art? How does the title express or relate to the themes the poem explores?

 Analyzing Language, Style, and Structure

 1. Vocabulary in Context. What is the meaning of the word “tabletops” (l. 6) in the context of 
the poem? How does it help establish the poem’s setting?

 2. How does the figurative language set the scene and contribute to the tone and mood in the 
first two stanzas?

 3. Pay close attention to the syntax and structure of the poem. Why do you think Diaz chose to 
write such complex sentences, breaking them across both lines and stanzas? What mood 
does this help create? What does it suggest about the poet’s attitude toward the events the 
poem describes?

 4. The image of white women in Airstream trailers appears both near the beginning and end of 
the poem: first, as the white men are arriving, “towing / sunscreen-slathered wives in glinting 
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Airstream trailers” (ll. 7–8); then, after the Hopis refused to return to work, “white women / in 
Airstream trailers wrote letters home” (ll. 54–55). Compare and contrast the context in which 
each of these appears. Why do you think Diaz chose to repeat this image in particular? What 
effect does each image, taken on its own, have on the poem? What effect do the images 
have when taken together?  

   5.   What do the Hopi baskets represent? What elements of style does Diaz use to convey that 
meaning to readers?  

   6.   How does the visual structure of “The Facts of Art” mirror its geographical setting?    

Topics for Composing  

1.    AP® FRQ Poetry Analysis.  In Natalie Diaz’s “The Facts of Art,” published in 2012, the 
speaker recounts the building of a highway on Hopi Indian land during the 1930s. Read the 
poem carefully. Then, in a well-written essay, analyze how Diaz uses literary elements and 
techniques to convey the significance of the events to the speaker of the poem.  

   2.    Creative Writing.  Using “The Facts of Art” as a model, write a poem that depicts a clash of 
cultures. Consider starting with an artifact that has been misappropriated or misidentified as 
the epigraph for the poem.  

   3.    Research.  Research the “Indian New Deal” of the 1930s, including the role the BIA and 
CCC-ID played. What positive changes were brought about as a result of the Indian New 
Deal? What discriminatory and harmful systems and practices remained in place? How does 
this poem reflect both the progress and barriers to it that occurred during that era?  

   4.    Connections.  Write an essay in which you take a stand on how, why, where, and by whom 
objects from marginalized cultures and societies should be shared with the public. In other 
words, who should be telling the story of those societies? What are the “facts of art”?     

    AP® FRQ Poetry Analysis.

   Dolorosa  
   Molly Rose Quinn             
  Molly Rose Quinn (b. 1988) is an American poet who was raised in 

Memphis, Tennessee. She earned an MFA in poetry from Sarah 

Lawrence College, and her poems have appeared in  Black Warrior 

Review ,  The Offing ,  PEN Poetry Series , and elsewhere. Quinn has 

taught writing at the Sackett Street Writers’ Workshop and 

co-organizes the Moby-Dick Marathon NYC, an annual marathon 

reading of Melville’s classic novel. She has served as the director 

of public programming at Housing Works Bookstore Café, a volunteer-run nonprofit 

bookstore in Manhattan dedicated to fighting AIDS and homelessness. A co-founder of the 

Center for Southern Literary Arts, she is currently the Executive Director of OUTMemphis: 

The LGBTQ Center for the Mid-South.  

    KEY CONTEXT   The title of the poem is an allusion to  STABAT MATER DOLOROSA , a 

thirteenth-century hymn whose title translates to “the mother stood weeping.” The song is about the 

suffering of Mary during the crucifixion of Christ. The epigraph for the poem notes that the setting is 

in the chapel at St. Mary’s School for Girls, a private all-girls school in Memphis, Tennessee.  
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(The Chapel at St. Mary’s School for Girls)

where the pillar falls at the edge of morning the teachers

beg us to tug down our skirts they offer their palms

for our gumballs and your god is here to say that beauty

is easy like cutting teeth and your legs and your legs

and yours and I in the pew wish to scrape down

to nothing cuff myself kneel better and what could be

worthier hair voice and loudly I beg for ascendancy

dear classmates your legs in neat rows pray as you do

with fists up and the sun in here bare pray for safety

the teen saint she is the girl to win it all for I beg my

mariology1 as she sets the way that girl she never once

begged for sparing she begged for death like wine

she begged the best she supplicated she died this dying

begs for me I give it such pleasure and legs and the pew

and the alb2 and the bread and all other objects beg to be

candles when you are a candle you can beg to be lit

each of you in the pew you beg to be lit I’ll never shine

bigger as we know teenagers beg to be begged and we do

you girls you begged me to hold you begged me to take

what I took you beg bigger and better and for that

you’ll be queens the chimes chime and bells bell

and dear god I know I can be the greatest girl ever

by anointing all alone and being loved the very best

and she says what is so good about anger god killed

my son for himself I suppose and this halo it’s nothing

I asked for and of course she’ll be lying and your legs

and your legs and yours tanned and the best thing all year. 

2013

5
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25

 Understanding and Interpreting

 1. Who is “she” in line 24? What is significant about the statement the speaker attributes to her?

 2. How would you characterize the speaker of the poem? What is the speaker’s attitude toward 
the church? womanhood? her teachers? her classmates?

 3. Why might Molly Rose Quinn have decided to name the poem after this particular hymn? In 
what ways does the poem explore themes of suffering and faith?

 4. Do you think “Dolorosa” is a poem that is more about religion or about adolescence? How do 
the two meet in the poem?

1 The study of the Virgin Mary. — Eds.
2  A white garment worn by leaders in the several different church denominations; 

in this case the Episcopal church. — Eds.
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    Analyzing Language, Style, and Structure  

    1.    Vocabulary in Context.  What is the meaning of the word “ascendancy” in line 7? What 
multiple meanings might it have in the context of “Dolorosa”?  

   2.   This poem is notable for its odd juxtapositions and jumbles of objects and images. For 
example, consider the “legs and the pew / and the alb and the bread” (ll. 14–15). What is the 
intent and effect of this technique? Explain, using at least two examples from the poem.  

   3.   What effect does the poem’s run-on, stream-of-consciousness style have on your 
interpretation of its meaning? How does it help shape the mood of the poem?  

   4.   How does the tone shift after the speaker says, “dear classmates your legs in neat rows pray 
as you do / with fists up and the sun in here bare pray for safety” (ll. 8–9)? Explain.  

   5.   The word “begs” (or forms of it) appears more than a dozen times in this poem. Similarly, 
“legs” appears several times as well. What is the effect of such repetition and rhyme? How 
does it contribute to your understanding of the poem?    

Topics for Composing  

1.    AP® FRQ Poetry Analysis.  In Molly Rose Quinn’s “Dolorosa,” published in 2013, the 
teenage speaker’s thoughts mingle freely with the traditional practices of her religion. Read 
the poem carefully. Then, in a well-written essay, analyze how Quinn uses literary elements 
and techniques to develop a connection between religious ritual and female adolescence.  

   2.    AP® Literary Argumentation.  Poet Molly Rose Quinn lived in New York City for several 
years and has recently returned to Memphis, Tennessee, where she spent much of her 
childhood. Memphis is a city well known for its rich musical traditions, but it also has a long 
history of racist violence. How does Quinn use structure and style to address and incorporate 
these elements of Memphis culture and history in this poem?  

   3.    AP® Literary Argumentation.  In discussing “Dolorosa,” Quinn has said that it is “about 
how in Christianity, everything is about the body and what you do with it — even the things 
that aren’t explicitly about the body. And that’s exactly what being a teenage girl is like. 
Everything, everything is about the body and what you do with it.” What is the speaker’s 
attitude toward bodies in this poem? What connection does it draw between the way bodies 
are treated in Christian tradition and social expectations for young women?  

   4.    Connections.  In an interview for web-based Brooklyn Poets, Quinn said, “More than church 
this is a poem of womanhood. The legs and hair.” What do you think Quinn means by that? 
How do the language and structure of the poem reflect your understanding of this statement?  

   5.    Multimodal.  Consider the collage effect of the many images layered within “Dolorosa,” and 
create your own collage containing images that evoke the mood and setting of the poem. 
How does each of the images you’ve chosen evoke meaning on its own? What is the effect 
of these images when taken together? How does this collective meaning reflect a theme of 
the poem?  

   6.    Creative Writing.  Write a poem that uses layered imagery to convey the significance of an 
important experience in your life. It can be a poem about attending a religious service, or it 
can be about something else, such as learning to drive, getting a job, teaching a younger 
sibling to ride a bike, or playing a sport.     

    AP® FRQ Poetry Analysis.
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Written by Himself
Gregory Pardlo

Gregory Pardlo (b. 1968) is an American poet whose second volume 

of poetry, Digest, won the 2015 Pulitzer Prize for Poetry. Pardlo grew 

up in Willingboro, New Jersey, and received a BA in English from 

Rutgers University–Camden and an MFA from New York University. 

He currently teaches at Rutgers University-Camden. His first book 

of poems, Totem, won the American Poetry Review/Honickman 

Prize in 2007, and he also translated Pencil of Rays and Spiked 

Mace (2004) by the Danish poet Niels Lyngsø. His most recent book 

is Air Traffic: A Memoir of Ambition and Manhood in America (2018).

KEY CONTEXT The title of this poem is a reference to the subtitles of many autobiographies of formerly 

enslaved people in the years leading up to the Civil War, which began in 1861 and ended in 1865. For 

instance, The Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an 1845 autobiography by the former enslaved 

man who became a leader in the abolitionist movement, often appears with the subtitle Written by Himself.

1 A piece of farm equipment used to make plowed land level. — Eds.
2  A large sheet of paper with a public announcement printed on one side, popular during 

the nineteenth century. — Eds.
3  A reference to the biblical story in which Jesus feeds five thousand people with only two 

fish and five loaves of bread. — Eds.
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I was born in minutes in a roadside kitchen a skillet

whispering my name. I was born to rainwater and lye;

I was born across the river where I

was borrowed with clothespins, a harrow tooth,1

broadsides2 sewn in my shoes. I returned, though

it please you, through no fault of my own,

pockets filled with coffee grounds and eggshells.

I was born still and superstitious; I bore an unexpected burden.

I gave birth, I gave blessing, I gave rise to suspicion.

I was born abandoned outdoors in the heat-shaped air,

air drifting like spirits and old windows.

I was born a fraction and a cipher and a ledger entry;

I was an index of first lines when I was born.

I was born waist-deep stubborn in the water crying

ain’t I a woman and a brother I was born

to this hall of mirrors, this horror story I was

born with a prologue of references, pursued

by mosquitoes and thieves, I was born passing

off the problem of the twentieth century: I was born.

I read minds before I could read fishes and loaves;3

I walked a piece of the way alone before I was born. 

 2014
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   Understanding and Interpreting  

    1.   Why do you think Gregory Pardlo chose “Written by Himself” as the title for this poem? How 
does the Key Context information influence your understanding and appreciation of the 
poem?  

   2.   Does Pardlo always mean the same thing with the phrase “I was born”? What are some of its 
different meanings? Why do you think the poet chose to use that phrase to both open and 
conclude the poem?  

   3.   Why was the speaker “borrowed,” and what does it mean that he was borrowed along with 
“clothespins” and a “harrow tooth”? Why would the speaker have kept “broadsides sewn in 
[his] shoes” (ll. 4–5)?  

   4.   “Written by Himself” transitions among a few different time periods. Identify the eras and 
explain how each one helps the speaker identify himself.    

    Analyzing Language, Style, and Structure  

    1.    Vocabulary in Context.  In the context of the poem, what is the meaning of the words in line 
12: “fraction,” “cipher,” “ledger”? How do the connotations of each one develop an 
underlying theme of the poem? What is the effect of these words when taken together?  

   2.   How do the themes of fertility and childbirth run through the poem? Trace the various images 
that support the repeated phrase “I was born.” What is the effect of the anaphora, or 
repetition, of that phrase? How is birth portrayed in the poem? Look at single words as well 
as more complex images.  

   3.   The poem presents a collage of both related and seemingly unrelated images. Which ones 
might refer to literal experiences? Which ones are most mysterious? Explain the significance 
of the nonliteral images.  

   4.   Note Pardlo’s inconsistent use of punctuation. What do you make of the enjambment in lines 
5 to 6 and again in lines 18 to 19? How does this technique help reinforce the poem’s 
meaning?    

Topics for Composing  

1.    AP® FRQ Poetry Analysis.  In Gregory Pardlo’s “Written by Himself,” published in 2014, 
the speaker weaves a tale of self-creation. Read the poem carefully. Then, in a well-written 
essay, analyze how Pardlo uses literary elements and techniques to convey the speaker’s 
complex perspective on his sense of identity.  

   2.    AP® Literary Argumentation.  Pardlo has said, “I accept that my identity is a digest of 
discourses and that my engagement with the world is mediated through these discourses.” 
How does the poem, and especially the voice of its speaker, reflect that statement? What 
discourses are present in the poem, and how do they mediate the poet’s communication with 
the reader? Use evidence from the poem to support your response.  

   3.    Connections.  Examine the ways Pardlo moves between myth and modernity in this poem. 
What historical connections do the objects in the poem have? What connections do the 
objects have in modern times? How do these objects work together to create meaning in 
the poem?  

   4.    Connections.  Read Sojourner Truth’s speech “Ain’t I a Woman,” to which “Written by 
Himself” alludes in line 15. What does that allusion add to your understanding of the poem? 

    AP® FRQ Poetry Analysis.
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Why might Pardlo have used it? What assumptions does the allusion suggest he makes 
about his audience?

 5. Multimodal. Illustrate “Written by Himself” with a collage that contains the images from the 
poem. Create them yourself or use images from art, photography, or advertising.

 6. Creative Writing. Using Pardlo’s poem as inspiration and a starting point, write a poem that 
pulls together disparate aspects of your identity to tell the world who you are. Incorporate at 
least three images, events, or objects that represent something you consider core to your 
sense of self.

loose strife [Somebody says draw a map]
Quan Barry

Born in Saigon in 1973, Vietnamese poet and novelist Quan Barry 

was raised on the North Shore of Boston. She is the author of four 

poetry books, most recently Loose Strife (2015) and two novels, 

including She Rides Upon Sticks (2020). With a BA from the 

University of Virginia and an MFA from the University of Michigan, 

Barry was also a Wallace Stegner Fellow at Stanford University. 

Currently, she teaches at the University of Wisconsin-Madison.

KEY CONTEXT Barry’s collection Loose Strife opens with this poem. Each of the poems in the 

collection is titled “loose strife” with the first line in brackets. “Loose strife” is a purple flower that 

grows up to eight feet, a beautiful blossom yet an invasive species that threatens other plants and 

the natural environment around it. “Loose strife” also refers to the Greek tragedy Oresteia and its 

portrayal of a seemingly endless cycle of violence. This particular poem makes several references 

to the Vietnam War and its aftermath. A long conflict involving multiple countries, the war lasted 

more than twenty years, ending with the fall of Saigon in 1975. The United States fought as an ally 

of South Vietnam against the communist government of North Vietnam. Over 3 million people lost 

their lives: more than 58,000 Americans, over 1 million North Vietnamese soldiers and Vietcong 

guerrilla fighters, between 200,000 and 250,000 South Vietnamese soldiers, and as many as 2 

million Vietnamese civilians.

Somebody says draw a map. Populate it with the incidents

of your childhood. Mark the spot where the lake receded

after a winter of light snow. The stairs on which someone

slapped you. The place where the family dog hung itself

by jumping over the back fence while still on the dog run,

hours later its body like a limp flag on a windless day.

Draw a map, someone says. Let yourself remember.

In the refugee camp a hundred thousand strong

draw the stony outcrop from which you could no longer see

the plume of smoke that was your village. Draw a square

for the bathroom stall where Grandpa hid each day

in order to eat his one egg free from the starving eyes

5

10

05_SheaLitComp3e_28114_ch04_164_327.indd   312 27/10/21   9:27 PM

Copyright © 2022 by Bedford, Freeman & Worth High School Publishers. Uncorrected proofs have been used in this sample chapter. 
Distributed by Bedford, Freeman & Worth High School Publishers. Strictly for use with its products. Not for redistribution.



313

4
 

 P
o

e
try  /   Q

u
an

 B
arry

of his classmates, an X for the courthouse where you and he

were naturalized, a broken line for the journey. Draw a map,

Jon says. Let it be your way into the poem. Here is where

that plane filled with babies crashed1 that I was not on.

Here is where I was ashamed. On the second floor

at Pranash University the people wait their turn. Have you

drawn your map, Jon asks. He has rolled up his sleeves.

Forty-five minutes to noon the Prince stands up and says

that the monks must be excused. We watch them file out,

saffron robes as if their bodies have burst into blossom.

Draw a map. Fly halfway around the globe. Here is the room

next to the library where you realize how poor your tradition is,

the local people with poetic forms still in use that date back

to the time of Christ. Tell us about your map. Explain

how these wavy lines represent the river, this rectangle

the school-turned-prison where only seven

escaped with their lives. This is my map. This star the place

where I sat in a roomful of people among whom not one

was not touched by genocide. Every last map resplendent with death

though nobody knows where their loved ones lie buried.

How many times can I appropriate a story that is not mine to tell?

The woman stands up and says she is not a poet, that she

doesn’t have the words. She points to a triangle on a piece of paper.

Here is the spot where she found human bones in the well

of her childhood home, and how her mother told her

don’t be afraid because it was not the work of wild animals. 

2015

15

20

25

30

35

1  A reference to Operation Babylift in 1975, when the first flight of orphans out of South Vietnam 
made a crash landing, and many of them died. — Eds.

 Understanding and Interpreting

 1. What expectations do you have from the very first line: “Somebody says draw a map”? How 
do you picture the “somebody” telling the speaker to draw a map? What does the idea of a 
map suggest to you as you enter the poem?

 2. One way to read the poem is as a series of stories. What are the subjects of each of the 
stories? Do you perceive any pattern in the progression of the events in these stories? In 
what way do they resemble fictional narrative structures?

 3. In this poem, Quan Barry refers to some actual historical events, as well as ways in which 
personal experience can intersect with larger world events. Do you need to know the exact 
details of the world events in order to understand their significance to the speaker? Explain.

 4. What do we know about the speaker in this poem? Who are the other characters, including 
Jon? What, if anything, unifies the speaker with them?
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   5.   How do you interpret the question, “How many times can I appropriate a story that is not 
mine to tell?”? To whom is this question addressed? What does “appropriate” mean in this 
context? Why doesn’t the speaker view it as hers to tell?  

   6.   In what ways are the ideas of travel and journey — in terms of both place and time — entwined 
with the idea of creation?  

   7.   Who is “the woman” who “stands up and says she is not a poet” (l. 34)? What does poetry 
have to do with the map in the poem?    

    Analyzing Language, Style, and Structure  

    1.    Vocabulary in Context.  Barry’s speaker refers to “Every last map resplendent with death” in 
line 31. The adjective  resplendent  refers to something beautiful, richly colored, even luxurious. 
Why might the word in the context of this poem be an effective description of death? How 
does it help reveal the attitude of the speaker?  

   2.   What associations does Barry evoke with the idea of drawing a map? How does she draw on 
both literal and figurative meanings of the word? Consider the line “This is my map” (l. 29) in 
your response.  

   3.   How does the repetition of the imperative clause “draw a map” function in the poem?  

   4.   The poem consists of imperative clauses and sentences, sentence fragments, and one 
question, often interrupted by line breaks. Although the poem at first appears to be very 
fragmented, there are discernible shifts that signal a change in overall direction. Identify at 
least two and discuss the way these relate to the structure of the poem. What meaning do 
these elements work together to evoke?  

   5.   The poem includes many stark and memorable images. Identify three of them and discuss 
why you find them especially powerful.  

   6.   One critic described the language of the poem as combining a “large swath of brutality and 
suffering with a cool, self-conscious control. . . .” Why do you agree or disagree with this 
characterization of the overall tone? Cite specific text to illustrate your position.  

   7.   How would you describe the connection of the last five lines of the poem to its overall 
meaning? Does it function primarily as a coda, a dramatic final image, a warning, or 
something else? Explain.    

    Topics for Composing  

    1.    AP® FRQ Poetry Analysis.  In Quan Barry’s “loose strife [Somebody says draw a map],” 
published in 2015, the speaker recalls the experience of being asked to “draw a map” as a 
step toward writing poetry. Read the poem carefully. Then, in a well-written essay, analyze 
how Barry uses literary elements and techniques to convey the speaker’s complex 
perspective on the relationship between trauma and the creation of art.  

   2.    AP® Literary Argumentation.  Many of the issues that Barry raises in her work involve 
division, violence, and strife, as the title of the collection indicates. Taken together, do the 
examples in this poem simply reveal painful experiences, or does the speaker address them 
in a way that leads to healing? Cite specific lines or passages to support your response.  

   3.    Speaking and Listening . When asked why she so often writes about violence, Barry 
replied: “I used to think I write a lot about violence, but now I realize that what I’m really 
writing about is conflict. . . . Conflict between individuals, cultures, nations, generations, men 
and women, etc. . . . I’m not interested in proselytizing — I like to make connections. . . .” 

    AP® FRQ Poetry Analysis.
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Make a list of your associations with violence, and a second list of associations with conflict. 
Partner up and look for commonalities. Then discuss how (or if) this distinction between 
violence and conflict contributes to your appreciation/understanding of the poem.

 4. Connections. This poem has been described as being one of “the greatest examples of the 
poetry of witness,” referring to works by poets who have lived through and survived extreme 
situations of war, imprisonment, torture, slavery, or other kinds of oppression. This genre of 
poetry can be a way to preserve memory not just for survivors but for the historical record. 
Choose a poem that fits into this tradition and discuss its similarities with Barry’s “loose strife 
[Somebody says draw a map].”

 5. Multimodal. The collection Loose Strife was inspired by the 2012 gallery collaboration of the 
same name between Barry and the visual artist Michael Velliquette. While Barry did not use 
the artwork in her collection, this poem has a strong visual quality to it. Develop an 
interpretation of the poem by pairing still or moving images with an audio track of you or a 
classmate reading the text. You might present your images in a linear fashion or turn them 
into a collage.

(citizen) (illegal)
José Olivarez

José Olivarez, the author of the poetry collection Citizen Illegal 

(2018), is the editor of the anthology LatiNEXT (2020), co-author of 

Home Court (2014), and the co-host of the poetry podcast The 

Poetry Gods. Son of Mexican immigrants, he earned a BA from 

Harvard University. Among his honors and awards are the 2019 

prestigious Ruth Lilly and Dorothy Sargent Rosenberg Poetry 

Fellowship from the Poetry Foundation and, in 2018, the first 

annual Author and Artist in Justice Award from the Phillips Brooks 

House Association. He currently lives in New York City.

KEY CONTEXT Like many countries, the United States offers citizenship to anyone born on U.S. 

soil, a concept known as birthright citizenship. In recent years, however, the legality of birthright 

citizenship has become a subject of debate. In the title and throughout the poem, José Olivarez 

refers to undocumented immigrants as “illegal,” a derogatory term. Consider how this choice 

reflects Olivarez’s understanding of his identity, and be mindful of context, both Olivarez’s and 

yours, as you read.

Mexican woman (illegal) and Mexican man (illegal) have

a Mexican (illegal)-American (citizen).

Is the baby more Mexican or American?

Place the baby in the arms of the mother (illegal).

If the mother holds the baby (citizen)

too long, does the baby become illegal?
5

M
er
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05_SheaLitComp3e_28114_ch04_164_327.indd   315 27/10/21   9:27 PM

Copyright © 2022 by Bedford, Freeman & Worth High School Publishers. Uncorrected proofs have been used in this sample chapter. 
Distributed by Bedford, Freeman & Worth High School Publishers. Strictly for use with its products. Not for redistribution.



316

4
 

Id
e

n
tity a

n
d

 C
u

ltu
re

The baby is a boy (citizen). He goes to school (citizen).

His classmates are American (citizen). He is outcast (illegal).

His “Hellos” are in the wrong language (illegal).

He takes the hyphen separating loneliness (Mexican)

from friendship (American) and jabs it at the culprit (illegal).

Himself (illegal). His own traitorous tongue (illegal).

His name (illegal). His mom (illegal). His dad (illegal).

Take a Mexican woman (illegal) and a Mexican man (illegal).

If they have a baby and the baby looks white enough to pass (citizen).

If the baby grows up singing Selena1 songs to his reflection (illegal).

If the baby hides from el cucuy and la migra2 (illegal).

If the baby (illegal) (citizen) grows up to speak broken Spanish (illegal)

and perfect English (citizen). If the boy’s nickname is Güerito3 (citizen).

If the boy attends college (citizen). If the boy only dates women (illegal)

of color (illegal). If the boy (illegal) uses phrases like Women of Color (citizen).

If the boy (illegal) (citizen) writes (illegal) poems (illegal).

If the boy (citizen) (illegal) grows up (illegal) and can only write (illegal)

this story in English (citizen), does that make him more

American (citizen) or Mexican (illegal)? 

2018

10

15

20

25

 Understanding and Interpreting

 1. What factual information does the opening stanza (ll. 1–6) provide to readers? What 
expectations does it set for the subject or point of view in the poem?

 2. Why do you think there are no names attached to the three people described in poem? What 
difference, if any, would it make to you as a reader if they were identified by name?

 3. How do you interpret lines 10–11: “[the boy] takes the hyphen separating loneliness (Mexican) / 
from friendship (American) and jabs it at the culprit (illegal)”? In your response, consider who 
the “culprit” is. Is it the action or the culprit that is “illegal” in this context?

 4. According to the third stanza, what is the experience of the boy as he grows up? What 
inferences can you draw from the speaker’s description of the boy’s self-image?

 5. By the end of the poem, to what extent has the speaker “answered” the question posed in 
the opening stanza: “Is the baby more Mexican or American?” (l. 3)?

 6. What does this poem ultimately convey about the definition of citizenship? Consider the 
contradictions the speaker raises throughout the poem in your response.

1  A reference to Selena Quintanilla-Perez, a popular Mexican-American singer known simply as Selena. Known 
as the Queen of Tejano music, she rose to popularity during the late 1980s and early 1990s. She had begun to 
cross over into English-language pop music when she was shot and killed by a fan in 1995. — Eds.

2  El cucuy is a mythical monster in many Latin American cultural traditions. La migra is an umbrella term for 
government organizations that deal with immigration, such as Border Patrol. —Eds.

3 Spanish slang for a light-haired or light-skinned person. — Eds.
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    Analyzing Language, Style, and Structure  

    1.    Vocabulary in Context.  The word “culprit” comes from the Anglo-French words “cul prit,” a 
contraction of  culpable , which means “deserving blame.” What is its most literal meaning as 
it is used today? What associations does the word have as José Olivarez uses it in line 11? 
Why is it an effective choice?  

   2.   What is the function of the parentheticals in this poem? Are they explanations, asides, 
criticisms, or something else? Pay particular attention to the effect of Olivarez’s choice not to 
use the opposite of “illegal” (i.e., “legal”) but instead to juxtapose “illegal” with “citizen.”  

   3.   Why does Olivarez describe the boy as having a “traitorous tongue (illegal)” (l. 12)? What other 
examples of personification do you find in the poem? How do these contribute to meaning?  

   4.   The poem “(citizen) (illegal)” consists of simple declarative sentences, interrogative 
sentences, an imperative sentence, and sentence fragments. Identify at least one example of 
each and discuss how these syntactical structures contribute to achieving Olivarez’s purpose.  

   5.   How does the poem’s structure help develop and intensify the speaker’s criticisms about the 
distinctions between what is “illegal” and what is not? Why, for instance, is only dating “women / 
of color” “(illegal),” but using the phrase “Women of Color” is a mark of being a “(citizen)”?  

   6.   How would you describe the tone of the poem? Do you see shifts in tone, or is there one 
consistent tone throughout? Cite textual evidence to support your response.    

    Topics for Composing  

    1.    AP® FRQ Poetry Analysis.  In José Olivarez’s “(citizen) (illegal),” published in 2018, the 
speaker interrogates the concept of “legality” and the meaning of citizenship for a child born 
in the United States to two undocumented immigrants. Read the poem carefully. Then, in a 
well-written essay, analyze how Olivarez uses literary elements and techniques to develop the 
speaker’s complex perspective on the connection between citizenship and identity.  

   2.    Speaking and Listening.  Working in groups, develop an interpretive spoken-word 
performance of “(citizen) (illegal).” Focus on the parenthetical comments, but feel free to 
move them around purposefully. That is, you might simply have different voices read different 
parts, or you might have a series of echoes or overlapping voices to emphasize the 
parenthetical asides.  

   3.    Connections.  In an interview, Olivarez relates how he came to the realization that he no 
longer wanted to try to “fit in.” In fact, as he says, “I actually didn’t want to participate in 
America as constructed. I wanted to construct a world where I didn’t have to erase parts of 
myself. Poetry gave me a space to talk about the in-betweenness that I felt.” Describe a time 
when your own feeling of “in-betweenness” — for whatever reason — led you to make a 
significant decision, as Olivarez describes, or gain a better understanding of the forces at 
work to make you feel that way, as he does in “(citizen) (illegal).”  

   4.    Research . The United States Citizenship and Immigration Services has revised the civics 
portion of the naturalization test. Conduct research into the reason for the new test; then take 
the online practice test yourself. Discuss how this information and experience affects your 
interpretation of the poem “(citizen) (illegal).”  

   5.    Connections.  The cover of the book in which this poem appears centers on an image by the 
Chicago-based street artist known as Sentrock who, growing up in Phoenix, Arizona, was 
influenced by Mexican American murals. Find an image of the cover and look closely at its 
details. In what ways do you think it captures the tone and ideas Olivarez expresses in 
“(citizen) (illegal)”?     

    AP® FRQ Poetry Analysis.
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AQUÍ HAY TODO, MIJA
Alexis Aceves García

Alexis Aceves García (b. 1992) is a poet who focuses on family 

history and whose works envision a future where members of the 

trans community are not seen and treated as outsiders. With 

poems already featured in Catapult Magazine, Apogee Journal, 

and other print and online sources, García is currently working on 

a poetry manuscript. “AQUI HAY TODO, MIJA” was published as 

part of Brooklyn Poets’ Poet of the Week series.

KEY CONTEXT The poem’s title translates to “Here there is all, my child.” Alexis Aceves García has 

said that this poem is based on their own experience with visiting their grandmother (abuela), Olivia 

Rivas García. Alexis wanted to honor not only their abuela, but also abuela’s home, where the entire 

family lived after migrating to the United States from Mexico. National City, named in the epigraph of 

this poem, is a city in southern California, located near the U.S.-Mexico border at Tijuana.

National City, 2019

i open the screen door slowly

n wait for Abuela n her red walker

to begin the procession

from the back door out to the street

ay, mis rodillas1

vines wrap around the wooden deck n reach to steady

whatever cartilage is left in her knees

down the ramp she stops near the lemon trees

there are more than i remember

glistening in the sun, a kingdom

she softened w/ her voice

tan bello mi limón2

n the lemons blush off the evergreen

branch into her bowl

the granadas3 kneel from trees

to crown her Abuela, reina4 of E. 8th St.

she smiles her three perfect teeth

toward the palm tree

5

10

15

1 Spanish for “Oh, my knees.” — Eds.
2 Spanish for “So gorgeous, my lemon tree.” — Eds.
3 Spanish for “pomegranates.” — Eds.
4 Spanish for “queen.” — Eds.
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mira, parece que está abrazando todos

los árboles5

despacito caminamos6 past the Jeep blooming rust

she points to the tomate y melón,7 mint, the birds

of paradise that didn’t survive

the pink roses that did

cuando paso los rosales les doy un beso

tan preciosas mis rosas8

she palms the banana tree

the neighbor planted

swinging heavy over the wire fence

lo que está de este lado es mío9

whatever is on our side

we keep

whatever is on our side

we eat 

2020

20

25

30

5 Spanish for “Look, it seems to be hugging all / the trees.” — Eds.
6 Spanish for “slowly we walk.” — Eds
7 Spanish for “tomato and melon.” — Eds.
8  Spanish for “When I pass the rosebushes I give them a kiss / so 

precious my roses.” — Eds.
9 Spanish, best translated as “What falls on my side is mine.” — Eds.

 Understanding and Interpreting

 1. What functions do the “vines” (l. 6) play? What is the relationship between Abuela and these vines?

 2. What does the description of Abuela’s “cartilage” (l. 7) suggest about her? What other details 
support this portrayal of Abuela?

 3. What does the speaker mean by “there are more than i remember” (l. 9)? What does this 
statement suggest about the speaker and the setting of the poem?

 4. What is referred to as “a kingdom” (l. 10)? What other words and images support this 
perspective?

 5. What causes Abuela to “[smile] her three perfect teeth” (l. 17) in the fifth stanza?

 6. What do Abuela’s actions in stanzas 7–9 suggest about her relationship with her 
environment? Why does she point to and palm the different plants?

 7. What does Abuela’s assertion that whatever falls over the fence and onto her lawn is hers to 
“keep” (l. 32) or “eat” (l. 34) reveal about her?

 8. How do you interpret the statement in the title of the poem? Why might Alexis Aceves García 
have chosen to write the title in capital letters? How might it refer to more than just the trees 
and vegetation?
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    Analyzing Language, Style, and Structure  

    1.    Vocabulary in Context.  In line 3, Abuela begins the “procession / from the back door out to 
the street” (ll. 3–4). In what context is the word  procession  normally used? Consider how it 
can apply to both religious and secular occasions. What does this word contribute to your 
understanding of the speaker’s attitude toward their abuela?  

   2.   What does the speaker’s choice to use lowercase “i” throughout the poem convey about how 
they see themself, particularly in relationship to the people, places, and things in the poem?  

   3.   What is the effect of including Abuela’s voice throughout the poem? In your response, 
consider that García chose to retain these phrases in Spanish rather than provide them in 
translation in the original publication of the poem.  

   4.   García places Abuela’s dialogue in separate stanzas. Why might they have chosen to include 
multiple voices within this poem?  

   5.   As the speaker and Abuela stroll through the yard, they observe the “Jeep blooming rust” (l. 21)? 
What is the effect of this image, and how does it relate to the other details they contemplate?  

   6.   Abuela is not the only person who speaks Spanish within the poem. Note that the speaker 
also switches to Spanish at various times. How does this choice reveal the speaker’s 
perspective of the setting of the poem? What does it convey about the speaker’s 
understanding of their own identity?  

   7.   How do García’s deviations from English conventions — such as writing the pronoun “I” in 
lowercase, omitting some punctuation, and substituting “n” for  and  — help characterize the 
speaker?    

    Topics for Composing  

    1.    AP® FRQ Poetry Analysis.  In Alexis Aceves García’s “AQUÍ HAY TODO, MIJA,” published 
in 2020, the speaker details Abuela’s “procession” through her yard. Read the poem carefully. 
Then, in a well-written essay, analyze how García uses literary elements and techniques to 
convey Abuela’s attitude toward her surroundings.  

   2.    AP® FRQ Poetry Analysis.  In Alexis Aceves García’s “AQUÍ HAY TODO, MIJA,” published 
in 2020, the speaker relates Abuela’s actions and observations as the two of them walk 
around her yard. Read the poem carefully. Then, in a well-written essay, analyze how García 
uses literary elements and techniques to portray the speaker’s relationship with Abuela.  

   3.    AP® Literary Argumentation.  “AQUÍ HAY TODO, MIJA” is part of a collection that García 
says is “about joy and rest in the face of our history.” In what way does this poem convey 
both joy and rest? Use evidence from the text to support your response.  

   4.    Connections.  García shared that on one occasion when they were walking with Abuela 
Olivia Rivas García through her yard, “Abuela turned to me and said ‘Aquí hay todo, mija.’” 
What do you think García’s grandmother meant by this? Describe a place that comes close to 
representing for you what Abuela’s yard means to her.  

   5.    Speaking and Listening.  Select a volunteer to perform a reading of the poem that leaves out 
Abuela’s words. Then, have another student join in and play the role of Abuela in a second 
reading of the poem. After listening to both versions, engage in a whole-class discussion that 
explores how the audience’s experience differs when the two speakers are included.  

   6.    Creative Writing.  Think about a place that is significant to your relationship with a friend or 
family member. Write a poem in which you use this setting to portray your attitude toward 
this relationship. As García does in this poem, embed dialogue — or various voices — into 
your poem.      

    AP® FRQ Poetry Analysis.

    AP® FRQ Poetry Analysis.
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from Interpreter of Maladies

Jhumpa Lahiri

Suggestions for WritingAP® Multiple-Choice Practice

for the narrow strip was crowded by lines of text 

and a tiny picture of a hero and heroine 

embracing under a eucalyptus tree.

The paper curled as Mr. Kapasi wrote his 

address in clear, careful letters. She would write 

to him, asking about his days interpreting at the 

doctor’s office, and he would respond 

eloquently, choosing only the most entertaining 

anecdotes, ones that would make her laugh out 

loud as she read them in her house in New 

Jersey. In time she would reveal the 

disappointment of her marriage, and he his. In 

this way their friendship would grow, and 

flourish. He would possess a picture of the two 

of them, eating fried onions under a magenta 

umbrella, which he would keep, he decided, 

safely tucked between the pages of his Russian 

grammar. As his mind raced, Mr. Kapasi 

experienced a mild and pleasant shock. It was 

similar to a feeling he used to experience long 

ago when, after months of translating with the 

aid of a dictionary, he would finally read a 

passage from a French novel, or an Italian 

sonnet, and understand the words, one after 

another, unencumbered by his own efforts. In 

those moments Mr. Kapasi used to believe that 

all was right with the world, that all struggles 

were rewarded, that all of life’s mistakes made 

sense in the end. The promise that he would 

hear from Mrs. Das now filled him with the same 

belief.

When he finished writing his address 

Mr. Kapasi handed her the paper, but as soon as 

he did so he worried that he had either 

misspelled his name, or accidentally reversed 

the numbers of his postal code. He dreaded the 

possibility of a lost letter, the photograph never 

“Mr. Kapasi, wait. There’s room here,” Mrs. Das 

called out. She gathered Tina onto her lap, 

insisting that he accompany them. And so, 

together, they had bottled mango juice and 

sandwiches and plates of onions and potatoes 

deep-fried in graham-flour batter. After finishing 

two omelette sandwiches Mr. Das took more 

pictures of the group as they ate.

“How much longer?” he asked Mr. Kapasi as 

he paused to load a new roll of film in the 

camera.

“About half an hour more.”

By now the children had gotten up from the 

table to look at more monkeys perched in a nearby 

tree, so there was a considerable space between 

Mrs. Das and Mr. Kapasi. Mr. Das placed the 

camera to his face and squeezed one eye shut, his 

tongue exposed at one corner of his mouth. “This 

looks funny, Mina, you need to lean in closer to Mr. 

Kapasi.”

She did. He could smell a scent on her skin, 

like a mixture of whiskey and rosewater. He 

worried suddenly that she could smell his 

perspiration, which he knew had collected 

beneath the synthetic material of his shirt. He 

polished off his mango juice in one gulp and 

smoothed his silver hair with his hands. A bit of 

the juice dripped onto his chin. He wondered if 

Mrs. Das had noticed.

She had not. “What’s your address, 

Mr. Kapasi?” she inquired, fishing for something 

inside her straw bag.

“You would like my address?”

“So we can send you copies,” she said. “Of 

the pictures.” She handed him a scrap of paper 

which she had hastily ripped from a page of her 

film magazine. The blank portion was limited, 

5
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reaching him, hovering somewhere in Orissa, 

close but ultimately unattainable. He thought of 

asking for the slip of paper again, just to make 

sure he had written his address accurately, but 

Mrs. Das had already dropped it into the jumble 

of her bag. 

 1. Which of the following provides an accurate 
characterization of Mrs. Das?

a. She is eager to pose for photographs with 
Mr. Kapasi.

b. She feels trapped in an unhappy marriage to 
Mr. Das.

c. She seeks long-term companionship with 
Mr. Kapasi.

d. She is committed to improving her mastery 
of other languages.

e. She is an American tourist exploring India 
with her family.

 2. From the passage, the reader can infer all of the 
following about Mr. Kapasi EXCEPT that he

a. speaks several languages
b. works in a doctor’s office
c. is younger than Mrs. Das
d. does not know the Das family well
e. does not live in the United States

 3. What does paragraph 5 reveal about  
Mr. Kapasi?

a. The physical presence of Mrs. Das ruffles his 
composure.

b. He is suddenly very aware of his own 
resplendence.

c. He is surprised that Mrs. Das has been 
drinking.

d. He is determined to be friendly in spite of 
visceral antipathy to Mrs. Das.

e. He fears that Mr. Das will become jealous  
of him.

 4. Lahiri interrupts the narration of Mr. Kapasi and 
the Das family’s interactions with the 
description of a “hero and heroine embracing 
under a eucalyptus tree” (par. 8) to

a. foreshadow the blossoming relationship 
between Mr. Kapasi and Mrs. Das

b. delay the inevitable breakup between  
Mr. Kapasi and Mrs. Das

c. suggest a connection between the couple 
pictured in the magazine and the Das family

d. launch Mr. Kapasi’s reverie about his future 
relationship with Mrs. Das

e. establish Mrs. Das’s desire to be swept 
away by a movie star

 5. Comparing his future correspondence with Mrs. 
Das to his ability to read a foreign language 
“unencumbered by his own efforts” (par. 9) 
suggests that Mr. Kapasi

a. believes that all women are mysterious and 
difficult to understand

b. knows he will have to translate Mrs. Das’s 
letters because she only speaks English

c. considers communicating with Mrs. Das 
challenging because of their differences

d. thinks he is capable of overcoming all of 
life’s obstacles

e. believes she will not misinterpret his true 
intentions

 6. Mr. Kapasi’s attitude in paragraph 10 (“When he 
finished writing . . . jumble of her bag”) is best 
interpreted as

a. flirtatious
b. eager
c. heartbroken
d. regretful
e. anxious

 7. The passage is told from the point of view of

a. a narrator who is also the protagonist
b. a narrator who is a secondary character in 

the story
c. a third-person limited omniscient narrator
d. a third-person omniscient narrator
e. an unreliable narrator

 AP® Multiple-Choice Questions
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 8. Examine the syntax of sentences 2–5 in 
paragraph 9 where Lahiri details Mr. Kapasi’s 
thoughts. The function of the would verbs is to

a. express doubt that something will happen
b. express hope that something will happen
c. demand that something will happen
d. provide a glimpse into what will happen
e. state facts that already happened

 9. The last sentence of paragraph 9, “The promise 
that he would hear from Mrs. Das now filled him 
with the same belief,” is best interpreted to 
mean that

a. Mrs. Das’s casual gesture has elevated Mr. 
Kapasi’s hopes

b. Mrs. Das is about to make Mr. Kapasi an 
offer that will change his life

c. Mrs. Das will leave Mr. Das to be with  
Mr. Kapasi

d. Mr. Kapasi has been waiting all his life to 
meet Mrs. Das

e. Mr. Kapasi understands that he is in the 
throes of an unrealizable fantasy

 10. Lahiri’s description of how Mrs. Das hands Mr. 
Kapasi a piece of paper (par. 8) characterizes 
her as

a. unaware of Mr. Kapasi’s interpretation of this 
gesture

b. nervous about her feelings toward Mr. Kapasi

c. angry that Mr. Kapasi was invited to sit with 
them

d. worried that Mr. Das will recognize her 
attraction to Mr. Kapasi

e. ambivalent about her future with either  
Mr. Kapasi or Mr. Das

 11. How does the description of the family’s meal 
(par. 1) function within the passage?
a. It portrays a cultural aspect of the setting of 

the story.
b. It indicates that the family is wealthy.
c. It suggests that the family was thoughtlessly 

gluttonous.
d. It conveys the family’s disregard for healthy 

food options.
e. It depicts the Dases as a close-knit family.

 12. Which of the following best describes the 
passage’s plot structure?
a. The distant past is told with periodic 

flashforwards.
b. The narration is interrupted by a character’s 

fantasy of the future.
c. Past events are explained prior to narrating 

the present.
d. The present is interrupted by flashbacks of 

the couple’s time in India.
e. The passage is an exploration of what the 

future holds for each of the characters.

from Boy on a Train

Ralph Ellison

“James, son,” she said. “That old silo back there’s 

been here a long time. It made me remember 

when years ago me and your daddy came over 

this same old Rock Island line on our way to 

Oklahoma City. We had just been married and 

was very happy going west because we had heard 

that colored people had a chance out here.”

James smiled, listening; he loved to hear 

Mama tell about when she and Daddy were 

young, and about what they used to do down 

South. Yet he felt this was to be something 

different. Something in Mama’s voice was vast 

and high, like a rainbow; yet something sad and 

deep, like when the organ played in church, was 

around Mama’s words.

“Son, I want you to remember this trip,” she 

said. “You understand, son. I want you to 

remember. You must, you’ve got to understand.”

James sensed something; he tried hard to 

understand. He stared into her face. Tears were 

glistening in her eyes, and he felt he would cry 

himself. He bit his lip. No, he was the man of the 
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family, and he couldn’t act like the baby. He 

swallowed, listening.

“You remember this, James,” she said. “We 

came all the way from Georgia on this same 

railroad line fourteen years ago, so things would 

be better for you children when you came. You 

must remember this, James. We traveled far, 

looking for a better world, where things wouldn’t 

be so hard like they were down South. That was 

fourteen years ago, James. Now your father’s gone 

from us, and you’re the man. Things are hard for 

us colored folks, son, and it’s just us three alone 

and we have to stick together. Things is hard, and 

we have to fight. . . . O Lord, we have to fight! . . .”

She stopped, her lips pressed tight together 

as she shook her head, overcome with emotion. 

James placed his arm around her neck and 

caressed her cheek.

“Yes, Mama,” he said. “I won’t forget.”

He could not get it all, but yet he understood. 

It was like understanding what music without 

words said. He felt very full inside. Now Mama 

was pulling him close to her; the baby rested 

against her other side. This was familiar; since 

Daddy died Mama prayed with them, and now 

she was beginning to pray. He bowed his head.

“Go with us and keep us, Lord. Then it was 

me and him, Lord; now it’s me and his children. 

And I’m thankful, Lord. You saw fit to take him, 

Lord, and it’s well with my soul in Thy name.  

I was happy, Lord; life was like a mockingbird 

a-singing. And all I ask now is to stay with these 

children, to raise them and protect them, Lord, 

till they’re old enough to go their way. Make them 

strong and unafraid, Lord. Give them strength to 

meet this world. Make them brave to go where 

things is better for our people, Lord. . . .”

James sat with head bowed. Always when 

Mama prayed, he felt tight and smoldering 

inside. And he kept remembering his father’s 

face. He could not remember Daddy ever 

praying, but Daddy’s voice had been deep and 

strong when he sang in the choir on Sunday 

mornings. James wanted to cry, but, vaguely, he 

felt something should be punished for making 

Mama cry. Something cruel had made her cry. 

He felt the tightness in his throat becoming 

anger. If he only knew what it was, he would fix 

it; he would kill this mean thing that made 

Mama feel so bad. It must have been awful 

because Mama was strong and brave and even 

killed mice when the white woman she used to 

work for only raised her dress and squealed like 

a girl, afraid of them. If he only knew what it  

was. . . . Was it God?

“Please keep us three together in this strange 

town, Lord. The road is dark and long and my 

sorrows heavy but, if it be Thy will, Lord, let me 

educate my boys. Let me raise them so they’ll be 

better able to live this life. I don’t want to live for 

myself, Lord, just for these boys. Make them 

strong, upright men, Lord; make them fighters. 

And when my work on earth is done, take me 

home to Thy kingdom, Lord, safe in the arms of 

Jesus.”

He heard her voice trail off to a tortured 

moan behind her trembling lips. Tears streamed 

down her face. James was miserable; he did not 

like to see Mama cry, and turned his eyes to the 

window as she began wiping away the tears. He 

was glad she was through now because the 

butcher would be coming back into the car in a 

few minutes. He did not want a white man to see 

Mama cry. 

5
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 AP® Multiple-Choice Questions

 1. In the second paragraph, the image of “the 
organ played in church” is juxtaposed with

a. James’s smile
b. Mama’s recollections
c. the old Rock Island line
d. the rainbow
e. the silo

 2. Why does James feel like “he would cry 
himself” in the fourth paragraph?

a. He fully recognizes the significance of the 
journey.

b. He is moved by his mother’s tears.
c. He is upset about leaving home.
d. He misses his father.
e. He recognizes that he must grow up.

 3. Mama’s speech in paragraph 5 conveys her

a. anger
b. urgency
c. hope
d. love
e. nostalgia

 4. In paragraph 8, the comparison of how James 
understands Mama’s words to the way he 
understands “music without words” suggests 
that he

a. grasps the tone, but not the significance of 
her words

b. is soothed by the musical quality of his 
mother’s voice

c. cannot express how much he loves his 
mother

d. believes that language transcends 
generational gaps

e. makes sense of the world through music 
most of the time

 5. Mama’s prayer in paragraph 9 reveals that she

a. regrets leaving Georgia with her husband 
years earlier

b. understands that the worst years have 
already gone by

c. recognizes that her children are stronger 
than she ever was

d. remains hopeful despite recognizing that the 
world is harsh

e. feels grateful that her husband can’t see 
what has happened to the family

 6. Mama’s religious fervor is juxtaposed with
a. the family’s secular goals
b. her waning desire to continue living
c. her doubts about the future of the family
d. Daddy’s lack of faith
e. James’s suspicion that God made her cry

 7. In paragraph 10, James is primarily 
characterized as

a. defeated
b. protective
c. religious
d. cowardly
e. violent

 8. The passage’s final paragraph primarily conveys 
James’s awareness of

a. his mother’s secrets
b. the journey’s purpose
c. racial differences and tensions
d. his own shortcomings
e. Mama’s changing emotions

 9. Throughout the passage, repetition conveys 
Mama’s insistence that James

a. remember and understand
b. forgive and forget
c. repair and grow
d. love and protect
e. condemn and defend

 10. For James, the interaction with his mother 
throughout this passage

a. depicts a typical conversation between them
b. makes him resent her perspective on their 

situation
c. represents the start of a new role for him in 

the family
d. conveys how frail she has become
e. underscores how much he misses his father
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 1. AP® Literary Argumentation. In many works of 
literature, characters find their identities by 
stepping away from their culture. Choose one 
of the works in this chapter and analyze how 
this break contributes to an interpretation of 
the work as a whole. Do not merely summarize 
the plot.

 2. Connections. In Nathaniel Hawthorne’s novel 
The Scarlet Letter (1850), the narrator says, 
“No man, for any considerable, period, can 
wear one face to himself, and another to the 
multitude, without finally getting bewildered 
as to which may be the true.” Choose two of 
the texts you have studied in this chapter 
that you think best exemplify this quotation 
and discuss the conflict that results from 
trying to assume an identity based on the 
expectations of others rather than being true 
to oneself.

 3. Connections. Many of the texts you’ve read in 
this chapter explore the dissonance that results 
from cultural clashes, particularly the conflicts 
experienced by those who are moving — by 
choice or by coercion — from one culture to 
another. Discuss the nature of that clash by 
focusing on three different texts.

 4. Connections. Philosopher Theodor Adorno 
wrote that for those in exile, their writing 
becomes a kind of home: “In his text, the 
writer sets up house. . . . For [the person] 
who no longer has a homeland, writing 
becomes a place to live.” Discuss what you 
think Adorno means, referring to at least two 
of the texts in this chapter as part of your 
interpretation.

 5. Connections. Author James Baldwin wrote: 
“An identity would seem to be arrived at by the 
way in which the person faces and uses his 

experience.” Discuss this quotation by referring 
to at least one of the texts you’ve read in this 
chapter and your own experience.

 6. Connections. Most Americans believe that 
they are the master of their own destiny and 
that anyone can create and re-create a sense 
of self. To what extent do you believe that 
identity is the result of free choice rather 
than something determined by factors out of 
our control, such as race, gender, and 
ethnicity? Include references to at least three 
of the texts studied in this chapter in your 
response.

 7. Creative Writing. Emily Dickinson begins her 
poem: “I’m Nobody! Who are you?/Are 
you — Nobody — too?” Write a response that 
answers her question from the point of view of a 
protagonist from one of the stories in this 
chapter. Include references to the text of the 
story to support your response.

 8. Connections. Identity theft is the 
fastest-growing type of fraud in the United States 
today. The term is most commonly used to 
refer to the crime of someone pretending to be 
you in order to buy goods and services in your 
name, or to access your bank or credit card 
accounts. What does this definition say about 
us? Is our “identity” determined by the 
objective data of our income, the goods and 
services we purchase, and the bank accounts 
and credit cards that give us access to those? 
Is it possible to “steal” someone’s identity? 
Write an essay explaining your opinion. Refer 
to two or more texts from this chapter in your 
response.

 9. Multimodal. Go to the National Portrait Gallery 
website (npg.si.edu), and select a portrait that 
either appeals to you or puzzles you. Write 

Identity and Culture

Suggestions for Writing
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about what you see in the portrait and what the 
visual details suggest to you about the person’s 
identity and culture. Read about the subject of 
the portrait and describe the decisions the artist 
made in their portrayal of the subject. Finally, 
decide what you would want your portraitist to 
portray about you and try creating a 
self-portrait.

 10. Speaking and Listening. Is a person’s 
perceived identity a result of an individual’s 
“history”? How much is what we regard as 
“history” responsible for how others perceive 
us and for how we perceive ourselves? 

Prepare for and participate in a class 
discussion on this topic.

 11. Research. Choose one of the many cultures 
represented in the works in this chapter to 
research. Try to focus on the ways that 
young people are taught to identify with their 
cultural backgrounds — or encouraged to 
defy them.

 12. Multimodal. The study of identity and culture is 
often characterized as a collage. Create a 
collage that portrays your cultural background 
or the culture that is the background for one of 
the works in this chapter.
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