
Quarter 4: Free response questions—English Language and Composition—1999 – 2004
Directions: Dedicate forty minutes or two full handwritten pages to ten writing prompts from the choices below.  Focus on answering the prompt in a unique style that uses strong diction and syntax.
1999  Question 3

In the following excerpt from Antigone, by the classical Greek playwright Sophocles, the wise Teiresias observes
Think:  all men make mistakes,

But a good man yields when he


Knows his course is wrong.

And repairs the evil:  The only


Crime is pride.

Take some time to think about the implications of the quotation.  Then write a carefully reasoned essay that explores the validity of the assertion, using examples from your reading, observation, or experience to develop your position.
2000  Question 1

In the following passage from her autobiography, One Writer’s Beginnings, Eudora Welty recalls early experiences of reading and books that had later impact on her craft as a writer of fiction.  In a well-organized essay, analyze how Welty’s language conveys the intensity and value of these experiences.
I never knew anyone who’d grown up in Jackson without being afraid of Mrs. Calloway, our librarian.  She ran the Library absolutely by herself, from the desk where she sat with her back to the books and facing the stairs, her dragon eye on the front door, where who knew what kind of person might come in from the public?  SILENCE in big black letters was on signs tacked up everywhere.  She herself spoke in her normally commanding voice; every word could be heard all over the Library above a steady seething sound coming from her electric fan; it was the only fan in the Library and stood on her desk, turned directly onto her streaming face.
As you came in from the bright outside, if you were a girl, she sent her strong eyes down the stairway to test you; if she could see through your skirt she sent you straight back home:  you could just put on another petticoat if you wanted a book that badly from the public library.  I will willing; I would do anything to read.

My mother was not afraid of Mrs. Calloway.  She wished me to have my own library card to check out books for myself.  She took me in to introduce me and I saw I had met a witch.  “Eudora is nine years old and has my permission to read any book she wants from the shelves, children or adult,”  Mother said.  “With the exception of Elsie Dinsmore,”
 she added.  Later she explained to me that she’d made this rule because Elsie the heroine, being made by her father to practice too long and hard at the piano, fainted and fell off the piano stool.  ‘You’re too impressionable, dear,”: she told me.  “You’d read that and the very first thing you’d do, you’d fall off the piano stool.”  “Impressionable” was a new word.  I never her it yet without the image that comes with of falling straight off the piano stool.

Mrs. Calloway made her own rules about books.  You could not take back a book to the Library on the same day you’d taken it out; it made no difference to her that you’d read every word in it and needed another to start.  You could take out two books at a time and two only; this applied as long as you were a child and also for the rest of your life, to my mother as severely as to me.  So two by two, I read library books as fast as I could go, rushing them home in the basket of my bicycle.  From the minute I reached our house, I started to read.  Every book I seized on, from Bunny Brown and His Sister Sue at Camp Rest-a-While to Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea, stood for the devouring wish to read being instantly granted.  I knew this was bliss, knew it at the time.  Taste isn’t nearly so important; it comes in its own time.  I wanted to read immediately.  The only fear was that of books coming to an end.
My mother was very sharing of this feeling of insatiability.  Now, I think of her as reading so much of the time while doing something else.  In my mind’s eye The Origin of Species is lying on the shelf in the pantry under a light dusting of flour—my mother was a bread maker; she’d pick it up, sit by the kitchen window and find her place, with one eye on the oven.  I remember her picking up The Man in Lower Ten while my hair got dry enough to unroll from a load of kid curlers trying to make me like my idol, Mary Pickford.  A generation later, when my brother Walter was away in the Navy and his two little girls often spent the day in our house, I remember Mother reading the part of the Wolf in a game of “Little Red Riding Hood” with the children.  She’d just look up at the right time, long enough to answer—in character—“The better to eat you with, my dear,” and go back to her place in the war news.












(1983)

2000  Question 2

In the following passage, George Orwell uses the example of Gandhi to make an argument for choosing human imperfection over “sainthood.”  As you read Orwell’s remarks, note his choice of details and his tone.  Then write an essay in which you analyze how Orwell criticizes Gandhi’s position and assess how effectively Orwell develops his own position.

Close friendships, Gandhi
 says, are dangerous, because 'friends react on one another' and through loyalty to a friend one can be led into wrong-doing. This is unquestionably true. Moreover, if one is to love God, or to love humanity as a whole, one cannot give one's preference to any individual person. This again is true, and it marks the point at which the humanistic and the religious attitudes cease to be reconcilable. To an ordinary human being, love means nothing if it does not mean loving some people more than others. The autobiography
 leaves it uncertain whether Gandhi behaved in an inconsiderate way to his wife and children, but at any rate it makes clear that on three occasions he was willing to let his wife or a child die rather than administer the animal food prescribed by the doctor. It is true that the threatened death never actually occurred, and also that Gandhi—with, one gathers, a good deal of moral pressure in the opposite direction—always gave the patient the choice of staying alive at the price of committing a sin: still, if the decision had been solely his own, he would have forbidden the animal food, whatever the risks might be. There must, he says, be some limit to what we will do in order to remain alive, and the limit is well on this side of chicken broth. This attitude is perhaps a noble one, but, in the sense which—I think—most people would give to the word, it is inhuman. The essence of being human is that one does not seek perfection, that one is sometimes willing to commit sins for the sake of loyalty, that one does not push asceticism to the point where it makes friendly intercourse impossible, and that one is prepared in the end to be defeated and broken up by life, which is the inevitable price of fastening one's love upon other human individuals. No doubt alcohol, tobacco and so forth are things that a saint must avoid, but sainthood is also a thing that human beings must avoid. 











(1949)

2000  Question 3

Through tatter’d clothes small vices do appear;

Robes and furr’d gowns hide all.  Plate sin with gold,

And the strong lance of justice hurtless breaks;

Arm it in rags, a pigmy’s straw does piece it.





Shakespeare, King Lear
The lines above are from a speech by King Lear.  Write a carefully reasoned essay in which you briefly paraphrase Lear’s statement and then defend, challenge, or qualify his view of the relationship between wealth and justice.  Support your argument with specific references to your reading, observation, or experience.

2001  Question 1

The letter below was written in 1866 by the English novelist Marian Evans Lewes (who used the pen name George Eliot) in response to a letter from an American woman, Melusina Fay Peirce. 

Read the letter carefully.  The write an essay in which you analyze the rhetorical strategies Lewes uses to establish her position about the development of a writer.

My dear Madam,

I do not usually answer letters unless they demand an answer, finding the days too short for much correspondence; but I am so deeply touched by your words of tenderness and by the details you tell me about yourself, that I cannot keep total silence toward you.

My consciousness is not of the triumphant kind your generous joy on my behalf leads you to imagine.  Exultation is a dream before achievement, and rarely comes after.  What comes after, is rather the sense that the work has been produced within one, like offspring, developing and growing by some force of which one’s own life has only served as a vehicle, and that what is left of oneself is only a poor husk.   Besides, the vision of something that life might be and that one’s own ignorance and incompleteness have hindered it from being, presses more and more as time advances.  The only problem for us, the only hope, is to try and unite the utmost activity with the utmost resignation.  Does this seem melancholy?  I think it is less melancholy than any sort of self-flattery.

I want to tell you not to fancy yourself old because you are thirty, or to regret tht you have not yet written anything.  It is a misfortune to many that they begin to write when they are young and give out all that is genuine and peculiar in them when it can be not better than trashy, unripe fruit.  There is nothing more dreary than the life of a writer who has early exhausted himself.  I enter into those young struggles of your to get knowledge, into the longing you feel to do something more than domestic duties while yet you are held fast by womanly necessities for neatness and household perfection as well as by the lack of bodily strength.  Something of all that I have gone through myself.  I have never known perfect health, and I have known what it was to have close ties making me feel the wants of others as my  own and to have very little money by which those wants could be met.  Before that, I was too proud and ambitious to write:  I did not believe that I could anything fine, and I did not choose to do anything of that mediocre sort which I despised when it was done by others.  I began, however, by a sort of writing which had no great glory belonging to it, but which I felt certain I could do faithfully and well.  This resolve to work at which did not gratify my  ambition, and to care only that I worked faithfully. Was equivalent to the old phrase—“using the means of grace.”  Not long after that, I wrote a fiction which has been thought a great deal of—but the satisfaction I have got out of it has not been exactly that of ambition.  When we are young we say, “I should be proud if I could do that.”  Have done it, one finds oneself the reverse of proud.
I will say no more about myself except that you must not imagine my position to be at all like Romola’s.
  I have the best of husbands, the most sympathetic of companions; indeed, I have more than my share of love in a world where so many are pining for it.  Mr. Lewes,
 who cares supremely for science, is interested in what you say of your husband’s labours, and he is so delighted when anything good or pretty comes to me that I think he is more grateful to you than I am for your generous, affectionate words.  Yet I too am not insensible, but shall remain always









    Yours in grateful memory











M. E. Lewes.
2001  Question 2
Carefully read the following passage from “owls” by Mary Oliver.  Then write an essay in which you analyze how Oliver’s style conveys the complexity of her response to nature.

When the great horned [owl] is in the trees its razor-tipped toes rasp the limb, flakes of bark fall through the air and land on my shoulders while I look up at it and listen to the heavy, crisps, breathy snapping of its hooked beak.  The screech owl I can imagine on my wrist, also the delicate saw-whet that flies like  big soft moth down by Great Pond.  And I can imagine sitting quietly before that luminous wanderer the snowy old, and learning, from the white glean of its feathers, something about the Arctic.  But the great horned I can’t imagine in any such proximity—if one of those touched me, it would be to the center of my life, and I must fall.  They are the pure wild hunters of our world.  They are swift and merciless upon the backs of rabbits, mice, voles, snakes, even skunks, even cats sitting in dusky yards, thinking peaceful thought.  I have found the headless bodies of rabbits and blue jays, and known it was the great horned old that did them in, taking the head only, for the owl has an insatiable craving for the taste of brains.  I have walked with prudent caution down paths at twilight when the dogs were puppies.  I know this bird.  If it could, it would eat the whole world.
In the night, when the owl is less than exquisitely swift and perfect, the scream of the rabbit is terrible.  But the scream of the owl, which is not of pain and hopelessness, and the f ear of being plucked out of the world, but of the sheer rollicking glory of the deathbringer, is more terrible still.  When I hear it resounding through the woods, and then the five black pellets of its song dropping like stones into the air, I know I am standing at the edge of the mystery, in which terror is naturally and abundantly part of life, part of even the most becalmed, intelligent, sunny life—as, for example, my own.  The world where the owl is endlessly hungry and endlessly on the hunt is the world in which I live too.  There is only one world.

Sometimes, while I have stood listening to the owl’s auguring song drifting through the trees, when it is ten degrees about nothing and life for any small creature is hard enough without that, I have found myself thinking of summer fields.  Fields full of flowers—poppies or lupines.  Or, here, fields where the roses hook into the dunes, and their increase is manyfold.  All summer they are red and pink and white tents of softness and nectar, which wafts and hangs everywhere—a sweetness so palpable and excessive that, before it, I’m struck.  I’m taken, I’m conquered, I’m washed into it, as though it was a river, full of dreaming and idleness—I drop to the sand, I can’t move; I am restless no more; I am replete, supine, finished, filled to the last edges with an immobilizing happiness.  And is this not also terrible? Is this not also frightening?
Are the roses not also—even as the owl is—excessive?  Each flower is small and lovely, but in their sheer and silent abundance the roses become an immutable force, as though the work of the wild roses was to make sure that all of us who come wandering over the sand may be, for a while, struck to the heart and saturated with a simple happiness.  Let the mind be teased by such stretches of the imagination, but such balance.  Now I am cringing at the very sound of the owl’s dark wings opening over my head—not long ago I could do nothing but lounge on the sand and stare into the cities of the roses.

2001  Question 3

Carefully read the following passage by Susan Sontag.  Then write an essay in which you support, refute, or qualify Sontag’s claim that photography limits our understanding of the world.  Use appropriate evidence to develop your argument.

Photography implies that we know about the world if we accept it as the camera records it.  But this is the opposite of understanding, which starts from not accepting the world as it looks.  All possibility of understanding is rooted in the ability to say no.  Strictly speaking, one never understands anything from a photograph.  Of course, photographs fill in blanks in our mental pictures of the present and the past:  for example, Jacob Riis’s images of New York squalor in the 1880’s are sharply instructive to those unaware that urban poverty in late-nineteenth-century American was really that Dickensian.  Nevertheless, the camera’s rendering of reality must always hide more than it discloses.  As Brecht points out, a photograph of the Krupp
 works reveals virtually nothing about that organization.  In contrast to the amorous relation, which is based on how something looks, understanding is based on how it functions.  And functioning takes place in time and must be explained in time.  Only that which narrates can make us understand.  

The limit of photographic knowledge of the world is that, which it can goad conscience, it can, finally, never be ethical or political knowledge.  The knowledge gained through still photographs will always be some kind of sentimentalism, whether cynical or humanist.  It will be a knowledge at bargain prices—a semblance of knowledge, a semblance of wisdom.  … The very muteness of what is, hypothetically, comprehensible in photographs is what constitutes their attraction and has an incalculable effect on our ethical sensibility.  By furnishing this already crowded world with a duplicate one of images, photography makes us feel that the world is more available than it really is.

Needing to have reality confirmed and experience enhanced by photographs is an aesthetic consumerism to which everyone is now addicted.  Industrial societies turn their citizens into image-junkies; it is the most irresistible form of mental pollution.

—On Photography, 1977

2002  Question 1

In his Second Inaugural Address, given one month before the end of the Civil War, United States President Abraham Lincoln surprised his audience—which expected a lengthy speech on politics, slavery, and states’ rights—with a short speech in which he contemplated the effects of the Civil War and offered his vision for the future of the nation.  Read the address carefully.  Then write an essay in which you analyze the rhetorical strategies President Lincoln used to achieve his purpose.  Support your analysis with specific references to the text.

At this second appearing to take the oath of the Presidential office there is less occasion for an extended address than there was at the first. Then a statement somewhat in detail of a course to be pursued seemed fitting and proper. Now, at the expiration of four years, during which public declarations have been constantly called forth on every point and phase of the great contest which still absorbs the attention and engrosses the energies of the nation, little that is new could be presented. The progress of our arms, upon which all else chiefly depends, is as well known to the public as to myself, and it is, I trust, reasonably satisfactory and encouraging to all. With high hope for the future, no prediction in regard to it is ventured.
On the occasion corresponding to this four years ago all thoughts were anxiously directed to an impending civil war. All dreaded it, all sought to avert it. While the inaugural address was being delivered from this place, devoted altogether to saving the Union without war, urgent agents were in the city seeking to destroy it without war—seeking to dissolve the Union and divide effects by negotiation. Both parties deprecated war, but one of them would make war rather than let the nation survive, and the other would accept war rather than let it perish, and the war came.
One-eighth of the whole population were colored slaves, not distributed generally over the Union, but localized in the southern part of it. These slaves constituted a peculiar and powerful interest. All knew that this interest was somehow the cause of the war. To strengthen, perpetuate, and extend this interest was the object for which the insurgents would rend the Union even by war, while the Government claimed no right to do more than to restrict the territorial enlargement of it. Neither party expected for the war the magnitude or the duration which it has already attained. Neither anticipated that the cause of the conflict might cease with or even before the conflict itself should cease. Each looked for an easier triumph, and a result less fundamental and astounding. Both read the same Bible and pray to the same God, and each invokes His aid against the other. It may seem strange that any men should dare to ask a just God's assistance in wringing their bread from the sweat of other men's faces, but let us judge not, that we be not judged. The prayers of both could not be answered. That of neither has been answered fully. The Almighty has His own purposes. “Woe unto the world because of offenses; for it must needs be that offenses come, but woe to that man by whom the offense cometh.” If we shall suppose that American slavery is one of those offenses which, in the providence of God, must needs come, but which, having continued through His appointed time, He now wills to remove, and that He gives to both North and South this terrible war as the woe due to those by whom the offense came, shall we discern therein any departure from those divine attributes which the believers in a living God always ascribe to Him? Fondly do we hope, fervently do we pray, that this mighty scourge of war may speedily pass away. Yet, if God wills that it continue until all the wealth piled by the bondsman's two hundred and fifty years of unrequited toil shall be sunk, and until every drop of blood drawn with the lash shall be paid by another drawn with the sword, as was said three thousand years ago, so still it must be said “the judgments of the Lord are true and righteous altogether.”
With malice toward none, with charity for all, with firmness in the right as God gives us to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in, to bind up the nation's wounds, to care for him who shall have borne the battle and for his widow and his orphan, to do all which may achieve and cherish a just and lasting peace among ourselves and with all nations.
(March 4, 1865)
2002  Question 2

In the following excerpt from her memoirs, Virginia Woolf (1882 – 1941) reflects upon her childhood summers spent in a seaside village in Cornwall, England.  Read the passage carefully.  Then write an essay in which you analyze how Woolf uses language to convey the lasting significance of these moments from her past.
Better than these walks, a great announced perhaps once a fortnight, was an afternoon sailing.  We would hire a lugger;
 the fisherman went with us.  But once Thoby was allowed to steer us home.  “Show them you can bring her in, my boy,” father said, with his usual trust and pride in Thoby.  And Thoby took the fisherman’s place; and steered; flushed and with his blue eyes very blue, and his mouth set, he sat there, bringing us round the point, into harbor, without letting the sail flag.  One day the sea was full of pale jelly fish, like lamps, with streaming hair; but they stung you if you touched them.  Sometimes lines would be handed us; baited by gobbets cut from fish; and the line thrilled in one’s fingers as the boat tossed and shot through the water; and then—how can I convey the excitement?—there was a little leaping tug; then another; up one hauled; up through the water at length came the white twisting fish; and was slapped on the floor.  There it lay flapping this way and that in an inch or two of water.

Once, after we had hung about, tacking, and hauling in gunard after gunard, dab after dab,
 father said to me:  “Next time if you are going to fish I shan’t come; I don’t like to see fish caught but you can go if you like.”  It was a perfect lesson.  It was not a rebuke; not a forbidding; simply a statement of his own feeling, bout which I could think and decide for myself.  Though my passion for the thrill and the tug had been perhaps the most acute I then knew, his words slowly extinguished it; leaving no grudge, I ceased to wish to catch fish.  But from the memory of my own passion I am still able to construct an idea of the sporting passion.  It is one of those invaluable seeds, from which, since it is impossible to have every experience fully, one can grow something that represents other people’s experiences.  Often one has to make do with seeds; the germs of what might have been, had one’s life been different.  I pigeonhole ‘fishing’ thus with other momentary glimpses; like those rapid glances, for example, that I cast into basements when I walk in London streets.

—Moments of Being
2002  Question 3

Carefully read the following passage from Testaments Betrayed, by the Czech writer Milan Kundera.  Then write an essay in which you support, qualify, or dispute Kundera’s claim.  Support your argument with appropriate evidence.

I wrote about this in The Unbearable Lightness of Being:  Jan Prochazka, an important figure of the Prague Spring, came under heavy surveillance after the Russian invasion of 1968.  At the time, he saw a good deal of another great opposition figure, Professor Vaclav Cerny, with whom he liked to drink and talk.  All their conversations were secretly recorded, and I suspect the two friends knew it and didn’t give a damn.  But one day in 1970 or 1971, with the intent to discredit Prochazka, the police began to broadcast these conversations as a radio serial.  For the police it was an audacious, unprecedented act.  And surprisingly:  nearly succeeded; instantly Prochazka was discredited: because in private, a person says all sorts of things, slurs friends, uses coarse language, acts silly, tells dirty jokes, repeats himself, makes a companion laugh by shocking him with outrageous talk, floats heretical ideas he’d never admit in public, and so froth.  Of course, we all act like Prochazka, in private we badmouth our friends and use coarse language; that we act different in private than in public is everyone’s most conspicuous experience it is the very ground of the life of the individual; curiously, this obvious fact remains unconscious, unacknowledged,  forever obscured by lyrical dreams of the transparent glass house, it is rarely understood to be the value one must defend beyond all others.  Thus only gradually did people realize (though their rage was all the greater) that the real scandal was not Prochazka’s daring talk but the rape of his life; they realized (as if by electric shock) that private and public are two essentially different worlds and that respect for that difference is the indispensable condition, the sine qua non, for a man to live free; that the curtain separating these two worlds is not to be tampered with, and that curtain-rippers are criminals.
(1995)

2003 Question 1

In his 1998 book Life the Movie:  How Entertainment Conquered Reality, Neal Gabler wrote the following:

One does not necessarily have to cluck in disapproval to admit that entertainment is all the things its detractors say it is:  fun, effortless, sensational, mindless, formulaic, predictable and subversive.  In fact, one might argue that those are the very reasons so many people love it.

At the same time, it is not hard to see why cultural aristocrats in the nineteenth century and intellectuals in the twentieth hated entertainment and why they predicted, as one typical nineteenth century critic railed, that its eventual effect would be “to overturn all morality, to poison the springs of domestic happiness, to dissolve the ties of our social order, and to involve our country in ruin.”
Write a thoughtful and carefully constructed essay in which you use specific evidence to defend, challenge, or qualify the assertion that entertainment has the capacity to “ruin” society.
2003 Question 2

Alfred M. Green delivered the following speech in Philadelphia in April 1861, the first month of the Civil War.  African Americans were not yet permitted to join the Union army, but Green felt that they should strive to be admitted to the ranks and prepare to enlist.  Read the speech carefully.  Then write an essay in which you analyze the methods that Green uses to persuade his fellow African Americans to join the Union forces. 

The time has arrived in the history of the great Republic when we may again give evidence to the world of the bravery and patriotism of a race in whose hearts burns the love of country, of freedom, and of civil and religious toleration.  It is these grand principles than enable men, however proscribed, when possessed of true patriotism, to say, “My country, right or wrong, I love thee still!”
It is true, the brave deeds of our fathers, sworn and subscribed to by the immortal Washington of the Revolution of 1776 and by Jackson and others in the War of 1812, have failed to bring us into recognition as citizens, enjoying those rights so dearly bought by those noble and patriotic sires.
It is true that our injuries in many respects are great:  fugitive-slave laws, Dred Scott
 decisions, indictments for treason, and long and dreary months of imprisonment.  The result of the most unfair rules of judicial investigation as been the pay we have received for our solicitude, sympathy and aid in the dangers and difficulties of those “days that tried men’s souls.”

Our duty, brethren, is not to cavil over past grievances.  Let us not be derelict to duty in the time of need.  While we remember the past and regret that our present position in the country is not such as to create within us that burning zeal and enthusiasm for the field of battle which inspires other men in the full enjoyment of every civil and religious emolument, yet let us endeavor to hope for the future and improve the present auspicious moment for creating anew our claims upon the justice and honor of the Republic; and, above all, let not the honor and glory achieved by our father be blasted or sullied by a want of true heroism among their sons.

Let us, then, take up the sword, trusting in God, who will defend the right, remembering that these are other days than those of yore; that the world today is on the side of freedom and universal political equality; that the war cry of the howling leaders of Secession and treason is:  “Let us drive back the advance guard of civil and religious freedom; let us have more slave territory; let us build stronger the tyrant system of slavery in the great American Republic.”  Remember, too, that your very presence among the troops of the North would inspire your oppressed brethren in the South with zeal for the overthrow of the tyrant system, and confidence in the armies of the living God—the God of truth, justice and equality to all men.
2003 Question 3

The two passages below, one by John James Audubon and the other by Annie Dillard, describe large flocks of birds in flight.  Read the passages carefully.  Then write an essay in which you compare and contrast how each writer describes the birds and coveys their effect of the writer as observer.
Passage 1
In the autumn of 1813, I left my house at Henderson, on the banks of the Ohio, on my way to Louisville. In passing over the Barrens a few miles beyond Hardensburgh, I observed the Pigeons flying from north-east to south-west, in greater numbers than I thought I had ever seen them before, and feeling an inclination to count the flocks that might pass within the reach of my eye in one hour, I dismounted, seated myself on an eminence, and began to mark with my pencil, making a dot for every flock that passed. In a short time finding the task which I had undertaken impracticable, as the birds poured in in countless multitudes, I rose, and counting the dots then put down, found that 163 had been made in twenty-one minutes. I travelled on, and still met more the farther I proceeded. The air was literally filled with Pigeons; the light of noon-day was obscured as by an eclipse, the dung fell in spots, not unlike melting flakes of snow; and the continued buzz of wings had a tendency to lull my senses to repose.

Whilst waiting for dinner at YOUNG'S inn at the confluence of Salt river with the Ohio, I saw, at my leisure, immense legions still going by, with a front reaching far beyond the Ohio on the west, and the beech-wood forests directly on the east of me. Not a single bird alighted; for not a nut or acorn was that year to be seen in the neighborhood. They consequently flew so high, that different trials to reach them with a capital rifle proved ineffectual; nor did the reports disturb them in the least. I cannot describe to you the extreme beauty of their aerial evolutions, when a Hawk chanced to press upon the rear of a flock. At once, like a torrent, and with a noise like thunder, they rushed into a compact mass, pressing upon each other towards the center. In these almost solid masses, they darted forward in undulating and angular lines, descended and swept close over the earth with inconceivable velocity, mounted perpendicularly so as to resemble a vast column, and, when high, were seen wheeling and twisting within their continued lines, which then resembled the coils of a gigantic serpent. 






John James Audubon







Ornithological Biographies, 1831 – 1839

Passage 2

Out of the dimming sky a speck appeared, then another, and another. It was the starlings going to roost. They gathered deep in the distance, flock sifting into flock and strayed toward me, transparent, and whirling, like smoke. They seemed to unravel as they flew, lengthening in curves, like a loosened skein. I didn’t move; they flew directly over my head for half an hour. The flight extended like a fluttering banner, an unfurled oriflamme, in either direction as far as I could see. Each in​dividual bird bobbed and knitted up and down in the flight at apparent random, for no known reason except that’s how starlings fly, yet all re​mained perfectly spaced. The flocks each tapered at either end from a rounded middle, like an eye. Over my head I heard a sound of beaten air, like a million shook rugs, a muffled whuff. Into the woods they sifted without shifting a twig, right through the crown of trees, intricate and rushing, like wind.

     After half an hour, the last of the stragglers had vanished into the trees. I stood with difficulty bashed by the unexpectedness of this beauty, and my spread lungs roared. My eyes pricked from the effort of trying to trace a feather dot’s passage through a weft of limbs. Could tiny birds be sifting through me right now, birds winging through the gaps between my cells, touching nothing, but quickening in my tissues, fleet?







Annie Dillard, Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, 1974

2004  Question 1

The passage below is an excerpt from a letter written by the eighteenth-century author Lord Chesterfield to his young son, who was traveling far from home.  Read the passage carefully.  Then, in a well-written essay, analyze how the rhetorical strategies that Chesterfield uses reveal his own values.
Bath, October 4, 1746
Dear Boy,

Though I employ so much of my time in writing to you, I confess I have often my doubts whether it is to any purpose.  I know how unwelcome advice generally is; I know that those who want it most, like it and follow it least; and I know, too, that the advice of parents, more particularly, is ascribed to the moroseness, the imperiousness, or the garrulity of old age.  But then, on the other hand, I flatter myself, that as your own reason, though too young as yet to suggest much to you of itself, is however, strong enough to enable you, both to judge of, and receive plain truths: I flatter myself (I say) that y our own reason, young as it is, must tell you, that I can have no interest but yours in the advice I give you; and that consequently, you will at least weigh and consider it well:  in which case, some of it will, I hope, have its effect.  Do not think that I mean to dictate as a parent; I only mean to advise as a friend, and an indulgent one too:  and do not apprehend that I mean to check your pleasures; of which, on the contrary, I only desire to be the guide, not the censor.  Let my experience supply your want of it, and clear your way, in the progress of your youth, of those thorns and briars, which scratched and disfigured me in the course of mine.  I do not, therefore, so much as hint to you, how absolutely dependent you are upon me; that you neither have, nor can have a shilling in the world but from me; and that, as I have no womanish weakness for your person, your merit must, and will, be the only measure of my kindness.  I say, I do not hint these things to you, because I am convinced that you will act right, upon more noble and generous principles:  I mean, for the sake of doing right, and out of affection and gratitude to me.

I have so often recommended to you attention and application to whatever you learn, that I do not mention them now as duties; but I point them out to you as conducive, nay, absolutely necessary to your pleasures; for can there be a greater pleasure than to be universally allowed to excel those of one’s own age and manner of life?  And, consequently, can there be anything more mortifying than to be excelled by them?  In this latter case, your shame and regret must be greater than anybody’s, because everybody knows the uncommon care which has been taken of your education, and the opportunities you have had of knowing more than others of your age.  I do not confine the application which I recommend, singly to the view and emulation of excelling others (though that is a very sensible pleasure and a very warrantable pride); but I mean likewise to excel in the thing itself; for, in my mind, one may as well not know a thing at all, as know it but imperfectly.  To know a little of anything, gives neither satisfaction nor credit; but often brings disgrace or ridicule.

2004  Question 2

Contemporary life is marked by controversy.  Choose a controversial local, nation, or global issue with which you are familiar.  Then, using appropriate evidence, write an essay that carefully considers the opposing positions on this controversy and proposes a solution or compromise.
2004  Question 3

Read carefully the following passage from the introduction to Days of Happiness by Richard Rodriguez.  Then, in a well-written essay, analyze how Rodriguez uses contrasts between Mexico and California to explore and convey his conflicting feelings.
For the last several years, I have told friends that I was writing a book about California and Mexico.  That was not saying enough.  I’ve been writing a book about comedy and tragedy.  In my mind, in my life, Mexico plays the tragic part; California plays the role of America’s wild child.

Or was I writing a gook about competing theologies?

Josiah Royce, another Californian, another writer, became a famous Harvard professor.  Royce wrote about California with disappointment from the distance of New England.  Royce believed that some epic opportunity had been given California—the chance to reconcile the culture of the Catholic south and the Protestant north.  California had the chance to heal the sixteenth-century tear of Europe.  But the opportunity was lost.  That Catholic—the Mexican—impulse was pushed back, vanquished by comedy; a Protestant conquest.

I use the word “comedy” here as the Greeks used it, with utmost seriousness, to suggest a world where youth is not a fruitless metaphor; where it is possible to start anew; where it is possible to escape the rivalries of the Capulets and the McCoys; where young women can disprove the adages of grandmothers.

The comedy of California was constructed on a Protestant faith in individualism.  Whereas Mexico knew tragedy.

My Mexican father, as his father before him, believed that old men know more than young men; that life will break your heart; that death finally is the vantage point from which a life must be seen.

I think now that Mexico has been the happier place for being a country of tragedy.  Tragic cultures serve up better food than optimistic cultures; tragic cultures have sweeter children, more opulent funerals.  In tragic cultures, one does not bear the solitary burden of optimism.  California is such a sad place, really—a state where children run away from parents, a state of pale beer, nd young old women, and divorced husbands living alone in condos.  But at a time when Californians re driven to despair by the relentless optimism of their state, I can only marvel at the comic achievement of the place, California’s defiance of history, the defiance of ancestors.

Something hopeful was created in California through the century of its Protestant settlement.  People believed that in California they could begin new lives.  New generations of immigrants continue to arrive in California, not a few of them from Mexico, hoping to cash in comedy.
It is still possible in California to change your name, change your sex, get a divorce, become a movie star.  My Mexican parents live in a California house with four telephones, three televisions, and several empty bedrooms.

How could California ever reconcile comedy and tragedy?  How could there not have been a divorce between Mexico and California in the nineteenth century?

The youth of my life was defined by Protestant optimism.  Now that I am middle-aged, I include more toward the Mexican point of view, though some part of me continues to resist the cynical conclusions of Mexico.

Which leaves me with at lest a literary problem to start with:  How shall I present the argument between comedy and tragedy, this tension that describes my life?  Shall I start with the boy’s chapter, then move toward more “mature” tragic conclusions?  But that would underplay the boy’s wisdom.  The middle-aged man would simply lord over the master.

No, I will present this life in reverse.  After all, the journey my parents took from Mexico to America was a journey from an ancient culture to a youthful one—backward in time.  In their path I similarly move, if only to honor their passage to California, and because I believe the best resolution to the debate between comedy and tragedy is irresolution, since both sides can claim wisdom.

(1992)

� Elsie Dinsmore was the long-suffering heroine in a popular series of children’s books written by Martha Finley and first published in 1868.


� Mohandas Gandhi (1869 – 1948).  Political and spiritual leader in India.


� Gandhi’s autobiography, The Story of My Experiments with Truth


� Romola:  the isolated, unhappily married main character in one of Eliot’s novels


� Mr. Lewes:  Eliot’s common-law husband, a prominent philosopher


� Krupp:  a German weapons manufacturing firm that was instrumental in the Nazi rearmament effort of the 1930’s.


� A luggar is a type of small fishing boat.


� Gunards and dabs are varieties of fish.


� A slave who sued in federal court for his and his family’s freedom






