
Hamlet in-class essay prompts
We will narrow the field to four and I will pick one. 
Successful essays will have a clear, unambiguous thesis, be clearly organized, other exact textual evidence to support 
insightful claims.

1983. From a novel or play of literary merit, select an important character who is a villain. Then, in a well-organized essay, 
analyze the nature of the character’s villainy and show how it enhances meaning in the work. Do not merely summarize the 
plot.

1988. Choose a distinguished novel or play in which some of the most significant events are mental or psychological; for 
example, awakenings, discoveries, changes in consciousness. In a well-organized essay, describe how the author manages to 
give these internal events the sense of excitement, suspense, and climax usually associated with external action. Do not 
merely summarize the plot.

1994. In some works of literature, a character who appears briefly, or does not appear at all, is a significant presence. 
Choose a novel or play of literary merit and write an essay in which you show how such a character functions in the work. 
You may wish to discuss how the character affects action, theme, or the development of other characters. Avoid plot 
summary.

1997. Novels and plays often include scenes of weddings, funerals, parties, and other social occasions. Such scenes may 
reveal the values of the characters and the society in which they live. Select a novel or play that includes such a scene and, 
in a focused essay, discuss the contribution the scene makes to the meaning of the work as a whole. You may choose a work 
from the list below or another novel or play of literary merit.

1999. The eighteenth-century British novelist Laurence Sterne wrote, “No body, but he who has felt it, can conceive what a 
plaguing thing it is to have a man’s mind torn asunder by two projects of equal strength, both obstinately pulling in a 
contrary direction at the same time.” 
From a novel or play choose a character (not necessarily the protagonist) whose mind is pulled in conflicting directions by 
two compelling desires, ambitions, obligations, or influences. Then, in a well-organized essay, identify each of the two 
conflicting forces and explain how this conflict with one character illuminates the meaning of the work as a whole. You may 
use one of the novels or plays listed below or another novel or work of similar literary quality.

2000. Many works of literature not readily identified with the mystery or detective story genre nonetheless involve the 
investigation of a mystery. In these works, the solution to the mystery may be less important than the knowledge gained in 
the process of its investigation. Choose a novel or play in which one or more of the characters confront a mystery. Then 
write an essay in which you identify the mystery and explain how the investigation illuminates the meaning of the work as a 
whole. Do not merely summarize the plot. 

2001. One definition of madness is “mental delusion or the eccentric behavior arising from it.” But Emily Dickinson wrote 
Much madness is divinest Sense— To a discerning Eye— Novelists and playwrights have often seen madness with a 
“discerning Eye.” Select a novel or play in which a character’s apparent madness or irrational behavior plays an important 
role. Then write a well-organized essay in which you explain what this delusion or eccentric behavior consists of and how it 
might be judged reasonable. Explain the significance of the “madness” to the work as a whole. Do not merely summarize 
the plot.

2004, Form B. The most important themes in literature are sometimes developed in scenes in which a death or deaths take 
place. Choose a novel or play and write a well-organized essay in which you show how a specific death scene helps to 
illuminate the meaning of the work as a whole. Avoid mere plot summary.

2016. Many works of literature contain a character who intentionally deceives others. The character’s dishonesty may be 
intended either to help or to hurt. Such a character, for example, may choose to mislead others for personal safety, to spare 
someone’s feelings, or to carry out a crime. Choose a novel or play in which a character deceives others. Then, in a well-
written essay, analyze the motives for that character’s deception and discuss how the deception contributes to the meaning 
of the work as a whole.


