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AP Literature and Composition Summer Assignment 
 

“What an astonishing thing a book is. It's a flat object made from a tree with flexible parts on which are 
imprinted lots of funny dark squiggles. But one glance at it and you're inside the mind of another person, 
maybe somebody dead for thousands of years. Across the millennia, an author is speaking clearly and 
silently inside your head, directly to you. Writing is perhaps the greatest of human inventions, binding 
together people who never knew each other, citizens of distant epochs. Books break the shackles of time. 
A book is proof that humans are capable of working magic." 
 
[Cosmos, Part 11: The Persistence of Memory (1980)]”  
― Carl Sagan, Cosmos 
	

	
The primary purpose of the AP Literature and Composition class is to give students a college-
level reading and writing course which prepares them not only to take the AP exam in May, but 
much more importantly to encounter sophisticated texts with confidence, independence, and 
critical inquiry, while exploring the art of the human mind and human creativity.   
 
You will receive a detailed description of the course in August; however, for now, all I want you 
to do is focus on this pre-course assignment, which is designed to assist you in developing a 
strong schema (or framework) to help process and fully appreciate some of what we will work 
with next year.   
 
All of the following assignments are due on the first day of school --- No exceptions, so plan 
out your work. You are responsible for each assignment listed below.  
 
 
Assignments: 

• Assignment 1: Complete the allusions worksheet and define extra allusions per 
instructions. (See Page 2) You will have a quiz the first week of school over these 
allusions, and the worksheet will be checked and discussed.  

• Assignment 2: Read the following poems (“Charon’s Cosmology,” “Odysseus,” and 
“Separation”), which contain mythic allusions and answer the questions following each. 
(See Page 3 and 4) – This exercise is not graded on a “correct” interpretation – I simply 
want to see how you think about poetry since we will work with A LOT of poetry this 
year. 

• Assignment 3: Poetry Analysis (Written Reflection) – See page 4 
• Assignment 4: Novel Reading – Read one of the novels or plays on the list found on 

page 5.  Take notes or annotate in the novel to prepare for an in-class essay during the 
second week of school. 

 
Please feel free to contact me with questions over the summer.  I may not respond immediately 
due to traveling, but I will respond.   
 
Have a wonderful summer 
Mr. Russell chad_russell@dpsk12.org 
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ASSIGNMENT 1: ALLUSIONS WORKSHEET 
 

This is a “research” assignment of literary, Biblical and mythological allusions.   On a separate 
sheet of paper please identify the source of the following allusions, what each means in the 
context of the original piece, and what each means now.  These allusions often appear in both 
the essay and multiple-choice part of the test.  Knowing where they come from and what they 
mean will help your understanding and analysis of literature. After completing the first ten, 
define the allusions listed at the bottom of the page, and try to write a one-sentence example of 
the allusion similar to the first ten. We will then be adding to the list as the year progresses. 
 
EXAMPLE:   ALLUSION:  She went on a Quixotic adventure. 
 
           ORIGINAL SOURCE OF THE ALLUSION:  Don Quixote by Miguel de Cervantes 
 
           WHAT IT MEANS IN THE ORIGINAL CONTEXT:  Alonso Quixano was a man  
           who whose imagination was captured by the Knights of the Round Table.  He  
           changed his name to Don Quixote and traveled the countryside rescuing people  
           and getting into all sorts of trouble. 
 
           WHAT IT MEANS NOW:  To go on an “impossible” quest – to be a bit of a  
           dreamer with no real hope of being successful. 
 
 
1.    ALLUSION:  He was “betrayed by a kiss.’ 
2.   ALLUSION:   As the cave’s roof collapsed, he was swallowed up in the dust like Jonah. 
3.   ALLUSION:    ”A weed by any other name is still a weed.” 
4.   ALLUSION:   In the play Raisin in the Sun, George Murchison calls Walter Lee Younger 

“Prometheus.”   
5.   ALLUSION:    Don’t go “tilting at windmills.” 
6.   ALLUSION:    “I wash my hands of this!”  
7.   ALLUSION:    Sometimes life seems like a Sisyphusian endeavor. 
8.   ALLUSION:    He had the buffoonery of Falstaff tempting Prince Hal. 
9.   ALLUSION:    It was a Herculean task. 
10.   ALLUSION:    It felt like one of the nine levels of hell. 
 
Other allusions: Define as the above example, but try to create an example similar to those 
found in one-ten above. 
 
1) Achilles    2) Apollo    3) Bacchanal    4) Helen    5) Muse    6) Narcissus    7) Odyssey    8) Pandora’s Box 
 
9)  Charon     10) Penelope     11) Garden of Eden     12) Cain & Abel     13) Goliath         
 
14) Sodom and Gomorrah       15) Lazarus      16) Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse        
 
17) Noah and the Flood          18) John the Baptist            19) Pontius Pilate       20) Job 
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ASSIGNMENT 2: Poems to Read and Write About  
 
“Charon's Cosmology” by Charles Simic (1938-    ) 
 
With only his feeble lantern   I'd say it doesn't matter 
To tell him where he is   No one complains he's got 
And every time a mountain   Their pockets to go through 
Of fresh corpses to load up   In one a crust of bread in another a sausage 
 
Take them to the other side   Once in a long while a mirror 
Where there are plenty more   Or a book which he throws 
I'd say by now he must be confused  Overboard into the dark river 
As to which side is which   Swift cold and deep         
…………………………………………….                                                                                                                         
§ Why do you think Charles Simic uses no punctuation?  Does it have anything to do with the 

tone of the speaker towards the topic?  
§ In the third stanza, the speaker says, "No one complains.” Who does he mean? Who are the 

possible complainers?  
§ Why do you think Charon throws the mirror or book overboard? What do they represent? 

What do they indicate about Charon? What do they indicate about the people who took 
them to the grave? Or about the people who buried the dead with these objects?  

 
“Odysseus” – W. S. Merwin (1927 - 2019 )         

For George Kirstein 
 
Always the setting forth was the same, 
Same sea, same dangers waiting for him 
As though he had got nowhere but older. 
Behind him on the receding shore         
  
Identical reproaches, and somewhere 
Out before him, the unraveling patience  
He was wedded to. There were the islands 
Each with its woman and twining welcome 
To be navigated, and one to call "home." 
The knowledge of all that he betrayed 
Grew till it was the same whether he stayed 
Or went. Therefore he went. And what wonder 
If sometimes he could not remember 
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Which was the one who wished on his departure 
Perils that he could never sail through, 
And which, improbable, remote, and true, 
Was the one he kept sailing home to? 
 
§ Who was "the unraveling patience/He was wedded to"?  
§ Who were the women who were on each island?  
§ Who wished ill for Odysseus and who was "improbable, remote, and true"?  
§ What does it mean that Odysseus could not remember at times who wished him ill and who 

was loyal? Is this a fault with Odysseus or with the women or with life itself?  
§ This poem is not just about Odysseus. Who or what does Odysseus represent? What does he 

symbolize? Is Odysseus a positive or negative symbol or is the answer more complex than 
that?  

 
“Separation” W. S. Merwin ( 1927-2019) 
Your absence has gone through me 
Like thread though a needle. 
Everything I do is stitched with its color. 
 
§ "Separation" is a poem that complements "Odysseus" though that may not have been 

intentional on the poet's part. In what way can this poem be considered a complement to     
W. S. Merwin's first poem “Odysseus”?  

 
ASSIGNMENT 3: Poetry Analysis (Written Reflection) – Much of our studies will revolve 
around poetry. We will study poetry in full units and also on a weekly basis. In preparation for 
this, I would like you to complete an assignment that tells me your interpretation of “great 
poetry.” Select a poem that you consider to be worthy of study and instruction in AP English 
Literature. Then, write a 250+ word response explaining what makes this a “great” poem. I will 
not put any parameters on you, I simply want to know what you think makes a poem worthy of 
your time. Please avoid online assistance in completing this assignment – this is based on your 
own thinking. There is no “wrong answer!” 
 
ASSIGNMENT 4: Novel Reading 
 

In	preparation	for	our	first	written	analysis	assignment,	you	need	to	select	one	title	
off	the	list	(see	page	5)	and	read	it	over	the	summer.	Please	take	notes	OR	annotate	the	text	
as	you	read	in	order	to	prepare	our	first	written	essay.		The	list	on	the	back	is	compiled	
using	commonly	used	titles	on	the	AP	exam.		You	may	have	the	chance	to	read	one	or	two	
more	off	this	list	throughout	the	course	of	the	year.		Please	choose	one	you	have	not	
read.		There	is	always	benefit	in	re-reading	a	text,	but	a	major	part	of	this	assignment	is	to	
build	your	literary	mental	library.		Feel	free	to	read	more	than	one	–	but	only	one	is	
required.	
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