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AP ENGLISH LITERATURE AND COMPOSITION 2025 n FREE-RESPONSE QUESTIONS

1.	In Victor Hernández Cruz’s poem “Two Guitars,” published in 2001, the speaker imagines that 
two guitars are alive and engaging in conversation about their musical experiences. Read 
the poem carefully. Then, in a well-written essay, analyze how Hernández Cruz uses literary 
elements and techniques to convey a complex portrayal of the guitars’ musical world.

In your response you should do the following:
•	 Respond to the prompt with a thesis that presents a defensible interpretation.
•	 Select and use evidence to support your line of reasoning.
•	 Explain how the evidence supports your line of reasoning.
•	 Use appropriate grammar and punctuation in communicating your argument.

Two Guitars

Two guitars were left in a room all alone 

They sat on different corners of the parlor 

In this solitude they started talking to each other 

My strings are tight and full of tears 

Line 5 The man who plays me has no heart 

I have seen it leave out of his mouth 

I have seen it melt out of his eyes 

It dives into the pores of the earth 

When they squeeze me tight I bring 

10 Down the angels who live off the chorus 

The trios singing loosen organs 

With melodious screwdrivers 

Sentiment comes off the hinges 

Because a song is a mountain put into 

15 Words and landscape is the feeling that 

Enters something so big in the harmony 

We are always in danger of blowing up 

With passion 
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The other guitar: 

20 In 1944 New York 

When the Trio Los Panchos1 started 

With Mexican & Puerto Rican birds2 

I am the one that one of them held 

Tight  like a woman 

25 Their throats gardenia3 gardens 

An airport for dreams 

I’ve been in theaters and cabarets 

I played in an apartment on 102nd street 

After a baptism pregnant with women 

30 The men flirted and were offered 

Chicken soup 

Echoes came out of hallways as if from caves 

Someone is opening the door now 

The two guitars hushed and there was a 

35 Resonance in the air like what is left by 

The last chord of a bolero.4

Victor Hernández Cruz, “Two Guitars” from Maraca: New and Selected Poems, 1965-2000. Copyright © 2001 by Victor 
Hernández Cruz. Reprinted with the permission of Coffee House Press. www.coffeehousepress.org.

1: a musical group that specializes in boleros and other romantic ballads
2: guitars
3: a type of plant known for its striking flowers
4: a genre of romantic music that originated in Cuba and has been popular throughout the Americas; 
common themes include unrequited love, betrayal, and abandonment
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2.	The following excerpt is from Jeannette Haien’s novel The All of It, published in 1986. In this 
passage, Father Declan, an Irish priest, is driving home after a successful fishing trip. Read the 
passage carefully. Then, in a well-written essay, analyze how Haien uses literary elements and 
techniques to develop a complex portrayal of Father Declan.

In your response you should do the following:
•	 Respond to the prompt with a thesis that presents a defensible interpretation.
•	 Select and use evidence to support your line of reasoning.
•	 Explain how the evidence supports your line of reasoning.
•	 Use appropriate grammar and punctuation in communicating your argument.

Par.  
1 Nothing exaggerates a sense of lonely solitude so much as a long night drive through 

thrashing rain and dense, culprit fog.
2 Crouched over the steering-wheel of the old Ford, his head thrust forward, turtle-like, out of 

his collar, the only sound the sidelong loping strokes of the windshield wipers, he peered ahead 
through the car lights’ gauzy beam at the narrow, winding road which kept vanishing and 
reappearing like a dark ribbon in a magician’s hand, seen now, now not, depending on the shift 
of the fog....

3 It was terrible the way his splendid excitement had vanished almost the instant he’d left 
the Castle and started the homeward journey, the lilt and thrill of his great adventure draining 
from him suddenly, to be as suddenly replaced by a violent flush of self-pity caused (admit it) 
by the sorrowful fact that at the end of the long night drive there would be nought for him but 
the bulk emptiness of the bleak parish-house, its outside walls bleeding with damp, its windows 
dark, its high, cold rooms devoid of life except as he would enter them only to encounter, going 
before him in the chilly chambers, the exhaled, ghostly haze of his own breath; that...deadliness, 
juxtaposed to the powerful vividness of its imagined opposite: anticipation—of a lit window, of 
a waiting presence, of a voice asking those simple, linking, engaging questions which absence 
inspires: “How are you?” “How did you fare?” “What was it like?”

4 Oh, the blanknesses of solitude....
5 He ought to get a dog, a lively, sensitive puppy he could rear to companionable habits; one 

that would accompany him on walks and ride beside him in the car, that would sleep next to his 
bed and wag him awake of a morning, a warm, affectionate, entertaining little dog. He pictured 
the creature: a smallish terrier, a brindled,1 charming cairn or smoothcoated brown-and-white 
Jack Russell,2 all spiff and prance and independence but ready ever for a petting. “Father 
Declan’s little dog,” mothers would say of it in a recommending way, meaning it wouldn’t snap 
when their children stooped to pat it. “’Tis Father Declan’s”: assurance that it wouldn’t forget 
itself and spot the carpet.... Was there anything written against a priest having a dog? For sure 
the Bishop didn’t have one. Could he think of a sixtyish priest he knew who did? He couldn’t; 
though Father Patrick Joyce in Galway kept a toothless, stiff, off-putting thing of a cat, a feature 
of parish-house life you’d be less surprised by in Galway than in Roonatellin, priests in Galway 
being laws unto themselves.... And of course, there was the obstacle of Mrs. Duggin, who “did” 
for him as hasty morning-cleaner and washer and (hastier) cook. (He’d try again hinting to her 
how much he’d appreciate a bit of noontime meat or fish not fried to the consistency of cement, 
or a veg not boiled to a rag’s limpness.) Mrs. Duggin wouldn’t take to a dog.... He could hear 
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In Victor Hernández Cruz’s poem “Two Guitars,” published in 2001, the speaker imagines that two guitars are alive and engaging in conversation about 
their musical experiences. Read the poem carefully. Then, in a well-written essay, analyze how Hernández Cruz uses literary elements and techniques 
to convey a complex portrayal of the guitars’ musical world. 

In your response you should do the following:  
• Respond to the prompt with a thesis that presents a defensible interpretation. 
• Select and use evidence to support your line of reasoning. 
• Explain how the evidence supports your line of reasoning. 
• Use appropriate grammar and punctuation in communicating your argument.  
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Reporting 
Category Scoring Criteria 

Row A 
Thesis 

(0–1 points) 

0 points 
For any of the following: 
• There is no defensible thesis. 
• The intended thesis only restates the prompt. 
• The intended thesis provides a summary of the issue with no apparent or 

coherent claim. 
• There is a thesis, but it does not respond to the prompt. 

1 point 
Responds to the prompt with a thesis that presents a defensible interpretation 
of the poem.  

Decision Rules and Scoring Notes 
Responses that do not earn this point: 
• Only restate the prompt. 
• Make a generalized comment about the poem that doesn’t respond to the 

prompt.  
• Describe the poem or features of the poem rather than making a claim that 

requires a defense. 

Responses that earn this point: 
• Provide a defensible interpretation of the complex portrayal of the guitars’ 

musical world.  

Examples that do not earn this point: 
Restate the prompt 
• “The poet conveys the guitars’ complex musical world through the use of 

several literary techniques.” 

Do not relate to the prompt 
• “Music is a vital element of many cultures around the world.” 

Describe the poem or features of the poem 
• “Victor Hernández Cruz’s poem consists of 36 lines and depicts two guitars 

speaking to one another. He uses figurative language to convey the 
experiences of the guitars.” 

Examples that earn this point: 
Provide a defensible interpretation 

• “The poet uses personification and vivid imagery to convey the powerful 
emotions that bring the guitars’ emotional, energetic musical world into 
being.” 

• “The poem depicts the experiences of playing an instrument and hearing 
music in a way that portrays the guitars inhabiting spaces that connect 
ordinary life to timeless truths.” 

• “In the 2001 poem ‘Two Guitars,’ Victor Hernández Cruz employs metaphor 
and simile to portray the guitars’ musical world. This musical world reflects 
life in New York City’s vibrant Latino community.” 

Additional Notes: 
• The thesis may be more than one sentence, provided the sentences are in close proximity. 
• The thesis may be anywhere within the response. 
• For a thesis to be defensible, the poem must include at least minimal evidence that could be used to support that thesis; however, the student need not cite 

that evidence to earn the thesis point. 
• The thesis may establish a line of reasoning that structures the essay, but it needn’t do so to earn the thesis point. 
• A thesis that meets the criteria can be awarded the point whether or not the rest of the response successfully supports that line of reasoning. 
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Reporting 
Category Scoring Criteria 

Row B 
Evidence 

AND 
Commentary 
(0–4 points) 

0 points 
Simply restates thesis (if 
present), repeats 
provided information, or 
offers information 
irrelevant to the prompt. 

1 point 
EVIDENCE: 
Provides evidence that is 
mostly general.  

AND 

COMMENTARY: 
Summarizes the evidence 
but does not explain how 
the evidence supports the 
student’s argument. 

2 points 
EVIDENCE: 
Provides some specific, relevant 
evidence. 

AND 

COMMENTARY: 
Explains how some of the 
evidence relates to the 
student’s argument, but no line 
of reasoning is established, or 
the line of reasoning is faulty. 

3 points 
EVIDENCE: 
Provides specific evidence to 
support all claims in a line of 
reasoning.  

AND 

COMMENTARY:  
Explains how some of the 
evidence supports a line of 
reasoning. 

AND 

Explains how at least one 
literary element or technique in 
the poem contributes to its 
meaning. 

4 points 
EVIDENCE: 
Provides specific evidence to 
support all claims in a line of 
reasoning.  

AND 

COMMENTARY: 
Consistently explains how the 
evidence supports a line of 
reasoning. 

AND 

Explains how multiple literary 
elements or techniques in the 
poem contribute to its meaning.  

Decision Rules and Scoring Notes 
Typical responses that 
earn 0 points: 
• Are incoherent or do 

not address the 
prompt. 

• May be just opinion 
with no textual 
references or 
references that are 
irrelevant.  

Typical responses that earn 
1 point: 
• Tend to focus on 

summary or description of 
a poem rather than 
specific details or 
techniques. 

• Mention literary 
elements, devices, or 
techniques with little or 
no explanation.  

Typical responses that earn 
2 points: 
• Consist of a mix of specific 

evidence and broad 
generalities. 

• May contain some simplistic, 
inaccurate, or repetitive 
explanations that don’t 
strengthen the argument.  

• May make one point well but 
either do not make multiple 
supporting claims or do not 
adequately support more 
than one claim.  

• Do not explain the 
connections or progression 
between the student’s claims, 
so a line of reasoning is not 
clearly established.  

Typical responses that earn  
3 points: 
• Uniformly offer evidence to 

support claims. 
• Focus on the importance of 

specific words and details 
from the poem to build an 
interpretation. 

• Organize an argument as a 
line of reasoning composed of 
multiple supporting claims. 

• Commentary may fail to 
integrate some evidence or 
fail to support a key claim.  

Typical responses that earn  
4 points: 
• Uniformly offer evidence to 

support claims. 
• Focus on the importance of 

specific words and details 
from the poem to build an 
interpretation.  

• Organize and support an 
argument as a line of 
reasoning composed of 
multiple supporting claims, 
each with adequate evidence 
that is clearly explained. 

• Explain how the writer’s use 
of multiple literary techniques 
contributes to the student’s 
interpretation of the poem. 

Additional Notes: 
• Writing that suffers from grammatical and/or mechanical errors that interfere with communication cannot earn the fourth point in this row. 
• To earn the fourth point in this row, the response may observe multiple instances of the same literary element or technique if each instance further contributes 

to the meaning of the poem. 
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Reporting 
Category Scoring Criteria 

Row C 
Sophistication 

(0–1 points)

0 points 
Does not meet the criteria for one point. 

1 point 
Demonstrates sophistication of thought and/or develops a complex literary 
argument. 

Decision Rules and Scoring Notes 
Responses that do not earn this point: 

• Attempt to contextualize their interpretation, but such attempts 
consist predominantly of sweeping generalizations (“Human 
experiences always include ...” OR “In a world where ...” OR “Since the 
beginning of time ...”).  

• Only hint at or suggest other possible interpretations (“While another 
reader may see ...” OR “Though the poem could be said to ...”). 

• Make a single statement about how an interpretation of the poem 
comments on something thematic without consistently maintaining 
that thematic interpretation.  

• Oversimplify complexities in the poem.  
• Use complicated or complex sentences or language that is ineffective 

because it does not enhance the student’s argument.  

Responses that earn this point may demonstrate a sophistication of thought or 
develop a complex literary argument by doing any of the following: 
1. Identifying and exploring complexities or tensions within the poem.  
2. Illuminating the student’s interpretation by situating it within a broader context.  
3. Accounting for alternative interpretations of the poem. 
4. Employing a style that is consistently vivid and persuasive. 

Additional Note: 
• This point should be awarded only if the sophistication of thought or complex understanding is part of the student’s argument, not merely a phrase or 

reference. 
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Reporting 
Category Scoring Criteria 

Row C 
Sophistication 

(0–1 points) 

0 points 
Does not meet the criteria for one point. 

1 point 
Demonstrates sophistication of thought and/or develops a complex literary 
argument. 

Decision Rules and Scoring Notes 
Responses that do not earn this point: 
• Attempt to contextualize their interpretation, but such attempts consist 

predominantly of sweeping generalizations (“Human experiences always 
include ...” OR “In a world where ...” OR “Since the beginning of time ...”).  

• Only hint at or suggest other possible interpretations (“While another reader 
may see ...” OR “Though the passage could be said to ...”). 

• Make a single statement about how an interpretation of the passage 
comments on something thematic without consistently maintaining that 
thematic interpretation.  

• Oversimplify complexities in the passage.  
• Use complicated or complex sentences or language that is ineffective 

because it does not enhance the student’s argument.  

Responses that earn this point may demonstrate a sophistication of thought or 
develop a complex literary argument by doing any of the following: 
1. Identifying and exploring complexities or tensions within the passage.  
2. Illuminating the student’s interpretation by situating it within a broader 

context.  
3. Accounting for alternative interpretations of the passage. 
4. Employing a style that is consistently vivid and persuasive.  

Additional Note: 
• This point should be awarded only if the sophistication of thought or complex understanding is part of the student’s argument, not merely a phrase or 

reference. 


