Bookchoosing for Year 8: Big names in literature

Paul Auster:
The Music of Chance



Mr. Vertigo



The Book of Illusions

Ian McEwan: Atonement



Enduring Love



The Comfort of Strangers

John Irving:
A Prayer for Owen Meany



The World According to Garp



The Water-Method Man

Kurt Vonnegut Jr.: Cat’s Cradle



Slaughterhouse Five



Breakfast of Champions

Jamaica Kincaid: A Small Place



Annie John



Lucy

Barbara Kingsolver: Animal Dreams



The Bean Trees



The Poisonwood Bible

1. Reconstructing Blurbs:


Work with a partner and do as many of the text puzzles as possible. Write the blurbs on a worksheet. If you cannot do all the puzzles, concentrate on your favorite authors and share information with your friends.
2. Choosing a Novel and Finding a Group:

Decide which of the above novels you would like to read for our author study this quarter. 
Get together with friends who are interested in the same author. 
In the author-study project groups will discuss and compare different works of the same author. You will be asked to find typical features or characteristics of your author. (Recurring themes, settings, problems, stylistic features, symbols…)

Ideally groups should consist of 6 students, pairs should have read the same book.  
3. Reading your Novel:
Read your novel. Write 2-3 entries in your reading diary and don’t forget to mark interesting passages in your book so you can find them quickly when you need examples.

Paul Auster: The Book of Illusions
Six months after losing his wife and two young sons in an airplane crash,

Vermont professor David Zimmer spends his waking hours mired in a blur of alcoholic grief and self-pity.

Then,

watching television one night,

he stumbles upon a clip from a lost film by silent comedian Hector Mann.

Zimmer’s interest is piqued, and he soon finds himself embarking on a journey around the world to research a book on this mysterious figure,

who vanished from sight in 1929 and has been presumed dead for sixty years.

When the book is published the following year,

a letter turns up in Zimmer’s mailbox bearing a return address from a small town in New Mexico inviting him to meet Hector.

Torn between doubt and belief, 

Zimmer hesitates, 

until one night a strange woman appears on his doorstep and makes the decision for him

changing his life forever.
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Paul Auster: Mr. Vertigo
Paul Auster’s dazzling, picaresque novel is the story of one Walter Claireborne Rawley, 

renowned nationwide as “Walt the Wonder boy.”

It is the late 1920s, the era of Babe Ruth, Charles Lindbergh, and Al Capone, 

and Walt is a Saint Louis orphan rescued from the streets by the mysterious Hungarian Master Yehudi, 

who teaches Walt to walk on air. 

The vaudeville act that results from Walt’s marvelous new ability takes them across a vast and vibrant country, 

where they meet and fall prey to sinners, thieves, and villains, 

from the Kansas Ku Klux Klan to the Chicago mob. 

Walt’s rise to fame and fortune mirrors America’s own coming of age, and his resilience, 

like that of the nation, is challenged over and again. 

Mr. Vertigo is a bravura celebration of a raucous age, 

an ambitious and enduringly brilliant tale of trial and triumph.
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Paul Auster: The Music of Chance

In a Pennsylvania meadow, 
a young fireman and an angry gambler are forced to build a wall of fifteenth-century stone. 
For Jim Nashe, it all started when he came into a small inheritance and left Boston in pursuit of “a life of freedom.” 

Careening back and forth across the United States, waiting for the money to run out, Nashe met Jack Pozzi, a young man with a temper and a plan. 

With Nashe’s last funds, they entered a poker game against two rich eccentrics, 

“risking everything on the single blind turn of a card.” 

In Paul Auster’s world of fiendish bargains and punitive whims, 

where chance is a shifting and powerful force, there is redemption, nonetheless, in Nashe’s resolute quest for justice and his capacity for love.
Here is an exceptional novel of freedom and chance which takes you on an engrossing tour of a man’s inner life.
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Jamaica Kincaid: A Small Place
Kincaid here examines the geography and history of Antigua, 

where she was raised. 

We first see the island through the eyes of the typical North American tourist, 

who aims to exchange his or her own "everydayness" for that of someone without the same privilege. 

But rather than interpret Antiguan experience for outsiders, 

Kincaid lays bare the limits of her own understanding. 

She asks us to grasp the crime of empire in a new way, 

stressing that it can be understood only from a post-colonial point of view: surveying 20 years of a corrupt "free" government, 

she finds the inheritance of colonialism to be a commercial and governmental enterprise that serves individual interests. 

Antiguans, she effectively demonstrates, are ordinary people saddled with an unthinkable but unbreachable past. 
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Jamaica Kincaid: Annie John

Jamaica Kincaid beautifully delineates hatred and fear, 
because she knows they are often a step away from love and obsession. 
At the start of Annie John, her 10-year-old heroine is engulfed in family happiness and safety. 
Though Annie loves her father, she is all eyes for her mother. 
When she is almost 12, however, the idyll ends and she falls into deep disfavor. 
This inexplicable loss mars both lives, as each grows adept at public falsity and silent betrayal. The pattern is set, and extended: "And now I started a new series of betrayals of people and things I would have sworn only minutes before to die for." 
In front of Annie's father and the world, "We were politeness and kindness and love and laughter." Alone they are linked in loathing. 
Annie tries to imagine herself as someone in a book--an orphan or a girl with a wicked stepmother. 
The trouble is, she finds, those characters' lives always end happily.
Luckily for us, though not perhaps for her alter ego, 
Kincaid is too truthful a writer to provide such a finale.
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Jamaica Kinkaid: Lucy

The coming-of-age story of one of Jamaica Kincaid's most admired creations--newly available in paperback
Lucy, a teenage girl from the West Indies, 

comes to North America to work as an au pair for Lewis and Mariah and their four children.

Lewis and Mariah are a thrice-blessed couple--handsome, rich, and seemingly happy. 

Yet, alomst at once, Lucy begins to notice cracks in their beautiful facade. 

With mingled anger and compassion, Lucy scrutinizes the assumptions and verities of her employers' world and compares them 

with the vivid realities of her native place. 

Lucy has no illusions about her own past, but neither is she prepared to be deceived about where she presently is. 
At the same time that Lucy is coming to terms with Lewis's and Mariah's lives, 

she is also unravelling the mysteries of her own sexuality. 

Gradually a new person unfolds: passionate, forthright, and disarmingly honest.

In Lucy, Jamaica Kincaid has created a startling new character 

possessed with adamantine clearsightedness and ferocious integrity--a captivating heroine for our time.
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Kurt Vonnegut: Cat’s Cradle

Cat’s Cradle deals with atomic scientists, 

ugly Americans, gorgeous sex queens,

vengeful midgets,

Caribbean dictators, undertakers,

Hoosiers, 

a new way of making love,

ice-nine,

Bokononism,

the end of the world… Ice-nine?

Bokononism?

The end of the world? 

No one but Kurt Vonnegut, Jr., 

could have created this masterful mix of satire,

fantasy and all-too-real realism.

An ultimate commentary on modern man and his madness,

Cat’s Cradle is one of the most brilliant and important novels of the decade.
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Kurt Vonnegut: Breakfast of Champions
Breakfast Of Champions is vintage Vonnegut. 

One of his favorite characters, aging writer Kilgore Trout, 

finds to his horror that a Midwest car dealer is taking his fiction as truth. 

The result is murderously funny satire as Vonnegut looks at war, sex, racism, success, politics, and pollution in America and reminds us how to see the truth. 
"It's marvelous...he wheels out all the complaints about 
America and makes them seem fresh, funny, outrageous, hateful and lovable."
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Kurt Vonnegut: Slaughterhouse Five

	Kurt Vonnegut's absurdist classic Slaughterhouse-Five introduces us to Billy Pilgrim, 

a man who becomes 'unstuck in time' after he is abducted

by aliens from the planet Tralfamadore. 

In a plot-scrambling display of virtuosity, we follow Pilgrim simultaneously through all phases of his life, 

concentrating on his (and Vonnegut's) shattering experience as an American prisoner of war who witnesses the firebombing of Dresden.

Slaughterhouse-Five is not only Vonnegut's most powerful book, 

it is also as important as any written since 1945. Like Catch-22, 

it fashions the author's experiences in the Second World War into an eloquent and deeply funny plea against butchery in the service of authority. 

Slaughterhouse-Five boasts the same imagination, humanity, and gleeful appreciation of the absurd found in Vonnegut's other works, 

but the book's basis in rock-hard, tragic fact gives it unique poignancy -- and humor.
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John Irving: A Prayer for Owen Meany

Owen Meany is a dwarfish boy with a strange voice 
who accidentally kills his best friend's mom with a baseball and believes--accurately--that he is an instrument of God, to be redeemed by martyrdom. 
John Irving's novel, is his most popular book in Britain, and perhaps the oddest Christian mystic novel since Flannery O'Connor's work. 
Irving fans will find much that is familiar: the New England prep-school-town setting, symbolic amputations of man and beast, the Garp-like unknown father of the narrator (Owen's orphaned best friend), the rough comedy. 
The scene of the doltish headmaster driving a trashed VW down the school's marble staircase is a marvelous set piece. So are the Christmas pageants Owen stars in. But it's all, as Highlights magazine used to put it, "fun with a purpose." 
When Owen plays baby Jesus in the pageants, and glimpses a tombstone with his death date while enacting A Christmas Carol, the slapstick doesn't cancel the fact that he 
was born to be martyred. The book's countless subplots add up to a moral argument, specifically an indictment of American foreign policy--from Vietnam to the Contras.
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John Irving: The World According to Garp

The New York Times bestseller
This is the life and times of T. S. Garp, the bastard son of Jenny Fields--a feminist leader ahead of her times. This is the life and death 
of a famous mother and her almost-famous son; theirs is a world of sexual 
extremes--even of sexual assassinations. It is a novel rich with "lunacy 
and sorrow"; yet the dark, violent events of the story do not undermine a 
comedy both ribald and robust. In more than thirty languages, in more than 
forty countries--with more than ten million copies in print--this novel 
provides almost cheerful, even hilarious evidence of its famous last line: 
"In the world according to Garp, we are all terminal cases."
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John Irving: The Water- Method Man
My favorite Irving novel!, 

	
	Reviewer: A reader from Pittsburgh, PA 


This was the first Irving novel I read--almost 10 years ago, at the age of 16--and as much as I love Garp, Owen Meany, and other Irving novels I have since read, 
Water-Method Man continues to be my favorite. 
First, few books make me laugh out loud. This is one of them. It's also one of the three books I 
don't go anywhere without. More importantly, it's a book about growing up (whether you want to or not), 
about taking responsibility for your past mistakes, and about having the courage to 
get at the root of your problems so that you can stumble, however blindly, toward what the future might 
bring you. The writing is brilliant. It is true that the chapters go back and forth in time; 
however, this is done to underscore the fact that Bogus Trumper is about to repeat some of his most disastrous mistakes. 
And if the chapters detailing Merrill's attempt to teach Bogus to ski and Bogus's "duck-hunting" escapade can't make you laugh, nothing can.
Definitely a book for the reader who wants to think--and laugh. Enjoy! 
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IanMcEwan:  Atonement

Ian McEwan’s symphonic novel of love and war, childhood and class, guilt and forgiveness
provides all the satisfaction of a brilliant narrative and the provocation we have come to expect 
from this master of English prose.
On a hot summer day in 1935, thirteen-year-old Briony Tallis witnesses a moment’s flirtation 
between her older sister, Cecilia, and Robbie Turner, the son of a servant and Cecilia’s 
childhood friend. But Briony’s incomplete grasp of adult motives–together with her precocious 
literary gifts–brings about a crime that will change all their lives. As it follows that crime’s 
repercussions through the chaos and carnage of World War II and into the close of the 
twentieth century, Atonement engages the reader on every conceivable level, with an ease and 
authority that mark it as a genuine masterpiece.
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Ian McEwan: Enduring Love

On a windy spring day in the Chilterns, the calm, organized life of science writer Joe Rose is 

shattered when he witnesses a tragic accident: a hot-air balloon with a boy trapped in its basket 

is being tossed by the wind, and in the attempt to save the child, a man is killed. A stranger 

named Jed Parry joins Rose in helping to bring the balloon to safety. But unknown to Rose,

something passes between Parry and himself on that day--something that gives birth to an

obsession in Parry so powerful that it will test the limits of Rose's beloved rationalism, threaten

 the love of his wife, Clarissa, and drive him to the brink of murder and madness. Brilliant and

 compassionate, this is a novel of love, faith, and suspense, and of how life can change in an 

instant.
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Ian McEwan: Comfort of Stangers

Good Early McEwan, June 10, 2003 
	
	Reviewer: Foster Corbin (see more about me) from ATLANTA, GA USA 


Many of the trademarks we have come to expect in McEwan novels are already here in this early novel published in the U. S. in 1981, the ironic title, the complexity, the psychological tension, the ambiguities, the questions left unanswered. I was handicapped in reading this novel in that I had already seen the movie so it was impossible not to see Rupert Everett and Natasha Richardson getting lost in those maze-like alleys in Venice. (Nowhere in this slim novel, however, does McEwan name the city where the sinister action takes place.} On the other hand, since I knew the outcome, I could look for and admire the clues the author gives as to what will happen. McEwan does an excellent job of setting the tone for what ultimately occurs early in the novel. As early as page 17: "Colin and Mary had never left the hotel so late, and Mary was to attribute much of what followed to this fact." There are lots of references to the sexual tension between men and women in addition to many homoerotic allusions throughout the book that prepare you, at least in part, for the shattering climax of this horrific little novel. 

McEwan always gives the reader a story that appeals both to the intellect and the emotions. As usual, he doesn't disappoint us. One of the joys of living in these times is awaiting a new McEwan novel.
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Barbara Kingsolver: Animal Dreams

Codi Noline returns to the sleepy mining town of Grace, Arizona, to care for her father, who is suffering from Alzheimer's disease. It is a bad time for her: disappointed in her personal life, she has closed down her emotions in defense against a heart that cares too easily. "I had quietly begun to hope for nothing at all in the way of love, so as not to be disappointed," she muses. In Grace, she finds friends, allies, and a love that endures. This strong second novel confirms the promise shown in The Bean Trees (LJ 2/1/88), a deserved critical and commercial success. Kingsolver's characters are winners, especially the women, who take charge of life without fuss or complaint. Her novel compares to those of Ann Tyler in its engaging people and message that is upbeat but realistic. Kingsolver's dedication to complex social and environmental causes enriches the story line. Highly recommended. 
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Barbara Kingsolver: The Poisonwood Bible

In 1959, Nathan Price, a fierce, evangelical Baptist, takes his four young daughters, his wife, 

and his mission to the Belgian Congo -- a place, he is sure, where he can save needy souls. But 

the seeds they plant bloom in tragic ways within this complex culture. Set against one of the 

most dramatic political events of the twentieth century -- the Congo's fight for independence 

from Belgium and its devastating consequences -- here is New York Times-bestselling author 

Barbara Kingslover's beautiful, heartbreaking, and unforgettable epic that chronicles the 

disintegration of family and a nation.
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Barbara Kingsolver: Bean Trees
Marietta Greer's mama called her Missy, because, according to family legend, when she was 
three, she stamped her foot "and told my own mother not to call me Marietta but MISS 
Marietta, as I had to call all the people including children in the houses where she worked Miss 
this or Mister that..." Her growing up years in Pittnam County, Kentucky, taught her two 
things: don't get pregnant, and get out as quick as you can. With Mama's expert training in old-
car trouble-shooting, Marietta hits the road in her 1955 windowless, jump-start volkswagen, 
determined to rename herself after the first place she has to buy gas. Relieved at missing 
Homer, Illinois, and keeping her "fingers crossed through Sidney, Sadorus, Cerro Gordo, 
Decatur, and Blue Mound," she "coasted into Taylorville on the fumes." Now Taylor Greer, 
she discovers that car trouble can change more than just her name: when her rocker arm breaks 
in Oklahoma, she is "given" a baby; when she has two flat tires in Tucson, she limps into Jesus 
Is Lord Used Tires, where she begins to learn that her troubles are minor compared to people 
hiding from Guatemalan death squads. The Bean Trees is written in the spirited language of a
Kentucky-raised working woman with a generous heart and an audacious imagination. – 
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