
AP English Literature and Composition 
Summer Reading 2020 

 
Purchase and read the following books, all of which are available as inexpensive 
paperbacks on Amazon. Use whatever edition you want.  
 
Motherless Brooklyn     Johnathan Lethem 
 
Weather Jenny Offill 
 
Monument: Poems New and Selected Natasha Trethaway 
 
Summer reading assessment will be quote tests. I’ll give you a quote from the book 
and you provide sufficient context to prove you have read.  
 
Basics 
 
Reading real novels and poems may be something of a new experience for you. I have 
chosen books with contemporary settings and situations and language. They read fairly 
easily (no Charles Dickens or Jane Austen or Faulkner sentences to decode), but they 
also play around with timelines, make references to things you might not know, and they 
acknowledge the complexity of the world.  
 
Don’t expect easy answers, happy endings, comforting worldviews.  
 
Do be ready to laugh at the novels because both have comic elements. But the comedy 
is dark. 
 
Most of your experience with narrative work is children's literature and Hollywood 
movies, which usually give the audience all the information they need every step of the 
way. They operate by obeying conventions. As an audience, you recognize these 
conventions and your expectations are mostly confirmed. There is nothing wrong with 
this!  
 
BUT, more serious literature challenges the audience a little. At times you may be a little 
confused. That’s OK. Keep going! Your expectations may not be fulfilled. More serious 
artists both create and subvert the conventions. You may get disappointed or surprised. 
Offill’s book in particular is not at all sunny.  
 



Also, be patient with the narrators. They are imperfect people. You might not always 
relate to or even like them. But try to empathize. See the world through other eyes.  
 
 
 
Before you read Motherless Brooklyn…. 
 
Read any review from this page: 
https://bookmarks.reviews/reviews/motherless-brooklyn/ 
 
Google “hardboiled detective genre” or “noir detective.” The novel plays with this genre. 
 
Google Tourette's Syndrome. The narrator has it. 
 
Be ready for the non-chronological plot...if you get confused, that’s fine...just keep 
reading. 
 
This one is pretty funny and not altogether serious, but it can be jarring in places.. 
 
Before you read Weather… 
 
Read this review at the NYT: 
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/07/books/review/weather-jenny-offill.html 
 
The narrator is going to be very different for you guys: she is a middle aged woman 
coming to grips with the inevitable disappointments of marriage, parenting, and careers. 
But she’s hilarious about it… 
 
The book is written in fragments and the plot comes together in pieces....again, if you 
get confused, remember that it will come together later…. 
 
You may want to refresh your knowledge of climate change (yeah, I know, it’s Alabama 
and there’s no such thing as global warming or germs or DNA or dinosaurs, but review it 
anyway, so you can understand some of the anxiety in the book.) 
 
This one is not sunny. It’s depressing. But reading is not an escape from reality...it’s a 
harsh confrontation with reality... 
 
 

https://bookmarks.reviews/reviews/motherless-brooklyn/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/07/books/review/weather-jenny-offill.html


 
After you read….prep for tests by practicing answering these kinds of questions:  
 
 
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/100350/motherless-brooklyn-movie-tie-in-
edition-by-jonathan-lethem/9781984899392/readers-guide/ 
 
 
https://brokebybooks.com/10-discussion-questions-for-weather-by-jenny-offill/  

https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/100350/motherless-brooklyn-movie-tie-in-edition-by-jonathan-lethem/9781984899392/readers-guide/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/100350/motherless-brooklyn-movie-tie-in-edition-by-jonathan-lethem/9781984899392/readers-guide/
https://brokebybooks.com/10-discussion-questions-for-weather-by-jenny-offill/


The Poetry 
 
Trethaway writes poems with concrete characters and setting (mostly) so these are not 
hard to read in the way that some poets are. 
 
New and Selected means some are from old collections.  
 
Google Trethaway and read some bio on her. She’s semi-local (grew up in MIssissippi, 
went to UGA...where she was a cheerleader, actually, and she taught at Auburn for a 
bit). 
 
For analysis, take a few of the poems and perform the “connotation column exercise.” If 
you don’t know what that is, email me or ask someone in class who does remember. 
Basically, you make columns of words that share connotations and those help reveal 
motifs and themes.  
 
 
 


