
12th Grade Summer Reading Assignment 2018 

  
“Stories offer patterns of sound and association, of event and image. Suspended as listeners and readers in 

these patterns, we might reimagine our lives...” –Barry Lopez 

     The novelist Henry James famously observed that “summer” and “afternoon” are 
two of the most beautiful words in the English language. As you embark upon your 
summer adventures, we hope that your enjoyment of many a “summer afternoon” will 
be fortified and amplified by the power of great literature. Indeed, to ensure that this 
happens, the English Department has selected Zadie Smith’s On Beauty and Jeffrey 
Eugenides’ The Marriage Plot—for this summer’s reading assignment. These two novels, 
both towering testaments to literature’s enduring power, will not only contribute to your 
summer fun, but will also go on to become central touchstones for us in English 
class throughout your senior year.  

    As you set off on your summer reading journey, we would like you to keep in 
mind that to read a work of literature is to actively engage in a kind of imaginative 
collaboration with its author. Indeed, a text ultimately derives whatever “meaning” it 
might come to possess through the mysterious exchange that occurs between its 
author and yourself as reader. It is when your creative intelligence engages with that 
of the writer’s, effectively closing the imaginative circuit, that a text’s meaning is disclosed. 
To open the pages of a great novel and begin reading to is to enter into a creative 
partnership with its author.  In the end, great literature has the power to impact the 
quality of your perception; to shape the way you see the world. Literature can also 
enhance and nourish your natural sensibilities in surprising and profound ways.  

     To ensure that your summer reading is both active and engaged, we have designed 



a summer reading assignment (see the pages that follow) for your to complete. 
Requiring you to reflect on what you read and then express your understanding in writing, 
necessarily deepens your level of engagement and sharpens your imaginative and 
analytical skills. By asking you to interact with what you read by responding to it in 
writing, it is our hope that you will come to regard writing as tool for refining and 
clarify your thoughts and ideas. The investment of time and imagination that you 
make in completing these assignments will pay off dividends as far preparing you 
well for the work that we will take up together in class in the fall. Please make sure 
that you complete the assignment thoroughly and come to class on day one prepared 
to submit your work.  

Finally, we would like you to consider what Life of Pi author, and Man-Booker Prize 
winner, Yann Martel has to say about reading books and pursuing the literary 
endeavor:  

Books make us climb higher, and I always have my hand on a book, as if on a banister. But 
unlike some readers I know who effortlessly bound up stairs four steps at a time, floor after 
floor, never stopping to catch their breath, I creep up slowly. If there is an autobiographical 
character in my novel Life of Pi, it’s not Pi, it’s the sloth. To me a good book is like a rich lode 
of leaves and I can read only so many pages before my tummy gets full and I nod off. My 
banister is more of a branch and from it I hang up- side down, nursing the book that is feeding 
my dreams. I read it slowly but continuously. Otherwise I would starve.  

So, go off and find a proverbial branch from which to hang upside-down and spend 
your summer afternoons letting the nourishing lode of these two great books feed your 
dreams. Have a great summer!  

Sincerely, Mr. Canning & Ms. Wilson  

PS: If you have any questions about completing your summer reading assignments, feel free to 
email either of us over the summer months: JCanning@ghcds.org or LWilson@ghcds.org  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  12th Grade Summer Reading 
2018 Assignment 

                                      
 

Directions:  Both On Beauty and The Marriage Plot revolve partly around life on 
college campuses and the sometimes heady atmosphere inside college classrooms.  
Both texts also reference many important canonical authors, seminal works of 
literature and important philosophies and ideas.  In short, both of these books are 
dense in aspects of cultural literacy.  As you read, compile a list of these references 
and allusions and bring this list to class on the first of school in the fall.  Exploring 
this material will help broaden your cultural literacy and many of these references 
will become important touchstones for our conversations in the classroom next year.    

Before reading, carefully review each of the discussion questions below so that you 
know what to be looking for and thinking about as you read.  Respond briefly (with 
a minimum of a paragraph) to each discussion question in a separate document and 
come to class prepared to share your responses during the first week of school.   

A comprehensive reading assessment covering both books with be given in class in 
the fall and will account for your first major grade of the first quarter.   

 

 



Book #1  

On Beauty 

 
 
 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
 

1. At the start of the novel, Howard’s betrayal of Kiki has already set the family reeling off 
its orbit. What are the effects of his infidelity on the children? How do they react and 
whom do they side with? He and Kiki interpret the meaning of his act differently? Can 
you understand both sides? Why do you think Howard is tempted toward sexual 
betrayal? Where do you imagine their relationship is heading at the end? 
  

2. The Belsey children are all searching for an adult identity. Jerome has become religious, 
Zora is imitating her father, and Levi is in search of what he believes will be an authentic 
ethnicity. What characteristics do the three children share, and how are they like their 
parents? Which of their current activities do you see as “phases” in their lives, and which 
do you think are meant to suggest what they will harden into as adults? Which of them do 
you identify with the most? 
  

3. The Belseys’ house, beautifully evoked by Smith as the calm center around which the 
whirlwind of family life turns, embodies the family’s comfortable middle class stature. 
What does the home represent, both practically and emotionally, to various members of 
the family? Think about some of the other living spaces in the book—the Kippses’ or 
Howard’s father’s—and compare them to the Belseys’. What do you think a good house 
can provide? 
  



4. Kiki, the most grounded of the characters on the surface, is also struggling to find a place. 
Her husband and children have embarked on paths different from her own, and she feels 
alienated by Wellington and Howard’s colleagues there. How do people treat Kiki, and 
what do both her race and size have to do with this? She says at one point that she gave 
up her life for Howard; what does she mean by this? Do you think she is more 
empowered over the course of the novel, or less? 
  

5. Howard’s academic work is a deconstruction of traditional ideas of genius; he is 
attempting a book on Rembrandt that is meant to deflate the myth of his originality. His 
friend Erskine says that “only a man who had such pleasure at home could be . . . so 
against pleasure in his work.” Why do you think that Howard feels so antagonistic toward 
representational beauty in art? What does this suggest about the rest of his life? Do you 
find his ideas interesting or persuasive? Or do you think he is missing something crucial 
about art or life? What does his visit to his father add to your understanding of him? 
  

6. Smith quotes Elaine Scarry saying that “a university is among the precious things that 
can be destroyed.” How would you describe Wellington University; as precious, or 
something else? What about it as an educational institution is appealing, for the 
characters or for you? Which of its practices or people does Smith seem critical of? 
Consider how this college might be representative of both virtues and failings in 
American culture. How might a university be precious—or beautiful—and how might 
this be threatened? 
  

7. The opposition between liberal and conservative seems to be encapsulated in the 
competing ethics of the Belseys and the Kippses. Yet, for the children as well as for the 
adults, the lived reality turns out to be somewhat more complex. Consider the various 
members of the two families. How would you describe each one’s politics or belief 
system? How do they struggle to fully act on those beliefs in their daily lives? Does anyone 
really live true to their ideals? 
  

8. Women’s body issues recur throughout the novel; as Kiki says, “It was in the air . . . this 
hatred of women and their bodies.” Kiki finds herself too fat, while fading Carlene is too 
thin; eighteen-year old Vee wildly explores her newly blossomed figure, while the poet 
Clare seems infantilized in her childlike body. Are their bodies at all accurate 
representations of who they are? How do they struggle with, or come to terms with, their 
physical selves? How does someone like Zora, with dueling models Kiki and Clare, feel 
about her body? Does anyone have a healthy (and sustainable) physical regard for 
themselves? Why or why not? 
  

9. The brief friendship between Carlene and Kiki creates a strange but profound connection 
between the two families, despite the dueling patriarchs. What does Carlene provide for 
Kiki that her own family does not, and vice versa? Return to their few brief encounters 
and examine the effect that they have on each other. How does the subject of art and 
beauty enter into their conversations and thoughts? Do these small moments explain to 
you why Carlene makes her bequest to Kiki? What is she communicating through that 
gesture? 
  



10. Some people have described Smith’s writing as satire—that is, work that exposes human 
folly, offering it up for ridicule. Do you think her depictions of characters are satirical? 
Some more than others? Think over times in the novel when you feel that characters 
have become ridiculous, or when they seem more like caricatures than real people. Which 
characters or moments in the book transcend such stereotype? Are there characters who 
are both ridiculous and real? 
  

11. All of the character’s lives change over the course of the novel—most dramatically, 
neither the Belseys nor the Kippses retain the same family structure. Whose life is 
transformed for the better by these changes and who do you feel are still struggling? Who, 
in the end, finds peace, and by what means? Try to describe this peace or any other 
satisfactions you think the characters have attained. What are some conclusions that are 
arrived at concerning art, home, or love? Think about Howard and Kiki’s divergent 
paths, or the possible futures of Zora, Jerome, or Vee. Whose position would you most 
like to be in? 
  

12. The title On Beauty refers to many things: Howard’s theories about art; Kiki’s physical 
grandeur; the attractiveness of youths like Carl and Victoria; paintings by Rembrandt 
and other artists; Levi’s sense of the organic flow of street life; Zora’s frustration at her 
lack of sex appeal; Jerome’s sense of religious transcendence. All of these characters 
express radically different ideas about the meaning and role of beauty in their lives. What 
do you think it means, in this novel’s terms, to embrace beauty? What does it mean to be 
without it? What, to Smith and to you, are truly beautiful things? 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Book #2  

The Marriage Plot 
 

 
 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
 

1. The opening scene features a litany of the books Madeleine loves. What were your first 
impressions of her, based on her library? How are her beliefs about love transformed throughout 
the novel? 

2. When Phyllida fell in love with Alton, she gave up her dream of becoming an actress in 
Hollywood. What sustains the Hannas' marriage despite this sacrifice? How are Alwyn and 
Madeleine influenced by their parents' marriage? Is Alwyn's marriage to Blake a bad one 

3. In Jeffrey Eugenides's depiction of Brown University culture in the 1980s, what does it take for 
the students to impress one another and their professors? What might Roland Barthes and 
Jacques Derrida have to say about the signs in Dr. Zipperstein's Semiotics 211 class? 

4. Why is Madeleine more attracted to Leonard than to Mitchell? As she copes with Leonard's 
instability and her feelings of guilt, how does mental illness shape the relationship? 

5. What does Mitchell hope to discover as a student of religion? What role does religion play in 
his quest to be loved? Is his ideal --- a religion devoid of myth and artificial social structures --- 
attainable? 

6. What does sex mean to Madeleine, Leonard, and Mitchell? Over the course of the novel, what 
do they discover about fantasy versus reality and the tandem between physical and emotional 
satisfaction? 

7. What recurring themes did you detect in Mitchell's trip overseas as he tries to manage his 
money, his love life, and Larry? Does he return to America a stronger, changed person or an 
amplified version of his college self? 

8. What does Alwyn try to teach her little sister about being a woman by sending the 
Bachelorette's Survival Kit? What does the kit help a woman survive? 



9. Madeleine's parents are affluent and have enough free time to stay very involved in her life. 
Does this liberate her, or does it give her less freedom than Leonard, who is often left to fend for 
himself? 

10. In their chosen career paths after college, what are Leonard and Madeleine each trying to 
uncover about life? Does his work on the yeast-cell experiment have anything in common with 
her work on Victorian novels? 

11. Would you have said yes to Leonard's marriage proposal? 

12. How does the novel's 1980s setting shape the plot? Do twenty-first-century college students 
face more or fewer challenges than Madeleine did? 

 


