
2022 Summer Reading – Honors English II (George)

The Grapes of Wrath by John Steinbeck
“Bartleby, the Scrivener: A Story of Wall Street” by Herman Melville (in The Art of the Short Story)

The content of Honors English II is “American” literature. As such, we will be studying some of the most important and
enduring works by American writers from Native American origin myths to a Vietnam War novel. We will explore how
these writers reflected and shaped American society. NOTE: Please follow the instructions about ISBN #s on the booklist
when purchasing novels. Do not use novels that are heavily annotated by previous owners. Some minor marks are fine.

The Grapes of Wrath is widely considered one of the most important novels of American literature. In his introduction to
the Pulitzer Prize-winning epic, Robert DeMott highlights Steinbeck’s direct experience with Dust Bowl migrants in the
1930s and the “urgency” that drove the author to tell their story. He observes themes that may resonate with contemporary
readers: “Grapes is a sustained indictment about a natural world despoiled by a grievous range of causes–natural disaster,
poor land-use practices, rapacious acquisitiveness, and technological arrogance.”

Read and annotate the entire novel – resist the temptation to merely read online chapter summaries or just watch the film.
Your annotations will be checked during the first days of school, as they will be used in one of our first writing
assignments. You will also be assessed on your background knowledge of the setting (see links below).
This year you will continue to develop your ability to interact with a text and make your own meanings. As you read The
Grapes of Wrath, annotate the text with your personal observations. In addition, specifically look for evidence of themes,
motifs, symbols, imagery, biblical allusions, setting, tone, and structure.

The Grapes of Wrath is set during the 1930s – the Dust Bowl era. This setting is important to your understanding of the
plot. Use the two links below to research the Dust Bowl era, the Great Depression, the relevance of Route 66, and the
plight of tenant farmers and field workers during this period in the United States. As you look at these ancillary sources,
consider how the subject matter is developed in different genres.

1. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cNuskt7Q_y8 – Offers a link to Ken Burns’ documentary on the Dust Bowl.
2. http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/surviving-the-dust-bowl-mass-exodus-plains/ - The

migrant worker experience.

Steinbeck uses intercalary chapters to provide the reader with a wider understanding of the scope of the problems facing
his characters. Observe and annotate the changing point of view and tone of these chapters. Examine how these chapters
help Steinbeck build his themes and convey his purpose in writing the novel.

We will continue our focus on labor issues with “Bartleby, the Scrivener,”a short story written by a major American
author of the Romantic period.  As you read and annotate this story, you will preview themes of the course and continue to
develop reading comprehension skills with pre-20th century texts. Avoid online summaries and analysis. Instead, please
record your observations and responses as a reader with effective annotations. Great questions to ask yourself when
reading challenging texts: What stands out? What’s strange? The story may be interpreted with a variety of critical lenses.
The following remarks should help you focus and develop a sense of inquiry as you read:

Readers have been both intrigued and puzzled by Bartleby, the enigmatic and seemingly eccentric clerk of the
story. Why does he refuse to work? And what does he want from his employer? In analyzing his character, critics
have proposed remarkably diverse interpretations. To some he is a Christ figure; to others a mysterious misfit; to
still others he represents the exploited worker, a Thoreau-like practitioner of passive resistance, or even a
projection of Melville as alienated author. Readers have also disagreed about the character of the lawyer-narrator.
Is he a spineless employer? Or a callous boss? A self-serving hypocrite? Or a compassionate employer whose
helpful intentions are frustrated by Bartleby's incurable pathology? Is he a static or dynamic character? Does he
understand the story he so artfully tells?
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