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BIG BOOKS
This course offers the equivalent of an “immersion experience” in an intriguing, but alien culture.  It is said of much good fiction that it creates a world of its own, but only a few ambitious writers have attempted to encompass the life of an entire society or age within one long narrative.  This semester’s syllabus presents the opportunity – the luxury, really – of having companionship in a leisurely, slow reading of three vast, panoramic novels of social change and personal transformation – one “classic” work of European literary realism and two experiments from the American continent in capturing the pace and flow of modern times.  The texts, which are available at the Jeffery Amherst Bookstore, are:


Leo Tolstoy  

War and Peace  (Penguin edition)


John Dos Passos
 1919 , from the U.S.A. trilogy (Mariner edition)


Roberto Bolano
 2666 (Picador edition)
Obviously, this course is reading intensive.  By the end of the semester, you will have read nearly three thousand pages of literary prose.  But we have fourteen weeks to accomplish that feat, which amounts to something like 200 pages each week – not so bad with three meetings and a slightly longer assignment over each weekend.  So, in fact, you will have adequate time to reflect on your experience of taking in the world according to Tolstoy, Dos Passos, and Bolano.  What is it that you cannot help noticing, what in the pages you are reading puzzles or intrigues you, where is the author taking your imagination and thoughts?  The answers to such questions will be different for different readers and that will provide us with ongoing conversation and mutual discoveries as we discuss together how best to understand these big books.
What will be required of you?  This class is also writing-attentive, so you will be expected to prepare for each class with some forethought.  Before each class you will write down a few questions you found yourself asking as you read the assigned pages, and you should be able to identify a passage you found particularly interesting.  Each week, at least once, you are to post on the course Blackboard a few paragraphs of observations you have made about the author’s writing.  These journal-like entries are to be submitted for all to see the night before the next class session.
There will also be frequent, but brief and various writing assignments designed to illustrate the many different directions an alert reading of the text might take.  These will, most often, be weekend assignments that ask you to think about what is asked of a reader who wishes to understand the world the book is presenting.  What is the writing doing to focus your attention or to engage your imagination?  What is there to appreciate or criticize in author’s manner of representing social reality and human nature?  What information might a reader need to better understand the events and references that provide a context for the book you are reading?  How might you use your imagination to imitate or expand upon the writer’s presentation of “the way things are”?   In short, these short writing assignments will exercise both your “objective” and “subjective” interpretive responses, honing your analytic and creative talent as attentive, imaginative readers of major works of social fiction.  Together, we shall try to be as conscious as possible of the variety of things happening to individual readers when a big book is being read in a liberal arts college! 








Now, start reading!
