
Honors American Literature 
 
 

June, 2018 
 
To the Incoming Juniors: 
 
     From the practical persistence of the Pilgrim who fashioned a 
makeshift screw to hold the Mayflower together to the defiant 
individualism of Allen Ginsberg, you’ll see it all next year.  During 
the first half of the year, I will show you how cultural and political 
issues impacted early American writing; later, we will examine how 
historical events and cultural movements caused writers to vary their 
writing styles to make their points.  By the time next June comes, you 
will hopefully have enjoyed what you read and gained an appreciation 
for the stories and poems that make up your literary heritage. 
 
     I’ve selected a wide range of American classics for you to explore 
which will give you a good sense of how our cultural and literary 
history are intertwined.  Your study this summer will begin with at 
least one book that is meant to be, above all else, enjoyable to read. 
 
     –Mr. Murphy 
 
 
 
Required 
Mark Twain, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1885).  This unforgettable, 
idyllic, heartwarming, and satirical story of Huck’s trip down the 
Mississippi River with an escaped slave named Jim is one of the most 
significant texts in all of American literature.  In spite of what Huck 
had always been taught about race, he discovers Jim’s humanity.  As you 
read the story, mark passages that highlight Huck and Jim’s 
relationship; take notes if needed.  When you return in September we 
will discuss the story in class, you will turn in a project (please see 
back) and take a test on the novel.   
 
 
Ideas for Additional Reading 
Truman Capote, In Cold Blood (1965).  This is a bone-chilling account—
and true story—of the 1959 murder of a Kansas family.  As you read this 
story, keep careful track of Perry Smith’s and Dick Hickock’s 
motivations for the murders.  Pay attention to passages that reveal 
this information as you read.  Also, consider how Capote uses suspense 
to keep the reader “hooked in”—remember that this is a true story, and 
most people know the outcome before even opening the book.  How does 
Capote avoid losing the reader’s interest?  Especially recommended for 
anyone who truly enjoys reading. 
 
 
Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937).  Written by an 
African-American woman, this is a poignant tale of a young woman’s 
quest to truly fall in love.  The story traces her relationship with 
her three husbands and her escape from her grandmother’s advice that 
financial security is more important than love.  Don’t let the dialect 
intimidate you…read through it even if you don’t completely understand 
it. 



Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 
Summer Reading Project (100 points) 
 
 
 
     As you read this novel, you’ll be working on creating a double-entry 
journal and possibly watching a film related to slavery.  The purpose of this 
project is to enhance your understanding of the novel by your taking the time 
to reflect on it as you read. 
 
     A double-entry journal is one where you copy a quotation from what you are 
reading on the left side, and write a reaction to it on the right side of your 
page (see example below).  For this project, each entry must have at least six 
“healthy” sentences of commentary.  Also, focus half of your entries on the 
relationship between Jim and Huck and spread all of your quotations out so that 
you have roughly an equal amount from the beginning, middle and end of the 
book.  Please cite the page from which you take the quotation.  You may type or 
handwrite your journal. 
 
 
 
 
Quotation Comments/Questions 
 
“All right then, I’ll go to hell.” 
(217). 
 
 
 

 
Write your commentary here—at least 
six solid sentences. 
 
 
 

 
 
Format 
The best journals will be the ones where the author varies what he or she 
writes for each quotation.  In these entries you can: 
 

! Choose a quotation that moves you and discuss why/how 
! Choose a quotation you think might be important and discuss why 
! Choose a quotation that you think is well-written and say what you like 

about it 
! Choose anything you want to respond to, and respond 
! Choose a quotation you don’t understand and ask questions about it 
! Any combination of the above 

 
 
 
 
YOUR OPTIONS 
For this project you can pick one of the following: 
 

A. Make twenty entries in your journal OR 
 

B. Make ten entries in your journal and then watch 12 Years a Slave.  When 
you finish the film, which the Harvard Public Library has on digital 
video disc, write a 1-1½ page response.  In your response you may, if you 
wish, explore what you learned about slavery or its legacy that you did 
not know prior to watching 12 Years a Slave or reading Mark Twain’s 
novel.  Believe it or not 12 Years a Slave was Hollywood’s first major 
motion picture that was specifically about slavery in the American South.  
The legacy of slavery is an important subject that Americans don’t often 
discuss, but one we will see arise in some of the literary texts we read 
together next year. 

 


