
World Literature 
Summer Reading 2018 
 
 
 
A major focal point of our  
World Literature course is the search 
for identity.  People define themselves 
and develop their perspectives in 
various ways as they move through 
life. Your summer reading assignment 
will provide an excellent introduction 
to that larger conversation.   
 
As you read James McBride’s memoir 
The Color of Water, consider how the 
author and his mother develop their 
respective identities.  Focus on the 
following ideas as you read and take 
notes: 

 
• The structure – how do the 

alternating chapters affect the 
overall impact of the memoir? 
 

• The significance of chapter titles. 
 
• The cultural context – the 

significance of major events,  
movements, and public figures  
referenced in the text. 
 

• How do McBride and his mother  
define family? 
 

 
 

Come to class on the first day with YOUR COPY OF THE TEXT and YOUR NOTES. 

 
Have a great summer! 

 

 
 

The Color of Water by James McBride 
 

“There are two voices in this complex and 
moving narrative, and -- on the surface -- they 
could not seem more different. One is the 
voice of a black musician, composer and 
writer who traces his own evolution and that of 
his 11 brothers and sisters from childhood in a 
Brooklyn housing project to accomplished 
maturity.  The second voice is that of Rachel 
Shilsky, daughter of a failed itinerant Orthodox 
Jewish rabbi in a virulently anti-Semitic and 
violently racist small Southern town. She recalls 
her own bitter childhood, her flight to the 
Jewish Bronx and then to the Harlem of the 
early 1940's, and her marriage to a black 
minister…Inevitably, these voices are 
connected and ultimately convergent, for 
Rachel Shilsky and James McBride are mother 
and son. Just as inevitably, their accounts are 
suffused with issues of race, religion and 
identity.” 

–H. Jack Geiger 
New York Times (1996) 

 


