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A Note about Senior English Electives

     The English Department recently discussed what distinguishes our senior electives from the classes that students take before the senior year. We agreed that whereas in our underclass courses, teachers carefully guide students through the study of single works of literature, in the senior electives students read widely or extensively in a genre or historical period, sometimes under the supervision of their teacher and sometimes—here’s where the emphasis differs—on their own. Thus, we expect students in our electives to acquire a broad knowledge of a particular genre or historical period, a knowledge that allows them to form their own judgments and, ultimately, to ask and answer their own questions.  

 

     We would like you, when you return in the fall, to anticipate and look forward to this greater independence in your reading, thinking, and writing.   

Summer Reading                  Seniors                 June 2011
You are required to read two books for English this summer: 

1) William Faulkner’s The Hamlet

2) Milan Kundera’s The Unbearable Lightness of Being

We will give you a multiple-choice test on both of these books during the second English class next fall; therefore, please 1) read these books with care this summer; 2) bring your copies of them with you when you return in the fall and review the books carefully before the test.  The test will ask you to show a solid knowledge of the details of the novels and of their overall structure.  For the most part, the questions will be based on the study questions that follow (and the knowledge of the novels those questions require), so you will help yourself by thinking about those questions as you read.

In addition, we will ask you to write an in-class essay on both books in an English class during the first week of school.  You will need your copies of your texts for this essay.  

Note: Your test and essay will be graded and will count as an important part of your first-quarter grade.  

We have created a study guide for each of these novels—a brief introduction to the novel, followed by some questions to think about as you read.  Please print out and use this material: knowing something about these novels and thinking about these questions will make reading the novels more enjoyable and help you do well on your test and essay.

Study Guide for Faulkner’s The Hamlet

The Hamlet is set entirely in Frenchman’s Bend, a dusty corner of Yoknapatawpha County, a mythical county in Mississippi in which Faulkner places most of his fiction. The book is a collection of linked stories, chiefly narrated through the observations of V.K. Ratliff, a traveling sewing machine salesman and inveterate observer of other people’s follies. At the opening of the novel, the neighborhood of Frenchman’s Bend—a collection of rented farms, boarding houses, and a small “hamlet”—is loosely presided over by Will Varner. Varner owns most of the land in the area, as well as all commercial operations, such as the country store, blacksmith’s shop, and cotton gin. He also owns the hulking shell of a mansion once inhabited by the “Frenchman,” a decrepit ruin of a plantation. With his son Jody, Varner controls nearly everything that occurs in the area. However, soon after the novel’s opening, Jody rents out a farm to Ab Snopes.

Jody intends to trap Ab Snopes with a contract: after Ab has done all the work of planting and tending his rented farm, Jody plans to reveal Ab as a barn-burner. In Jody’s scheme, Ab will feel so ashamed that he’ll flee from Frenchman’s Bend, leaving Jody with a full crop to harvest for his own profit. This initial rental begins the insidious creep of Snopeses into every corner of Frenchman’s Bend.

Faulkner’s fiction captures a time and a place that is gone: a boundary time between the collapse of the Old South and the Modern Era. He wrote The Hamlet in the midst of massive changes in American society, in the wake of World War I and in the throes of the Great Depression. While this neighborhood—with its scenes of dusty light blanketing infertile fields, unpainted cabins, and desperate folk—may seem a particularly parochial place to view these changes sweeping America, Faulkner uses this vantage point as a way to understand and criticize modernity.

Here are some study questions to guide your reading. There also follows a Snopes family key. Faulkner employs a rich, varied, and occasionally arcane vocabulary; you should probably keep a dictionary handy. In preparing for your test, keep in mind that we will expect you to know well the plot details, as well as some thematic inferences, connected to these questions.

1. The novel is a collection of linked stories. What role does Ratliff play in understanding these stories? What role does the observant chorus of men on the porch of the store play? What role do outsiders such as Mrs. Littlejohn play? Is there a dominant narrative voice?
2. The landscape of Frenchman’s Bend is important for understanding these tenant farmers. What role does nature play in these stories? Pay attention to recurrent natural elements such as the moon, horses, cows, trees.
3. Jody’s plan to cheat Ab out of his crop by revealing Ab as a barn burner doesn’t work. Why not? In fact, Ab and Flem come to own or control much of the Varner estate. What do they possess at novel’s end, and how have they come to own it?
4. Many of these characters seem defined by innate, essential characteristics, such as constantly moving jaws or hands plunged into gray skirts. How does Faulkner use these descriptions to convey his characters and his judgments of those characters?
5. Jody Varner is not the last man to attempt to cheat a Snopes. What is the plan behind Ratliff’s goat contract? Who is victorious and how? This episode is similar to the episode of Pat Stamper and Ab, and Flem’s Texan horses. What motivates these recurring episodes of sale and re-sale?
6. One defining characteristic of the Snopes family is their utter lack of loyalty: they will fleece anyone, including a fellow Snopes. On the other hand, Lump perjures himself to defend Flem, and Ab and Flem provide livelihoods and houses for many other member of the family. How do these qualities of mercenary greed and family loyalty work together? What specific instances are there of Snopeses assisting each other and cheating each other?
7. Throughout the novel, the men seem to trade on the hard work of their wives (i.e. Ab’s wife’s milk separator, Mrs. Armstid’s five dollars, Mrs. Tull’s labor) in order to gamble. How does Faulkner represent the genders in a decidedly different manner? How do the residents regard the women of the novel? Do the women ever recover their money? Are the “gambles” of the men ever justified?
8. Eula Varner is represented as an unstoppable force of nature. What is her effect on men? What happens to Labove? What is particularly maddening about Eula’s reaction to Labove’s attempted assault on Eula? Who is the father of her child? Why does Flem marry Eula, and why is he the one man least and/or best suited to marry her? Flem is compared to Hephaestus/Vulcan while Eula is compared to Aphrodite/Venus. Why are these comparisons apt? 
9. Throughout the novel, only Will Varner and V.K. Ratliff seem to have the ability to withstand Flem Snopes. Does either man offer an alternative to Flem? Who is victorious? How do the final two chapters resolve the conflict among the men?
10. Flem Snopes does finally leave Frenchman’s Bend, headed for the larger town of Jefferson. Why does Flem leave? Has he been chased out of town? What might compel Flem to re-establish himself in Jefferson?
Snopes Family Key

Ab: the original tenant-farmer who rents from Jody Varner

Eck: the second blacksmith, after I.O. becomes a teacher

Eustace Grimm: Ab’s nephew.

Flem: Ab’s son. Clerk of the country store who takes over responsibilities from Jody. Marries Eula.

I.O.: Incompetent blacksmith, very talkative school teacher, who takes teaching position after Labove disappears.

Isaac: Also known as Ike. A simpleton who falls in love with Houston’s cow.

Lump: full name, Launcelot. Clerk of the country store who succeeds Flem.

Mink: tenant-farmer. Has a dispute with Houston over Mink’s cow. Mink allows his cow to pasture in Houston’s pasture, and Houston eventually sues Mink for three dollars of pasture fees.

Wall Street: Eck’s son

Study Guide for Milan Kundera’s The Unbearable Lightness of Being:
Born in Czechoslovakia in 1929, Milan Kundera lived and wrote there until 1975, when he was blacklisted by the Soviet-controlled Communist government.  He then emigrated to France, where he has lived and written since.  Thus, he wrote The Unbearable Lightness of Being (published in1984) as an émigré or exile, looking back on times and places he had known—specifically, Czechoslovakia in the years before and after the Soviet invasion in 1968.  The novel is informed, unsurprisingly, by a horror of totalitarianism, but does not limit this horror to Communist totalitarianism, seeing the same essential problems in all political ideologies.  

The novel (Kundera’s most famous) is well known both for its portrayal of individual lives affected by Communist repression and for its questions and ideas about (contemporary) life in general.  The narrator is himself a character, and like the novel’s other characters, he has many questions; to some extent the events and feelings the novel presents may help us, as readers, to answer these questions for ourselves.  The book’s most central question is how to make sense of our lives when they happen only once.  Since they happen only once, since history itself happens only once, how can we ever judge or evaluate our own actions or decisions?  We will never know whether, if we had acted differently, our lives (or our country) would have been better or worse.  

Kundera associates with this question the contrasting concepts “lightness” and “heaviness.”  If we think of our lives as happening only once, they are “unbearably [intolerably] light,” the narrator says, since we can never attach a clear meaning or significance to anything that happens in them; on the other hand, if we think of our lives as happening over and over again, they are “intolerably heavy,” the narrator says, because everything we do will continue to matter forever.  Different characters in the novel seem to live more lightly or heavily, depending on their beliefs and characters. With lightness, Kundera associates both freedom and meaninglessness (p. 5); with heaviness, both bondage and meaning (p. 5).  Is it better, Kundera seems continually to ask, to live as if our lives are light (free, but insignificant) or heavy (constrained, but meaningful)?  Do we have a choice?  

Here are some questions to think about as you read and to help you prepare for your essay and test.  

Study Questions

Part One “Lightness and Weight” (pp. 1-35):

1) How do you see Tomas, Teresa, and their relationship in terms of lightness and heaviness?  What do you make of Teresa’s suitcase?  

2) What significance do you see in their differing ideas about sex and love, especially in terms of lightness and heaviness?

3) What is the role of chance in their relationship?  Why does Tomas seem to think that chance is different from fate?   

(Follow the concepts of chance and fate in the novel and see if they always seem different; in particular follow the sentence, “Es muss sein.”—“It must be.”)

Part Two  “Soul and Body” (pp. 39-78):

1) Why does Teresa view “the body” as she does?  What does she hope for when she looks at her own body, by contrast?

2) Kundera defines “vertigo” in terms of weakness and strength, concepts that turn out to be important in the relationship between Tomas and Teresa.  What important role does “vertigo” play in this part of the novel?

Part Three “Words Misunderstood” (pp. 81-127)

1) Why can’t Franz and Sabina understand each other?  How, in terms of the novel’s ideas, does this couple relate to Tomas and Teresa?

Parts Four and Five “Soul and Body” and “Lightness and Weight” (pp. 131-240)

1) How do Tomas and Teresa react differently to their return to Prague and a “police state”?  How do they react quite similarly?   What happens to their relationship during these two years?

2) One of Teresa’s dreams is related as if it were not a dream, but part of the present reality of the novel (Chapters 11-14, pp. 146-151)—why does Kundera present this dream as if it were a reality?  

Part Six “The Grand March” (pp. 243-278)

1) What is kitsch?  What is the connection, according to the narrator, between kitsch and the story of creation in Genesis?  Why does Sabina hate kitsch so much?  

2) Why does the narrator remark, “No matter how we scorn it, kitsch is an integral part of the human condition”?

3) Kundera seems to use Franz’s trip and his death as a kind of satire—a satire of what?  How is kitsch connected?   

Part Seven “Karenin’s Smile” (pp. 281-314)

1) Why is this last section titled “Karenin’s Smile”?  What is the significance of the dog in this final section?

2) Are Tomas and Teresa happy at the end of the novel?  If so, does their happiness consist in their having become light (or lighter)?  Heavy (or heavier)?  Of one becoming lighter and the other heavier?  

Sample multiple-choice question:

1. In the process of transforming himself into a version of Will Varner, Flem adopts a new style of dressing, notable chiefly for 
a. a three-piece suit
b. a bag of gingersnaps
c. overalls
d. a black bow tie
e. a silk top hat
Answer: d

