
AP Literature/Mr. Luzar 
Summer reading assignment 
 
Your two novels for summer reading are The Road by Cormac McCarthy and The Things 
They Carried by Tim O’Brien.  As AP Literature students, it is important for you to read 
with a very critical eye; be sensitive to the choices the authors make and how these 
choices add to what you think is their intention.  Actively consider what the authors 
might be trying to accomplish through the different choices that they make.  Ask yourself 
how McCarthy and O’Brien use the different elements of literature (style, character 
development, syntax, tone, symbolism, point of view, setting, narrative structure and 
more) to contribute to and enhance the meaning of their respective novels.  
 
I hope that by the time you finish both novels you will see significant thematic 
connections between the two works.  Please note that these novels were chosen very 
deliberately as a start for the course.  Given this, you are to write a response—
ungraded—that fully explores the connections between the two novels.  How do they 
work together? What larger ideas do they both struggle with? Do they come to similar 
conclusions?  Different conclusions?  The purpose for this ungraded writing assignment 
is to let your mind run free to see where it takes you; this is not a time for caution.   
Explore the meaning of these two works and the possible relationships between them. 
 
You will also write two formal, graded essays (three to four typed pages using1.5 
spacing, 12 point font and default margins) for the first day of class: one is an analysis of 
how a literary element of your choice (point of view, character, setting, irony, style, 
figurative language, narrative structure, etc.) adds to the thematic development of a single 
theme of either The Road or The Things They Carried; the second essay is a comparison 
and analysis of the use of either cosmic, situational or dramatic irony between the two 
novels.  Do the authors use irony in similar ways? Contrasting ways? You decide, but be 
clear as to how the use of irony contributes to the larger meaning being explored or 
suggested by the two novels.  For both essays, be sure to do the following: articulate a 
clear framing idea in your first paragraph, cite plenty of apt and specific evidence for 
support, and lastly, develop the significance of your chosen evidence.  It is your job to 
tell the reader what to think of your citations (developed significance) and how your 
citations advance and deepen your framing idea.  With these two papers, the essence of 
the course is established; you are going to study the relationship between form and 
content in great works of literature, and you will study works that explore life’s biggest 
questions.   
 
Special note regarding cosmic irony:  If you are unsure of what I mean by cosmic irony, 
consider the cast of characters and their outcomes in The Great Gatsby.  Due to sheer 
luck, Tom Buchanan has riches beyond the wildest dreams of many.  He has the security 
and comfort of money although he has done nothing to deserve or earn such comfort.  
Conversely, George and Myrtle Wilson, and Gatsby, were all born into poverty, forced to 
navigate life without the security and comfort afforded to Tom.  What did they do to 
deserve such unenviable lives?  This contrast is an example of cosmic irony—enviable 
and unenviable life circumstances exist beyond individual control.  And even when 



individual control might exist, justice, at least as we understand it, often does not prevail. 
Tom sleeps with Myrtle and strings Wilson along about a possible car sale that never 
materializes.  Myrtle is cut in half by Daisy in a hit and run, and Tom later becomes an 
accessory in Gatsby’s death by directing Wilson to Gatsby’s home.  Wilson also dies, 
ashen and alone, but the last we see of Tom is when he is shopping for jewelry on Fifth 
Avenue.  And despite the hordes of people who attended Gatsby’s parties, his funeral was 
a lonesome affair.  The loss of his life seemingly had no impact on the lives of others.  
What are we to make of these disparate outcomes?  Is our universe indifferent to the state 
of human affairs?   How is Nick, how are we, to respond to this seeming indifference?   
 
As these questions indicate, we will spend a lot of time discussing many of life’s big 
questions through the process of analyzing the intricacies of great works of literature.  
This course is meant to be an engaging and meaningful experience for you; at the same 
time, it will deepen your abilities as a reader, a thinker, and a writer.   
 
I look forward to seeing you in the fall and working with you throughout the school year.   
Good luck and enjoy. 
 
 


