English 52B, “U.S. Fiction 1945 to the Present”

Spring 2011

Patricia Highsmith, The Price of Salt
Truman Capote, Breakfast at Tiffany’s
James Agee, A Death in the Family
Mary McCarthy, The Group
Lorrie Moore, Who Will Run the Frog Hospital?
Fae Myenne Ng, Bone
Armistead Maupin, Michael Tolliver Lives
Junot Díaz, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao
Thomas Pynchon, Inherent Vice
Octavia Butler, Fledgling
Richard Powers, Generosity
Gary Shteyngart, Super Sad True Love Story
It’s an old American story:  re-invent yourself on the run, without time to think about the consequences or even what you’re running from and why.  And yet the past keeps turning up, like your own shadow.  What then?  Whom do you turn to?—for you can’t get where you’re going on your own.  That’s where the real story begins.  

This grouping of books features heroines and heroes you won’t be able to forget, as well as a range of genres from tragedy to satire, not to mention Pynchon’s take on the detective story and Butler’s complete reimagining of vampire/fantasy/sf.  Coming-of-age tales with teenagers or twenty-somethings as the protagonists, contrasted with characters reassessing their past from the vantage point of middle age.  Primarily works from the 1950s and 1990-2010, but the time in which these fictions are set range from the 1930s to rather unsettling visions of the U.S. in the very near future.  One novel per week.

Patricia Highsmith, The Price of Salt.  You won’t believe this could get published, even pseudonymously, in the early 1950s.

Truman Capote, Breakfast at Tiffany’s.  Holly Golightly:  Is she the most intriguing heroine in 1950s U.S. fiction?  Dahling, please, you must say yes.

James Agee, A Death in the Family.  “We are talking now of summer evenings in Knoxville, Tennessee, in the time that I lived there [in the 1930s] so successfully disguised to myself as a child….”

Mary McCarthy, The Group.  Eight strong-willed Swarthmore, I mean Vassar, women known to their classmates as “the group”; follows their lives after they graduate in 1933.

Lorrie Moore, Who Will Run the Frog Hospital?  Don’t be fooled by the kooky title—teenage friendship and coming of age in upstate NY, deep and sad and funny.

[over]

Fae Myenne Ng, Bone.  Amy Tan—not.  Family: can’t live with them and can’t live without them.  One of the best teenage heroines ever: Leila Leong.  And non-tourist San Francisco for a setting.

Armistead Maupin, Michael Tolliver Lives.  The latest sequel by the author of Tales of the City.  Like Bone, a gritty love letter to San Francisco.  Queer marriage enduring the Bush years and post-9/11, but the book is also about what makes any relationship a strong one.  Told with wit and compassion.

Junot Díaz, The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao.  For those of you who missed your mandatory 2 seconds of Dominican history, learn to answer the question “Of what import are brief, nameless lives … to Galactus?”  Pulitzer Prize 2008.

Thomas Pynchon, Inherent Vice.  Stoner noir detective tragicomedy set in LA in 1970, and it comes with its own R&B and surfer soundtrack.  Thomas Pynchon’s latest confabulation.  

Octavia Butler, Fledgling.  Twilight is soooo pathetic compared to Butler’s last novel, set in the near future.  A smart, scary take on vampires and race featuring another great heroine.  What if getting a vampire’s bite were as pleasurable as an orgasm and also gave you anti-aging antigens?

Richard Powers, Generosity.  Another “what if”:  what if you might have a gene for happiness and optimism and a genome scientist wants to patent it …?  By a writer equally at home in the sciences and the humanities, showing why we need both.

Gary Shteyngart, Super Sad True Love Story.  Eunice Park and Lenny Abramov, GlobalTeen texting and Jewish comic pessimism: a super sad true love fiasco from our greatest contemporary satirist, an American Gogol for our end-of-empire iPhone era.

PAGE  
2

