
AP Literature
Summer Reading Selections

(You must read and complete a project for one of the following novels.)

Blood Meridian by Cormac McCarthy (1985)

Cormac McCarthy's masterwork Blood Meridian chronicles the brutal world of the Texas-
Mexico borderlands in the mid-1850s. Its wounded hero, the teenage Kid, must confront the 
extraordinary violence of the Glanton gang, a murderous cadre on an official mission to scalp 
Indians and sell those scalps. Loosely based on fact, the novel represents a genius vision of the 
historical West, one so fiercely realized that since its initial publication in 1985, the canon of 
American literature has welcomed Blood Meridian to its shelf. 

“The men as they rode turned black in the sun from the blood on their clothes and their faces and 
then paled slowly in the rising dust until they assumed once more the color of the land through 
which they passed.”  If what we call “horror” can be seen as including any literature that has 
dark, horrific subject matter, then Blood Meridian is the best horror novel ever written.  It’s a 
perverse, picaresque Western.  From the opening scenes about a fourteen-year-old Tennessee 
boy who joins the band of hunters to the extraordinary, mythic ending, this is an American 
classic about extreme violence.

The Poisonwood Bible by Barbara Kingsolver (1998)  

This is a story told by the wife and four daughters of Nathan Price, a fierce, evangelical Baptist 
preacher who takes his family and mission to the Belgian Congo in 1959. They carry with them 
everything they believe they will need from home but soon find that all of it—from garden seeds 
to Scripture—is calamitously transformed on African soil. What follows is a suspenseful epic of 
one family's tragic undoing and remarkable reconstruction over the course of three decades in 
postcolonial Africa.

The novel is set against one of the most dramatic political chronicles of the twentieth century: the 
Congo's fight for independence from Belgium, the murder of its first elected prime minister, and 
the CIA coup to install his replacement. Against this backdrop, Orleanna Price reconstructs the 
story of her evangelist husband's part in the Western assault on Africa, a tale indelibly darkened 
by her own losses and unanswerable questions about her own culpability. Also narrating the 
story, by turns, are her four daughters—the self-centered, teenaged Rachel; shrewd adolescent 
twins Leah and Adah; and Ruth May, a prescient five-year-old. These sharply observant girls, 
who arrive in the Congo with racial preconceptions forged in 1950s Georgia, will be marked in 
surprisingly different ways by their father's intractable mission and by Africa itself. Ultimately 
each must strike her own separate path to salvation. 



The Underground Railroad by Colson Whitehead (2016)

Cora is a slave on a cotton plantation in Georgia.  Life is hell for all the slaves, but 
especially bad for Cora; an outcast even among her fellow Africans, she is coming into 
womanhood – where even greater pain awaits.  When Caesar, a recent arrival from Virginia, tells 
her about the Underground Railroad, they decide to take a terrifying risk and escape.  Matters do 
not go as planned – Cora kills a young white boy who tries to capture her.  Though they manage 
to find a station and head north, they are being hunted.

In Whitehead’s ingenious conception, the Underground Railroad is no mere metaphor – 
engineers and conductors operate a secret network of tracks and tunnels beneath the Southern 
soil.    Cora and Caesar’s first stop is South Carolina, in a city that initially seems like a haven.  
But the city’s placid surface masks an insidious scheme designed for its black denizens.  And 
even worse:  Ridgeway, the relentless slave catcher, is close on their heels.  Forced to flee again, 
Cora embarks on a harrowing flight, state by state, seeking true freedom.

Cora encounters different worlds at each stage of her journey – hers is an odyssey 
through time as well as space.  As Whitehead re-creates the unique terrors for black people in the 
pre-Civil War era, his narrative seamlessly weaves the saga of America from the brutal 
importation of Africans to the unfulfilled promises of the present day.  The Underground 
Railroad is an adventure tale as well as a shattering meditation on the history we all share.  


