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Seasons 
readings
Luke McBratney offers suggestions on 
what to read and how, this holiday season

Christmas is a time for giving, a time for receiving, 
but, for students of English literature, it is above 
all a time for reading. This Update considers 

some ways in which you can make the most of your 
reading time, not only for study, but also for pleasure.

Set texts
You are advised to read each set text three times. The 
first two readings are to grasp the story and main 
ideas, before the third allows you to delve deeper into 
aspects such as authorial methods, interpretations 
and important contexts. A few more sittings will unify 
things and leave you with an overall sense of the text. 
A long school holiday gives you the luxury of time for 
this final, and crucial, kind of reading. So, select the 
books you want to read before the start of the holiday 
and give yourself a couple of days for each.

Such reading also reconnects you with the pleasure 
of the text — something that can recede if all you do 
is analyse it in discrete parts. So, enjoy the pleasure of 
following a narrative and the surprise of making new 
connections and seeing subtleties that went previously 
unnoticed.

Reading for pleasure
A long holiday is also the perfect time for reading 
for pure pleasure. While you could read something 
else by an author you’re studying or something to 
complement a set text, it can be refreshing to read 

something completely outside of your studies. Why not 
pick a recent prizewinning or shortlisted title? Novels 
like Anna Burns’s Milkman (2018), Sally Rooney’s 
Conversations with Friends (2017) and Normal People 
(2018) use young narrators to navigate complex worlds 
of politics and relationships and are compelling and 
engaging reads.

This year’s joint Booker winner, Bernardine 
Evaristo’s Girl, Woman, Other (2019), uses a multiplicity 
of characters and narrative voices to explore race, 
gender, class and sexuality. Equally, you might like to 
indulge a taste for genre fiction and lose yourself in the 
plot of a crime novel or a thriller.

If you are pushed for time and want to read something 
Christmassy, you could read (or reread) James Joyce’s 
story ‘The Dead’ (1914), which is set on the last day 
of Christmas, or Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol 
(1843), which runs to less than 100 pages.
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Could A Christmas Carol add breadth to 
your studies?
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Further reading

Online text of James Joyce’s ‘The Dead’: 
www.tinyurl.com/snxhtj2

Online text of Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol: 
www.tinyurl.com/jmbrtj6

Guardian article on Roland Barthes: 
www.tinyurl.com/usmr82y

Broader criticism
You might like to enhance your understanding of set 
texts by reading critics, but the holidays also afford 
the opportunity to read more broadly and develop 
your general literary understanding. You could try one 
of the classics by theorist Roland Barthes, such as his 
essay ‘The Death of the Author’ (1967) or The Pleasure 
of the Text (1973). Both deal with the practice of reading 
in broad, conceptual terms, but in witty and surprising 
ways, and both have an abundance of French flair. 
Even if you don’t always feel able to apply Barthes’ 
ideas to your own texts, you’ll find him an engaging 
and provocative read.

You could also catch up with more recent criticism 
by English authors. I recommend works by writers 
practised in journalism as well as academic criticism, 
such as David Lodge and James Wood.

Readable and instantly applicable to 
A-level study, Lodge’s The Art of 
Fiction (1992) collects columns 

originally written for the 
Independent newspaper on 
useful topics ranging from 
‘The Intrusive Narrator’ to 

‘Magic Realism’. Wood’s 
How Fiction Works (2008) 

explores ‘Dialogue’, 
‘Narrating’ and pretty 

much everything in 
between and is written 

with clarity and 
enthusiasm.

Wood’s most 
recent book, Serious 

Noticing (2019), 
covers a range of 

features used 
by writers 
including 

Jane Austen 
and Virginia 

Woolf. The 

book’s introduction is worth the price of a copy alone. 
It identifies two strains of literary criticism
• The first strain considers texts academically, seeing 

the big picture and revealing hidden agendas behind 
narratives.

• The other strain of literary criticism considers texts in 
a writerly way, reading closely and paying attention 
to ‘questions of craft and aesthetic achievement’.
Both approaches are productive, and for a critic 

like Woods the ideal is to combine them with a third 
quality: to write ‘journalistically, with verve and appeal 
for the common reader’. 

Having the luxury of time to read, and to read 
more than your specification requires, adds breadth 
to your studies. This can also reinvigorate your love of 
literature, which can sometimes grow jaded under the 
pressure of study and too many discrete and functional 
tasks. Remember that your set texts were not conceived 
as a source for ‘work’, but began life with the intention 
of entertaining people and making them think.

Activity
Write your Christmas reading wish list. Include set 
texts to reread, contemporary fiction and general 
criticism. 

www.hoddereducation.co.uk/magazines
http://www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview
mailto:magazines%40philipallan.co.uk?subject=English%20e-review

