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To the Members of the Middlebury Class of 2014—

We look forward to welcoming you to Middlebury College in September. We are writing to 
you as Commons Heads, the faculty and staff representatives of the commons system. In this 
role, we work alongside students to cultivate your intellectual interests and extend the learning 
environment beyond the classroom into dinner conversations in the dining halls or late night 
discussions on your hall. During orientation in early September, we will gather together in 
small groups, along with other faculty, staff, and upper class students as part of a campus-wide 
Common Reading discussion based on the enclosed novel, T. C. Boyle’s Tortilla Curtain (1996). 
This will be one of many such opportunities for shared intellectual exchanges—both in and 
outside the classroom—which will mark your academic and personal journey in the Commons 
and at Middlebury College.

T. C. Boyle is a prolific writer whose far-reaching works engage subjects ranging from life in 
hippie communes of California and Alaska to the exploration of Africa in the 18th Century. 
His novels have presented the lives of historically significant figures including Frank Lloyd 
Wright and Alfred Kinsey, and he uses a mixture of humor, satire, and stereotype to comment 
on important topics such as human impact on the environment, race, class, and gendered 
relationships, and the collision of diverse cultures.

Significantly, Tortilla Curtain was written in the wake of California’s Proposition 187, a ballot 
initiative passed by California voters in 1994 that made undocumented immigrants ineligible 
for social services like health care and public education (the courts ruled this measure 
unconstitutional). The novel presents the simultaneously separate yet inter-dependent lives of 
two social groups in Southern California. Delaney and Kyra Mossbacher are upper-middle-
class suburbanites living in a gated community in the hills of Southern California. Cándido 
Rincón and his young pregnant wife, América, are undocumented Latinos struggling to survive 
in the United States while living hidden in the arroyos between the suburban subdivisions. 
Their lives literally collide at the beginning of the novel when Delaney hits Cándido with his 
car, and the story unfolds in complex ways from that point forward. 

We have chosen Tortilla Curtain for a variety of reasons. First and foremost, it presents a very 
engaging story that will undoubtedly cause readers to react in different ways, creating rich 
opportunities for meaningful discussions during orientation. Second, the novel touches on 
several complex issues that are ripe for interrogation within a liberal arts framework. Through 
the lives of Delaney, Kyra, Cándido, and América, Boyle raises questions of social stratification 
and the American Dream, suburban development and landscapes of exclusion, environmental 
hazards and risk, and immigration and belonging in contemporary America. The formal 
study of such subjects can draw from across Middlebury’s diverse curriculum, integrating 



understandings from the sciences, social sciences, and humanities and demonstrating the 
richness of a liberal arts approach. Finally, although the novel was written 14 years ago, the 
topic is particularly prescient given the recent political events in the United States surrounding 
the passage of immigration legislation in Arizona in April of 2010. 

Tortilla Curtain can be examined on many different levels, and we will certainly not be able 
to complete a thorough treatment of the text in the short time we have during orientation. 
Nonetheless, here are some questions you might want to consider as you read.

	There are many contradictions and ironies in Tortilla Curtain. How does Boyle use these 
contradictions to comment on contemporary life in America?

	How do place, setting, and landscape influence the shape and effectiveness of the story? 
Could the story have been set anywhere else?

	Tortilla Curtain refers to the ‘flimsy’ border between the United States and Mexico (as 
opposed to the Iron Curtain of the cold war era), and boundaries and territory feature 
prominently in the novel. What different boundaries (both real and imagined) do the 
characters encounter? Are they able to overcome these boundaries?

	In what ways does the novel cause you to reflect on your own beliefs about opportunity, 
environment, class, and immigration?

	Boyle explicitly avoids presenting a solution to the issue of undocumented immigration. 
Does this undermine or enhance the effectiveness of the novel?

During orientation, each of the small discussion groups will have a designated leader, but 
they will by no means dictate the direction of the discussion. We welcome you to jot down 
notes and comments as you read the text, and if there is an element of the story that you find 
curious or problematic make note of it and bring it up in the small group discussion. Engage 
your classmates and learn from them!

From your Commons Heads

Pete and Michelle Nelson, Atwater Commons
Robert Schine, Brainerd Commons
Patricia Zupan, Cook Commons
Pavlos Sfyroeras and Maria Hatjigeorgiou, Ross Commons
Will Nash and Deb Evans, Wonnacott Commons


