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To the Members of the Middlebury Class of 2015.5—
 
Let us extend you another warm welcome! We are writing to you as Commons Heads, the faculty 
and staff leaders of the commons system. In this role, we work alongside students to cultivate your 
intellectual interests and extend the learning environment beyond the classroom and into dinner 
conversations in the dining halls, or late night discussions on your hall. In this capacity, we’d like to 
introduce an event you’ll take part in during Feb Orientation: the Common Reading, where we’ll 
have the chance to discuss a book that every first year student, and many other faculty, staff, and 
students will read. This year’s selection is The Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao. 
 
We are especially excited to invite you into what is an ongoing campus conversation about this 
shared text. When the author, Junot Diaz, recently visited Middlebury, he noted that we are in an 
age of cultural fragmentation, and that the Common Reading provides a valuable opportunity 
for students: “A common reading, no matter what the book, is an intent to keep alive something 
that is important, which is that we’re all present in one space with each other at the same time,” 
Diaz noted. “These are very precious moments, I promise you, and they’re not moments that are 
encouraged in the larger culture. The book, then, is an excuse to do something that we need to do 
more and more of, being present, being together.” For him, and for us, the Middlebury Common 
Reading represents the heart of a community learning experience. 
 
Díaz, who was born in the Dominican Republic and immigrated to New Jersey as a child, has 
garnered wide acclaim for his compelling narratives of contemporary Dominican American life. 
He is known for his spare narrative style and his seamless integration of Spanish into his English 
text. His first book of short stories, Drown (1996) gained him immediate popularity and literary 
success. The protagonist of many of the stories in Drown, a young Dominican immigrant named 
Yunior, also narrates Oscar Wao. The novel, which was eleven years in the making, brought Díaz 
more critical acclaim; in the wake of its publication, he has been the recipient of many awards 
including a Guggenheim Fellowship and the Pulitzer Prize.
 
On one level the novel is a straightforward coming of age story, the tale of Oscar de León, a 
charismatic Dominican American boy who grows up to be an overweight, lonely nerd. An outsider 
and a popular culture maven, Oscar is more knowledgeable about The Lord of the Rings, The Matrix 
and Stephen King’s The Stand than he is adept at navigating his own social life. However, it is much 
more than just the narrative of his maturation.
 
The novel interweaves Oscar’s story with the history of the Dominican Republic during and after 
the regime of Rafael Leónidas Trujillo Molina, dictator from 1930 until his death in 1961. Díaz 
traces Oscar’s and his family’s path out of the Dominican Republic to points in the United States. 
As the narrative moves between New Jersey, Santo Domingo, and Washington Heights and back 
and forth across the twentieth century, you start to understand his family tree, from his grandfather 
Abelard Luis Cabral, the first target of a mythical curse—the “fukú americanus” —to Oscar’s 
mother Beli and his big sister and protector, Lola, all of whom inherit the legacy of the “fukú.”



 
We hope that you will find Oscar Wao a good read. We also expect that when we compare notes we’ll 
find a wide range of responses to it; the novel has in fact generated extreme reactions ever since its initial 
appearance. Our Common Reading will give you a chance to share your observations with your peers 
and to learn from one another. That’s the nature of our intellectual community—we prize thoughtful 
conversations, new insights, and diverse perspectives and we are looking forward to your contributions. 
Below are some questions to help start you thinking:
 

■ Díaz makes Dominican history central to the book, almost a character itself. What do you think the stream 
of history-related footnotes running below the fictional narrative provides the reader? Díaz wryly dedicates 
them to readers who “missed your mandatory two seconds of Dominican history.” Do you find these 
helpful? Distracting?

 
■ Throughout the novel Spanish words and phrases appear, unaccompanied by any English translations. What 

is the effect of this seamless blending of Spanish and English? How would the novel have been different if 
Díaz had provided translations at every turn?

 
■ Consider the role Yunior plays—what is his motivation for telling Oscar’s story? Why do you think Díaz 

does not reveal Yunior’s name until mid-way through the book? Is this ultimately Oscar’s story? Yunior’s?
 
■ In Oscar Wao, characters are often faced with overwhelming love and unspeakable violence; both serve as 

fuel that keeps the characters going. Do love and violence work for or against each other in this narrative?
 
■ What can Díaz’ work tell a reader today about other contemporary immigrant cultures or immigrant 

experiences in the past?

 
We look forward to meeting you soon. In the meantime, enjoy the novel!
 
From your Commons Heads
 
Pete and Michelle Nelson, Atwater Commons
Roman Graf, Brainerd Commons
Stefano Mula, Cook Commons
Pavlos Sfyroeras and Maria Hatjigeorgiou, Ross Commons
William Nash and Deborah Evans, Wonnacott Commons


