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Introduction



When Gilmore Girls premiered in 2000, the premise was simple: a mother and daughter who were best friends. Lorelai and Rory, two peas living in an idyllic little hamlet pod called Stars Hollow. And while theirs was the core relationship of the show, viewers were further drawn into the multifaceted dynamics of their quirky neighbors, their priggish relatives, Lorelai’s outlandish work colleagues, and Rory’s cunning classmates. In short, it was a world with innumerable characters that would become a home away from home for years to come.


When we meet Rory for the first time, she’s a studious, conscientious teen who already has her life plan plotted out: go to an Ivy League–feeder school, attend Harvard, and become a foreign correspondent like her idol, Christiane Amanpour. From the beginning, Rory was toting around an impressive number of books and casually reading classics that likely weren’t on the typical high school sophomore’s literature syllabus.


But while Rory may have been a bookworm, she was no wallflower. From the pilot’s opening scene through the show’s seven-season, 153-episode run, we saw again and again how much of her mother’s fierce, fiery independence and biting wit had taken root in her only child. Lorelai and Rory loved hard, fought hard, and opinionated hard. They, like many of the authors Rory admired, showed the world the multifaceted nature of women’s lives, ambitions, and aspirations—all while dishing out more words and pop culture references per minute than most any other prime-time show at the time could dream of.


For fans of the show, one of the most dedicated ways to stay in the Gilmore Girls world was to commit to one Herculean task: The Rory Gilmore Reading Challenge. In 2014, BuzzFeed published a list of 339 books that an Australian writer had compiled, and Gilmore Girls devotees took it and ran. Since then, the list has been read, refined, and discussed, and other bloggers have created their own thoroughly annotated book and episode guides.
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This book is a distillation of those zealous inventories. Some overly specific books were cut for obvious reasons. For instance, when Lorelai makes an offhanded reference to a Manson Family member, it doesn’t necessarily mean she’s read a particular Charles Manson biography—we all glean culture facts from other sources. And when it was unclear if a reference was made to a book or the movie that was made based on the book, it has been included on a separate list. Every effort has been made to be true to the nature of the characters, the context within the show, and the contribution of the original work listed.
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And, speaking of the original works, because this book is focused on those books, the publication date listed corresponds to its first book printing. Many stories were originally serialized in journals or magazines first, then published as a whole a couple of years later. Many diaries and collections of works were published decades after they were written. Some ancient works have guesstimated circa dating. However, one exception has been made to this first publication rule: Shakespeare. Many of his plays were written and performed (and therefore publicly consumed) decades before they were officially published, so we’ve used circa dating to a play’s first performance. Again, care was taken to be as accurate as possible.


This is by no means a definitive list, but it is thorough, verified, and more complete than any others we’ve seen. There are 311 works listed in the official episode guide, in addition to another 96 from referenced authors, 30 Book or Movie? entries, and 177 additional suggested reads; in total, this reading challenge covers 614 possible reads! And while this is still considered a Rory-centric reading list, it’s more precisely a Rory-universe reading list. Here we’ve included books that Lorelai read; books that Rory’s most like-minded boyfriend, Jess, carried around in his back pocket; and those her friends like Lane and Paris pored over. Rory swapped book suggestions with her grandfather, and her grandmother belonged to a book club. Hell, even Sookie, Lorelai’s bubbly, havoc-wreaking chef of a best friend, read a couple of books!


This reading guide is meant to help you reacquaint yourself with the world of Stars Hollow in a much more intimate way. Whether you choose to start from the very beginning or want to dive into the literary favorites of a particular character, you’ll find a guide within. Discussion questions linking the plots of the books to the plots of the show are included, so rewatching various episodes or full seasons along the way is not only helpful but very much encouraged. You’ll notice that not every episode has a book reference while some episodes have many—’tis just the nature of storytelling.


And if making any particular part of this challenge a routine feels daunting, take a bit of advice from our bibliophile queen herself: “I just take a book with me everywhere,” Rory once said. “It’s a habit.”
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Rory’s Essential Reads: The Top Five Books to Better Understand the Heart and Mind of Rory Gilmore



From the beginning, Rory was an insatiable reader who was never without a book (or a half dozen) in her bag. Her need for the written word was perhaps only rivaled by her need for another cup of coffee. And of the many, many books Rory spent time with, waxed poetic about, and piled high on her shelves, these five perhaps spoke to her—and stayed with her—on a different level.
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Anna Karenina 
(1878) BY LEO TOLSTOY 
(SEASON 1, EPISODE 16)


Anna Karenina is the kind of sweeping epic that a reader like Rory could return to again and again and keep finding new ways to analyze. Yes, the primary storyline follows the high-stakes affair between the eponymous heroine and the dashing Count Vronsky, but the interwoven stories of other characters and their relationships explore themes ranging from fidelity and marriage to family and commitment, faith and devotion, and societal expectations and consequences. Which parts do you think sixteen-year-old Rory internalized most? What parts of this novel will stick with you long-term?


While trying to convince Dean to give the book another shot, she explains that Tolstoy wrote for the common man, and although the character names may be a bit difficult to grasp initially, the storylines themselves aren’t. Do you agree? What characters or plot devices within the novel do you think were written to be accessible to all?


Novels: 1930–1962 (2 volumes) 
BY DAWN POWELL 
(SEASON 2, EPISODE 20)


We first see Rory reading Dawn Powell early in season 2, and by the end of the school year, she’s rhapsodizing to Lane about how it’s a shame no one knows Powell because she “wrote sixteen amazing novels, nine plays, and there are some who actually claim that it was Powell who made the jokes that Dorothy Parker got credit for.” (“Blasphemy!” declares Lane; Rory says she won’t believe it until she sees proof of Powell’s involvement in a smear campaign.) Split between her “Ohio novels” (where Powell was raised) and her “Manhattan novels” (where she was deeply embedded in the Greenwich Village literary scene), Powell’s work ranges from melancholic to ebullient—something for any mood. Which of Powell’s stories do you think Rory gravitates toward more: the pensive or the cheery?
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The Unabridged Journals of Sylvia Plath 
(2000) BY SYLVIA PLATH 
(SEASON 1, EPISODE 12)


One of the most memorable visuals of a young Rory engrossed in her reading involves this book—as the camera pans out from the cover of Plath’s smiling face, we see sixteen-year-old Rory sitting on a bench in Stars Hollow, Chilton badge on her jacket, hair pushed back by a headband, eyes fully concentrating on the pages and not on her boyfriend, who just walked out of the school across the street. Ah, to be young, carefree, and making jokes about lithium.


“I can never read all the books I want; I can never be all the people I want and live all the lives I want,” Plath wrote. Do you think Rory relates to Plath’s intellectual grievances like these? If you had significantly more time, what would you spend it on? Books? Hobbies? A second career as a true crime novelist?


Even as a voracious reader and aspiring journalist, we never see or hear about Rory journaling (aside from her mother chiding her in season 5 about her detailed daily diaries—“8 a.m. got up; 8:15 brushed teeth; 8:25 had impure thoughts”). Why do you think that is? Do you find journaling to be helpful? Tedious? Meditative?







While Plath published a number of poems and stories during her life and a volume of her journals was published in 1982, nearly twenty years after her death, this particular Unabridged Journals collection was hot off the presses when episode 12 was filmed. The collection was published in October 2000; audiences saw Rory reading it on a park bench in January 2001.





Dead Souls 
(1842) BY NIKOLAI VASILYEVICH GOGOL 
(SEASON 3, EPISODE 3)


In a perfect example of the dichotomy of Rory’s interests, one minute she was swooning over the cheesy perfection of The Brady Bunch Variety Hour, but as soon as her application to Harvard arrived in the mail, she bemoaned that just that morning she’d been reading Dead Souls. Rory and Lorelai resolve to tell people she was reading the heady Russian novel when her application came, rather than the program TV Guide had listed as one of the fifty worst TV shows.


If that concern seems a bit silly or absurd, then perhaps this was the right book for the ruse—in Dead Souls, a disgraced government official named Chichikov sets out to acquire dead souls in an odd get-rich-quick scheme. Going from property to property, he offers to buy the souls (i.e., the legal rights to the dead serfs who were still counted among the estate’s assets) so that he can quietly take out a loan against the soul-assets and pocket the earnings. It’s absurdist satire, nineteenth-century Russian style at its best.


Which part of this Homeric work did you enjoy the most: the caricatures of the townspeople Chichikov swindles, who each embody some kind of scorn-worthy attribute; or the main character’s repeated attempts at chicanery? Does anyone in the large cast of characters remind you of the quirky Stars Hollow townspeople Rory encounters daily?
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The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 
(1884) BY MARK TWAIN 
(SEASON 1, EPISODE 1)


Huck Finn has been called the Great American Novel, and William Faulkner dubbed Twain the “father of American literature.” This book was the very first one mentioned in the series—do you think that’s a nod to the importance books will play in Rory’s life, or just a coincidence, considering Huck Finn has historically been one of the most taught and discussed books in the American curriculum?


Huck Finn also has the honor of being one of the very last literary references in the series—in the antepenultimate episode, Rory reminisces about how she begged to have her twelfth birthday at the Mark Twain House and Museum in Hartford (a real, open-to-the-public place!); Lorelai replied, “I thought one day I was going to find you on a raft made out of milk cartons sailing down the Housatonic River.” Did you have similar obsessions as a child? What were some of your favorite books at that age, and did you also playact as the characters?
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Ways to Organize Your Book Collection



While Rory’s childhood bedroom may have had books in the dresser drawers and in stacks under her bed (“organized chaos” as her grandfather called it), it’s safe to assume her adult bookshelves are more thought out. Purely alphabetized bookshelves can feel difficult to browse, but haphazardly stacking books without a system makes it hard to find your treasures. Try one—or all!—of these more instinctual organizing systems.


ORGANIZE BY SUBJECT MATTER


Many people intuitively shelve their cookbooks or travel guides together, but the same concept can work for other popular subject matter. Do you own a more-than-average number of books about the French Revolution, or ghost stories, or books by favorite comedians? Group them together on a shelf, and perhaps add a souvenir Eiffel Tower as a bookend to your French collection or a framed Liz Lemon quote atop the stack of comedic memoirs.


ORGANIZE BY GENRE


Have an outsized collection of science fiction novels that you’re always recommending to friends? Or an enviable manga and anime trove? They belong together, and they belong in the part of your living space that best represents them—a shelf of colorful anime spines would look right at home next to any gaming equipment, and if sci-fi is your go-to genre, they could go front-and-center on a living room or den bookshelf.


ORGANIZE BY COLOR


We would never judge a book by its cover, but sometimes a colorful binding can help it find its home amongst a curated rainbow shelf. If visual aesthetics bring you joy, then ROYGBIV those books to your heart’s content!


CREATE YOUR OWN “TAKE A BOOK, LEAVE A BOOK” SHELF


Book folk tend to have extras lying around—perhaps you carried the paperback while commuting, but you wanted the hardback for your permanent collection. Or maybe you read and enjoyed a book but decided you didn’t realllly need to keep it. Pass along the gift of prose to your guests! Not only will your friends appreciate the rotating selection of choices, but you might even become the recipient of a few books you didn’t know you needed.





CREATE A CURATED TBR SHELF


That To Be Read pile can be both a blessing and a curse. Keep it under control by reserving a space that can’t hold more than, say, one or two dozen books. This will give space for long-term goal reading or that hot new novel everyone’s talking about, plus a couple of gift books your fellow bookworms have passed your way.




VOCAB: Tsundoku. A Japanese term used to describe a person who owns a lot of unread literature. It can also refer to a grouping of books that are waiting to be read. If you bought or were gifted this book, you likely are and have tsundoku.
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How to Maximize Your Reading Time and Become a More Mindful Reader



Intentionality. Deliberateness. Mindfulness. These aren’t just yoga-retreat buzzwords—they’re solid practices to improve your mindset, your day-to-day activities, and your attentiveness to your own needs. And they can be applied to your time spent reading as well.


When it comes to settling in with a good book, applying a few mindfulness techniques can help you absorb the material more thoroughly, remember the plot points or new information more accurately, and generally keep you engrossed and engaged longer. To leave passive reading and multitasking reading behind, try these tips:


CHOOSE BOOKS THAT ARE FOR PLEASURE, NOT WORK OR PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT.


This is not to say you shouldn’t read career-focused books! But for the sake of practicing mindful reading, you want to find something that activates a different part of your brain than the one that’s been buzzing from eight hours of meetings, answering circle-back emails, or prepping for presentations. Start with a dreamy novel, a biography of someone you admire, or some long-form journalism on a topic that will not stress you out.


SLOW DOWN AND APPRECIATE THE TEXT.


There is no need to speed-read, even if you’re way behind on this month’s book club selection. Take a moment to appreciate the prose, savor a juicy detail, or commit to memory a phrase or quip you could see yourself using in real life. If there’s a passage that speaks to you, read it again! Periodically stopping to appreciate what you’ve read is like stopping to smell the roses—they’re both good for you.


HIDE YOUR CELL PHONE.


Seriously. Silence notifications, leave your phone in the other room, take off your smartwatch, become a thirty-minute Luddite. Constant pings from your group chat, email alerts about monthly “semiannual” sales, and app updates are a distraction and a drain on your mental resources. If you want to be present while you read, be intentional and ditch your electronics for a few.


TAKE A MOMENT TO REFLECT ON WHAT YOU JUST READ.


Once you’re ready to set your book down for the day, pause and remember the parts you just read. Which anecdote will you tell a friend about? What new bit of information did you find particularly fascinating? Did something you just read remind you to look something else up later? By ending your mindful reading session with a brief, personal recap, you’re further locking that information away and slowly learning to focus your attention on the present.






[image: image]














[image: image]






















SEASON 1



Wherein Rory is accepted to Chilton; Rory dates Dean, has her first kiss, first breakup, first make up; Lorelai dates Rory’s English teacher, Max Medina, and he proposes by the end of the season; Lorelai’s deal with her parents, Richard and Emily, to pay for Rory’s Chilton education sets up their recurring Friday Night Dinners.
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