
Book Clubs I Have Known 
…and sometimes loved. 



Book Club #1 
We were too young to know any 
better…. 



Our First Meeting 

Co-workers at the North Carolina Museum of Art—and 
friends too (at least for a while) 

We read Lee Smith’s Oral History 
Invited Smith to come (she declined) 

Ate at a sushi restaurant Smith and her husband owned 

Talked about the book and planned our club’s future 



Our First Meeting 

What to read? 
Classics! 

Women writers! 

Mysteries and thrillers! 

Oprah’s Book Club! 

What would our meetings be like? 
Rotate among people’s houses 

Potluck food and drink (always wine!) 

 

 



I liked the title. 
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I liked the title 
• But copies were tough to find. 

• Half of us liked it, half didn’t, 
and we had no questions 
about it beyond that. 

• So we ate food, drank wine, 
and complained about work. 



Oprah Rules! 
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Oprah Rules! 
• More than 900 pages…. 

• Several of us struggled to 
finish it—and I never did 

• And as it turned out, neither 
did the woman who chose it. 



End of Book Club #1 



Book Club #2 
We met with a nearly sacred 
purpose…. 



Our Meetings 

Four writers in the MFA Program at George Mason 
Sharing our own work 

Reading other writers’ work for guidance & inspiration 

Sample Meeting: First Chapters 
Alice McDermott’s Charming Billy 

Bernard Malamud’s The Natural 

Mario Vargas Llosa’s Conversation in the Cathedral 

A fourth novel I can’t remember….  



Book Club #4 
A “singular” experience! 

 

(And yes, I skipped #3.) 
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Prompted by Robert Downey Jr. movie (2009) 

Began with “The Scandal in Bohemia”—reading aloud  
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Never read Sherlock Holmes?!? 

Prompted by Robert Downey Jr. movie (2009) 

Began with “The Scandal in Bohemia”—reading aloud 

By the time Sherlock Holmes 2 premiered in 2011, we’d 
read half the novels and stories 

Just last month, finished all of them… and moving on 
now to other writers 

Purpose, connection—sharing a reading experience 



Book Club #3 
Complete control and rigid order 
can free book clubs from missteps 
and mistakes…. 



How books are picked 

Dan & Christina Brady read lots of contemporary novels—
LOTS—and then picked one that seemed ripe for discussion: 

Joshua Ferris’s Then We Came to the End 

Rivka Galchen’s Atmospheric Disturbances 

Karen Russell’s Swamplandia 

China Mieville’s The City and The City 

Colum McCann’s Let The Great World Spin 

Laurent Binet’s HHhH 

Jonathan Franzen’s Freedom 

Found library copies or bought in bulk. 

 

 



How the evenings worked 

Around 40 people are invited—no pressure to come, and 
attendance was about a dozen 

Potluck dinner, snacks, drinks to open the evening 

Call to order—and everyone sits 

One round of moderated discussion 

A break for more food, drinks, and casual conversation 

A second round of moderated discussion 

Announcement of next book, more socializing 



Tips for Running a Book Club 
Disclaimer: You don’t have to follow all of these. 



Choose a Direction 

What types of books? 

Contemporary or Classics? 

Fiction or Nonfiction? 

A Specific Genre? 



Choose a Direction 

What types of books? 

Contemporary or Classics? 

Fiction or Nonfiction? 

A Specific Genre? 

What do you want to get out of your club? (And who’s in 
it?) 

Be current? Be social? 

Fill in gaps in your reading background? 

Improve your writing? (Writer’s groups) 

Learn about specific subjects? 
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Choose a Book 

That someone in the group has already read and 
recommends 

That provokes, challenges, confuses, troubles, etc. 

That isn’t too too long! 

That is available at the library (or in paperback (or 
available at all…)) 

And remember: Whoever chooses leads discussion! 



Prepare Your Questions 
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Prepare Your Questions 

Avoid “like/didn’t like” questions, but… 

Ask questions that you don’t know the answer to 

Balance “thinking” questions and “feeling” ones 

Invite reader responses (questions, favorite passages) 

Consider the author’s intentions  

Use Study Guides from publishers 

Read reviews 
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Etiquette Issues 

Don’t try to get every member to every meeting 

Keep to a schedule (and keep socializing in its place) 

Share experiences—both with the reading itself and 
memories prompted by reading—but don’t dominate 

Disagree, yes, but disagree politely (and complaining 
doesn’t contribute anything) 

Don’t worry if you haven’t read the whole book, but 
don’t expect others to hold back from talking 



And Yes, Invite the Author! 

Skype chats 

In-person visits 

…or just plan around book releases, book 
tours, area readings, and festivals…. 
 



And Yes, Invite the Author! 

Skype chats 

In-person visits 

…or just plan around book releases, book 
tours, area readings, and festivals…. 
 
My chance to plug Fall for the Book! 
Bonnie Jo Campbell, Once Upon a River, 
Tuesday, Sept. 24, 6 p.m., George Mason 
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