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Getty Images | xubing ruo Even if you have lots of experience in reading books, you will still come across a novel that's difficult to get through. You may find yourself reading slowly because of the subject matter, the language, word usage, or the convoluted plot and character elements. When you are just attempting to get through the book, it may not
really matter to you why the book is difficult, you just want to get to the end, so you can move on to your next reading pick. But there are ways to make even the hardest book less of a trial to get through. Find your perfect reading spot — a place where you can be comfortable and read. Figure out what conditions you need to be able to concentrate,
study, and read most effectively. It may be easier for you to read at a desk, at a table in a quiet library, outside or in one of those cushy chairs at Starbucks. Some readers can't concentrate when there's any noise around them, while others can read anywhere. Reproduce those ideal conditions — particularly when you're reading a difficult book. Keep a
dictionary with you as you read. Look up any words you don't understand. Also, jot down literary references that are escaping you. Are comparisons being made that are escaping your understanding? Look those references up! You may want to avoid using your smartphone for this task to avoid tempting distractions. Look at how the book is organized
by reading through the table of contents and reading the introduction. This may help give you a sense of what material is coming as you read. Try to avoid skimming as much as possible. If a book is dense or dry it can be tempting to try to get through it as quickly as possible, but skimming can cause you to miss key points that would add to your
comprehension. If you own the book you are reading, you may want to highlight passages that seem important. Otherwise, you can take careful notes, keeping track of quotes, characters, or passages that you might want to return to later. Some readers find that by using flags or page markers, they can more easily find those sections that are
essential to an understanding of the book. Keeping notes is a way to help ensure that you really think about what you're reading. Don't become bleary-eyed. In other words, if the book seems too overwhelming, stop reading for a bit. Take this time to organize your ideas about the book. Write down any questions you have. If the concepts are still too
difficult to grasp try talking about it with a friend to flush out what you are thinking (and feeling) about the work. Don't stop reading for too long. It can be tempting to put off finishing the book when the book seems too difficult but don't give in to that temptation. If you put off continuing your reading for too long you may forget what you've read. Key
elements of the plot or characterization may get lost over time so it's best to try to keep reading at your usual pace. Get help! If you're still having a difficult time with the book, a tutor might be able to answer your questions. If you're reading for a class, consider talking with your teacher about your confusion. Ask him/her specific questions about the
book. Bookworm’s NotebookKey Takeaways To read a difficult book, develop a reading schedule and annotate as you go to track complex ideas. Understand the context of the book and don’t hesitate to skim tough sections. Joining a book club or forum can provide support and motivation. Difficult books often have dense prose and intricate plots,
requiring active engagement and different reading techniques for various genres. Overcoming psychological barriers like intimidation and maintaining motivation are key. Digital resources, such as summaries and discussion forums, can enhance comprehension and provide different perspectives.Reading books like Ulysses (1922) by James Joyce or
Infinite Jest (2006) by David Foster Wallace can seem daunting, but it’s a journey well worth taking. Learning how to read a difficult book requires not just patience but also specific strategies to comprehend its complex themes and intricate structures.To face the challenges of reading a difficult book, develop a disciplined reading schedule and
commit to reading a certain number of pages or chapters each day. Annotating as you read can help keep track of complex plots or ideas and make it easier to revisit key passages later. Another useful strategy is to join a book club or online forum that focuses on difficult texts. Engaging in discussions with others can provide new perspectives and
keep motivation levels high.When facing the challenges, start by understanding the context and time period of the book; this can provide invaluable insights into its themes and style. If you encounter particularly tough sections, don’t hesitate to skim or even temporarily skip ahead. To stay motivated, view the challenging sections as opportunities for
growth rather than obstacles. The goal is to keep moving forward and enjoy the reading experience.Difficult books often feature dense prose, intricate plots, and extensive use of symbolism. Works by Shakespeare or James Joyce typically contain language that may feel archaic or unfamiliar.Also, themes in challenging books tend to be layered and
multifaceted, requiring the reader to interpret and analyze rather than simply consume. Specific literary genres, such as modernist literature, are known for their nonlinear timelines and multiple perspectives, making them difficult to follow without active engagement.Authors of these texts often employ complex narrative techniques, such as stream
of consciousness, which can be disorienting. Understanding these common characteristics helps readers prepare mentally and set realistic expectations.Approaching hard-to-read books involves tackling more than just their textual complexities. Readers often face psychological barriers, such as intimidation by the book’s reputation or fear of not
understanding the content. This can create resistance to starting the book in the first place or continuing it once started.Motivation is a crucial factor. Maintaining interest in themes that initially seem unengaging requires a proactive mindset. Techniques such as setting small, achievable reading goals or discussing the book in a group can help to
manage these barriers.Past experiences with similar challenging books can either positively or negatively influence motivation. A beneficial strategy is to approach these works with curiosity and a willingness to learn, rather than a fear of failure. This mindset shift can transform the reading process into a rewarding intellectual journey.Mastering how
to read a difficult book can greatly enhance personal growth by pushing one out of their comfort zone, encouraging exploration of new genres, and challenging authors.Tackling difficult books requires one to step out of their comfort zone. Select texts that present a significant intellectual challenge. Begin by researching the author and their work,
which can provide insights into the book’s context and themes.Developing a reading strategy is critical. Start by skimming the introduction and any preface material. Take notes and highlight key points. Reading slowly and consistently, even if it means only a few pages per day, can make the material more digestible. If certain sections are too
challenging, skim them to maintain momentum.Venturing into genres and authors that are unfamiliar can stimulate self-development. Books on philosophy, for example, often require background knowledge. Reading about the author’s theories and their critical reception can provide useful context. Utilize commentary and summaries, like Spark
Notes, to supplement your reading.Engage with complementary pieces of work that can help you better appreciate the primary text. Discussing the book with others or joining a reading group can provide different perspectives and enhance your understanding. Sentiments gleaned from these discussions can also help to make complex concepts more
tangible and applicable to daily life.By exploring these new avenues, one develops not only a deeper appreciation for literature but also sharpens critical thinking skills.Reading challenging books requires adapting techniques based on the genres they belong to. Different genres present unique complexities, from thematic depth to complex narratives,
demanding targeted strategies for efficient comprehension and retention.Different literary genres pose specific challenges. For example, reading a dense modernist text like Joyce’s Ulysses requires interpreting stream-of-consciousness writing and symbolic layers. Meanwhile, to fully grasp the narrative, a historical novel necessitates understanding
the historical context.To manage these unique demands, it’s beneficial to familiarize oneself with genre conventions. Understanding the characteristics of literary periods, such as Romanticism or Postmodernism, can provide clues on how to read particular texts effectively.When diving into a work like Infinite Jest, readers might benefit from a slower,
more analytical reading pace. This helps in deciphering complex plot structures and intricate character interrelationships.For genres like science fiction or fantasy, creating glossaries for unfamiliar terminology can be helpful. Breaking the text into manageable chunks can also aid in maintaining focus and comprehension. Additionally, readers may
find it useful to revisit and reread challenging sections to deepen their appreciation of the book and stimulate better comprehension.Interacting directly with the text through annotation also aids in better comprehension. While reading long or difficult books, keeping a pencil and notebook handy can be invaluable. Underlining key phrases, noting
character names, and summarizing paragraphs in the margins are effective strategies.Highlighting thematic elements and literary devices also aids retention. For example, noting recurring motifs in Ulysses or the use of footnotes in Infinite Jest enhances literacy and understanding of thematic styles. These techniques make the text more interactive
and easier to navigate upon review.Using summaries and analyses to comprehend complex texts is another effective strategy. After completing a challenging book chapter, reading a summary can reaffirm one’s comprehension. Websites and study guides often provide concise analyses that highlight important themes and plot points. Framing
summaries in one’s own words can also reinforce memory retention.Furthermore, reviewing analytical essays on difficult works offers various perspectives and insights that could potentially enrich the reader’s interpretation. This practice allows readers to grasp the broader implications of the text while gaining a deeper appreciation for its
intricacies.James Joyce’s Ulysses epitomizes the complexity of modernist literature. Understanding the historical and cultural context is critical to understanding modernist literature. Joyce’s Dublin setting and his stream-of-consciousness technique can be perplexing without some background research.Strategies:Pre-reading: Research the author’s
life, Dublin’s history, and the Easter Rising.Annotations: Take notes and highlight important themes.Slow Pace: Allow extra time to absorb the dense prose and intricate narrative.These preparatory steps ensure a better grasp of Joyce’s multifaceted text.Magical realism, exemplified by Gabriel Garcia Marquez’'s One Hundred Years of Solitude (1967),
blends the fantastical with the mundane. This genre often reflects cultural and political contexts, especially Latin American history.Strategies:Contextual Research: Study Colombian history and Garcia Marquez's influences.Accept the Unreal: Treat the fantastical elements as integral to the narrative.Character Maps: Track the extensive Buendia
family tree to keep characters straight.Engaging with these tactics makes navigating the magical realism genre manageable.David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest is a milestone of postmodern literature. Known for its nonlinear narrative and footnotes, the text can be daunting without proper strategies.Strategies:Structured Reading: Follow detailed
reading guides.Footnote Navigation: Pay attention to footnotes, as they are often critical.Discussion Forums: Join online communities to gain different perspectives and insights.When tackling challenging literary works like the examples mentioned above, digital resources can provide valuable assistance. These tools offer summaries and discussions,
as well as insights from social media, which can help break down complex texts and enhance comprehension.Online summaries are invaluable for readers grappling with intricate plots and dense language. Websites such as SparkNotes and CliffNotes condense complicated texts into manageable sections, offering chapter summaries and character
analyses. This technique aids in grasping the broader narrative structure.Discussion forums, like those found on Reddit or book-specific communities, provide a space for readers to ask questions and share insights. Engaging in these discussions can help to clarify confusing passages and introduce different interpretations, deepening appreciation and
understanding of the works.Lastly, social media platforms like Twitter and Instagram offer brief but insightful commentary on how to read a difficult book. Accounts dedicated to literature often share key quotes, thematic analyses, and visual summaries that can make complex texts more accessible.Engaging in discussions on platforms like Reddit and
other book-specific communities, as well as following literature-related accounts on other social media channels, can enhance readers’ appreciation of difficult books by offering clarifications, interpretations, and visual summaries.Joining book-focused groups on Facebook or following hashtags on Twitter can connect readers with experts and
enthusiasts. These interactions can provide diverse perspectives and foster a more nuanced approach to understanding the material.Learning how to read a difficult book is a rewarding journey that requires patience, focus, and an open mind. By approaching complex texts with curiosity and persistence, breaking them down into manageable sections,
and using outside resources, readers can navigate and appreciate the depth of challenging literature.Every difficult book offers a chance to expand intellectual horizons, deepen critical thinking, and enrich the overall reading experience. Whether it’s a philosophical treatise, a dense novel, or an intricate poem, understanding how to read a difficult
book is about embracing the process and allowing understanding to unfold gradually.Introducing Difficult Books, A Descriptive List by Emily Colette Wilkinson, The MillionsReading Hard Books is Good, Actually by Danika Ellis, Book RiotTough tomes: are challenging books worth the effort? by Alastair Harper, The GuardianWhat is the best way to
read a difficult book? on Quora When I first started reading non-fiction, I would only read books on self-help.I read obsessively, applied everything I could, and saw significant improvements in my life. But by the tenth self-help book, I hit a massive reading slump. Everything sounded the same—just repackaged ideas with different authors, titles, and
covers. Consequently, I no longer felt motivated or excited to read, and I convinced myself I had learned everything I could possibly know.One day, desperate to feel inspired again, I went to the bookstore.l browsed the self-help section first, but nothing stood out. So I kept wandering through the different sections: first psychology, then business,
neuroscience, and economics. As [ weaved my way through various genres, wanting to read almost every book I encountered, it hit me: I had exhausted one subject but still knew nothing about countless others. Suddenly, the slump disappeared. I wasn’t bored or uninspired anymore. Instead, I was now overwhelmed by how much I didn’t know and all
the subjects I wanted to explore.Despite wanting to take nearly every book home with me, I decided to be a responsible book shopper and buy only one. I ended up purchasing Thinking, Fast and Slow by Daniel Kahneman, a roughly 500-page book on behavioural economics. I had no background in the subject, but I gave it a shot anyway. It wasn't
beginner-friendly — dense with research and terminology that was complex to me — but I pushed through. At first, I gave it a bad rating because I didn’t understand it. Later, after reading more books on behavioural economics, I returned to Thinking, Fast & Slow and was able to appreciate the book more (this was before a good chunk of the book
was debunked). I realized that many of the main ideas from the book initially went over my head because I didn’t have adequate knowledge or skills to read it thoroughly. It wasn’t the book that was bad; it was the way I read the book that was.Reading hard books eventually became easier: I'd dive headfirst into a new subject, reading and researching
intently until I fully understood what I had just read. I went from reading behavioural economics to neuroscience, then to quantum physics, philosophy, politics, history, classical literature, and economics. Each new subject came with a steep learning curve. Still, as I became a stronger reader, I began developing a methodical process to help me
approach and understand difficult books.If you, like me, enjoy reading books that challenge you intellectually but at times worry whether or not you’ll be able to keep up with the readings, here are some tips and tricks I've used over the years to help me read difficult books.I’ve previously mentioned the benefits of rereading a book as a writer, but this
advice applies to everyone. If you're reading a difficult book, it’s not meant to be read just once. Challenging books are meant to be studied, and that means engaging with them multiple times to develop a deep, comprehensive understanding. Reading a book two or three times (depending on its complexity) can significantly improve your retention and
understanding of its ideas.How to read a book more than once:Reading Session 1: Just read. Don’t overanalyze. Highlight or underline anything that stands out or interests you. Use sticky tabs to mark the highlights. This is the priming session. I don’t focus too much on dissecting the work just yet. I prepare my mind to increase exposure and
familiarity with the ideas so that I can be more critical in the second reading session.Reading Session 2: Use annotations to dissect your highlights and each paragraph. Analyze how the ideas connect and what the author is trying to communicate. During this stage, I use marginalia, which is essentially annotating in the margins. I typically paraphrase
key ideas and draw connections there. Occasionally, I will also write counterarguments.Reading Session 3 (Optional): If you still find the text unclear, do some extra research and revisit it again with fresh context and understanding.I enjoy watching YouTube videos, documentaries, or podcasts when I have difficulty reading the content. Sometimes it’s
not the content itself, but the method of consumption that makes it challenging to understand.After I finish reading the book, I like to write a 1-2 page summary of what I've just read, focusing only on the key ideas. This is technically when my third reading session happens, but this time I'm relying on my annotations and sticky tabs to guide me
instead of reading from start to finish.Before diving into a book, I like to learn a bit about the author and their body of work because it helps me understand how they write and gain context for what I'm reading. Your research approach should differ slightly depending on whether you’re reading fiction or nonfiction. Some things I look out for:For
Nonfiction:Learn about the author’s political, social, or religious affiliations to better identify potential biasesFamiliarize yourself with key terms and foundational concepts in the fieldExample: having a general understanding of neuroplasticity when reading about neurosciencelLook up any additional essays or articles by the author to get a feel for
their writing style and perspectiveFor Fiction:Understand the social contextExample: Crime & Punishment: Russian literature often includes multiple naming conventions, which provide the reader insight into the relationships between charactersLearn the historical contextExample: The Great Gatsby: set in the 1920s during the era of bootlegging
and excess. Knowing this helps you better analyze its characters, themes, and plot.Look up any additional essays or articles by the author to get a feel for their writing style and perspective.While reading, I often write notes about ideas or concepts I want to explore further. After finishing a chapter or the entire book, I research those topics. I highly
recommend keeping a pen and journal nearby to help you keep track of what you want to research and jot down what you’ve learned.I’'m a big advocate of using writing as a tool for learning. While I've previously written extensively on this subject, here are a few key reasons why writing about difficult books helps:It improves retention — you're
reinforcing the material and internalizing the ideas.It reveals knowledge gaps — trying to explain or connect ideas shows you what you truly understand and what you don’t.It inspires others — sharing your thoughts might encourage someone else to engage with the material or start writing themselves.After I've read the books, annotated them, and
written a 1-2 page summary, I like to take it one step further by composing a book review or summary that discusses what I just read. I used to share my findings on Goodreads and Instagram, and at one point on my old blog, but now I share them here on Substack. Of course, if you’'re not comfortable sharing your writing, you don’t have to. However,
I suggest that you at least try to connect the information through writing.Don’t rush. Especially with challenging books, take your time. Read slowly, page by page, paragraph by paragraph. Let the words sink in. Absorb the ideas. Fully immerse yourself in what the author is trying to say.Too often, people skim through difficult books, get frustrated,
and give up. But slowing down can make the reading process more rewarding and meaningful. Remember, it’s not about how much you read, but how well you read.Yes, difficult books are difficult — but that doesn’t mean you’re not smart enough to read them. The purpose of reading is to grow intellectually, which means occasionally reading books
out of your current domain of knowledge.At first, you might question your intelligence or feel overwhelmed. I'm here to tell you: don’t. Think of the brain like a muscle; when you first challenge it, it may feel weak, but with consistent effort, it grows stronger. That’s how you become a better reader and thinker.Even the brightest experts didn’t start
out as experts. They developed their knowledge slowly, step by step. You may feel “stupid” while reading something difficult, but you're actually becoming smarter through the process (kind of like how lifting a heavy weight makes you stronger over time).So if you’re planning to read some challenging books this year, give yourself some grace, take
your time, engage deeply, and don’t complicate or rush the experience. Reading should be both enjoyable and intellectually stimulating — allow yourself to be challenged, and enjoy the process!Hi, I'm Rana!lf you enjoy reading articles on reading, learning, thinking, and (occasionally) writing, be sure to subscribe!Thanks for your support,Rana We all
have those novels that sit there on our shelves, staring us down, too intimidating to pick up and yet they’ve been on our list for years. Reportedly, they’re rewarding, exciting reads, but every time you think about opening one, dread sinks into your stomach. So how do you get started? That’s what I'm here to help with. Because I've thrown myself into
a lot of books that were too hard for me, and come out the other side. In my senior year of high school, I decided to read Ulysses by James Joyce solely because my favorite English teacher loved Joyce. With no preparation, no knowledge of references, nothing, I just kind of dove in. I didn’t understand it all, but I finished it, and enjoyed it. I truly
believe that it’s our gatekeeping of the classics, our pressure to take them so intensely seriously, that makes hard books feel so inaccessible, when truthfully, most of us have the capacity to read anything we want to. So, as an expert in the long, twisty, and ambiguous, I've brought all my tips, tricks, and mastery to this article to help you jump into that
intimidating book on your shelf, or that terrifying book that your teachers want you to be able to discuss on Tuesday that you are just not understanding. Let’s get started! Photograph by Leah Rachel von Essen If you can get a copy that you can own and write on, fantastic. If not, invest in a hefty number of post-its, because you’re going to want to
write on this book. A lot. You want to be able to see your notes on the page, to be able to flip through the book and see all your notes as you go. To see, easily, exactly the passage you’'re referring to. There’s a big pressure to have annotations be meaningful. They do not have to be. Sure, some of them can be definitions of words or phrases you don’t
know, or historical tidbits pulled from the footnotes of the book (if you don’t know a name or event, check to see if the book has notes in the back!). But they can also just be for you. Write reminders to yourself (“Joe = brother of Jack, dating Julie”). Notice that butterflies keep popping up? Mark every mention. If an idea or connection sparks in your
head, write it down. If you see that a woman is wearing white and wonder what it means, and then later you see someone else in the same dress and it seems to mean X, you're going to want to be able to find your note on that first time the dress showed up. Also, writing notes just helps you remember what you're reading. And while you might think
your insights are small, tiny notes in the margins, and question marks, and little weird connections, are where all the big literary critics start too. So dive in — and have fun! Joking around will honestly help you remember the events of the novel, or the intentions of the characters. Add hearts next to your favorite lines! Use different color highlighters!
“Roast him!!!”, “girl you are looking extremely suspicious right now”, “oh honey”, “oof that one hurt”, “GAY”, and “SHUT UP JERKFACE” are all real annotations I have written in the margins of novels. Consider having a notebook or a few sheets of paper on hand as references for yourself — you can also write these things on the endpapers of the
book, but I like to have them separate so that I can use them without flipping back and forth. Things to keep on a separate sheet: Names. Write down names. Write down the nicknames. Also write down their basic identifiers or biggest events from the past, like “John’s mom,” “the woman from the park,” or “dad died when she was young,” “works at
flower shop.” For The Waves by Virginia Woolf, I wrote for character Louis: “Australian. lower class. wants to be an insider. businessman but wishes to be a poet.” This will help you remember who people are after the initial introductions, which is one of the hardest things to track early in a lot of these big tomes.Family Trees, Lists, or Timelines. If
there’s one of these in the front of the book, consider copying it down on a separate sheet of paper and writing all over it so you can reference it without having to leave the page behind. Flipping back and forth will get tiring and confusing very quickly. If these aren’t provided, but you’'re getting confused, take a moment to try and write one down.
These can include: a historical timeline pulled off the internet (ex. the War of 1812), an outline of who dated who in the novel, or the list of magical categories or strata in a big high fantasy novel.Big Motifs or Themes. If you're reading a book for class, keep note of important page numbers and quotes, or the places where big themes popped up. It will
save you so, so much time later, so it’s worth doing now. If it’s not for class, this will help you distill your thoughts and jump back into the book later. As an example, here’s the character list I wrote up for my annotated copy of The Waves by Virginia Woolf, written on one of the blanker pages at the front of the book. In 2013, I read Love in the Time of
Cholera by Gabriel Garcia Marquez completely in Spanish (El amor en los tiempos del colera). I had taken up to Spanish 202 and was good with context clues, but to answer your question, no, I am not fluent. It was an ambitious undertaking, and I don’t remember exactly why I decided to do it, except that I was determined to get Marquez’s language
straight from the source. In my high school days, SparkNotes was framed incorrectly as this way to cheat your way out of reading the classics. But in truth, SparkNotes is an extremely valuable resource that used properly is a guide and assistant to literature. So utilize it! Here’s how I did it: at the end of each Cholera chapter, I would close the book
and read the SparkNotes summary of that chapter. It would fill in all the gaps — the details I missed, the plot I thought I understood but honestly wasn’t 100% sure on. If I had completely missed everything that had happened, sometimes I would read the chapter again, now armed with the basic details I needed to guide my way. This is great for all
tough books, whether it be the language or the plot that’s tripping you up. I recommend reading the chapter first, SparkNotes second, and then potentially the chapter again, but if you’re not bothered about spoilers, or are feeling particularly lost, you can also read the summary first to give you those larger, big-picture ideas of what’s happening,
which will then allow you to better appreciate what’s going on as it happens in the novel. When I signed up for a college course reading War and Peace by Leo Tolstoy, translated by Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky, I was a little intimidated. I mean, even as a fast reader, 1300 pages in 10 weeks sounds like a lot. But then my professor talked
us all down: he would be asking us to read 75 pages for each class. 150 pages a week. Yes, that’s not a small number, but it’s a lot less. In those increments, this famously long text suddenly felt kind of reasonable. Especially if you're reading an intimidating text for fun or for your own use, remember that there is no pressure to read it in one huge
burst. Take breaks. Hell, put it down for a few days and barrel your way through a short, easy, fun novel, and then come back. (Just don’t leave for so long you forget what you’ve read so far.) Obviously, if you're reading this for a class or assignment, this is harder to do, but you can still use this strategy. Instead of sitting down to read half the book in
one go, set the goal of reading a single chapter, then take a short break before reading the next. Tell yourself to read 50 pages at a time, or 10 pages, or 5. It will make the text feel substantially less intimidating and overwhelming to break it up into small pieces. I just wrote a whole essay about how to read difficult books. Because some books are
really hard to read. And yes, some people have breezed through them. But chances are, that’s because they used some of these techniques, or had more practice, or had the help of teachers or other forms of support. So be patient with yourself. The best way to not be able to read one of these books is to tell yourself you can’t read one of these books.
And finally (if you're not reading a book for class, please don’t get me in trouble with your teacher), it’s okay to give up at a certain point. And it’s okay to hate one of these big ol’ intimidating tomes. Seriously, it is. The goal is not to make you go read books that are hard to read. The goal, for me, is to encourage you not to avoid reading them only
because they’'re so hard to read. So if you want to read War and Peace, but are too stressed about it? Read it with these tips, and hit me up on social if you get nervous, because you’ve got this! If you have zero interest in reading it but some person keeps telling you that you have to read it, it’s so important to the canon, etc., etc....Don’t read it. Give it
away instead. Life is too short for that nonsense. We all have those novels that sit there on our shelves, staring us down, too intimidating to pick up and yet they’ve been on our list for years. Reportedly, they’re rewarding, exciting reads, but every time you think about opening one, dread sinks into your stomach. So how do you get started? That’s what
I'm here to help with. Because I've thrown myself into a lot of books that were too hard for me, and come out the other side. In my senior year of high school, I decided to read Ulysses by James Joyce solely because my favorite English teacher loved Joyce. With no preparation, no knowledge of references, nothing, I just kind of dove in. I didn’t
understand it all, but I finished it, and enjoyed it. I truly believe that it’s our gatekeeping of the classics, our pressure to take them so intensely seriously, that makes hard books feel so inaccessible, when truthfully, most of us have the capacity to read anything we want to. So, as an expert in the long, twisty, and ambiguous, I've brought all my tips,
tricks, and mastery to this article to help you jump into that intimidating book on your shelf, or that terrifying book that your teachers want you to be able to discuss on Tuesday that you are just not understanding. Let’s get started! Photograph by Leah Rachel von Essen If you can get a copy that you can own and write on, fantastic. If not, invest in a
hefty number of post-its, because you’'re going to want to write on this book. A lot. You want to be able to see your notes on the page, to be able to flip through the book and see all your notes as you go. To see, easily, exactly the passage you're referring to. There’s a big pressure to have annotations be meaningful. They do not have to be. Sure, some
of them can be definitions of words or phrases you don’t know, or historical tidbits pulled from the footnotes of the book (if you don’t know a name or event, check to see if the book has notes in the back!). But they can also just be for you. Write reminders to yourself (“Joe = brother of Jack, dating Julie”). Notice that butterflies keep popping up? Mark
every mention. If an idea or connection sparks in your head, write it down. If you see that a woman is wearing white and wonder what it means, and then later you see someone else in the same dress and it seems to mean X, you're going to want to be able to find your note on that first time the dress showed up. Also, writing notes just helps you
remember what you’re reading. And while you might think your insights are small, tiny notes in the margins, and question marks, and little weird connections, are where all the big literary critics start too. So dive in — and have fun! Joking around will honestly help you remember the events of the novel, or the intentions of the characters. Add hearts
next to your favorite lines! Use different color highlighters! “Roast him!!!”, “girl you are looking extremely suspicious right now”, “oh honey”, “oof that one hurt”, “GAY”, and “SHUT UP JERKFACE” are all real annotations I have written in the margins of novels. Consider having a notebook or a few sheets of paper on hand as references for yourself —
you can also write these things on the endpapers of the book, but I like to have them separate so that I can use them without flipping back and forth. Things to keep on a separate sheet: Names. Write down names. Write down the nicknames. Also write down their basic identifiers or biggest events from the past, like “John’s mom,” “the woman from
the park,” or “dad died when she was young,” “works at flower shop.” For The Waves by Virginia Woolf, I wrote for character Louis: “Australian. lower class. wants to be an insider. businessman but wishes to be a poet.” This will help you remember who people are after the initial introductions, which is one of the hardest things to track early in a lot
of these big tomes.Family Trees, Lists, or Timelines. If there’s one of these in the front of the book, consider copying it down on a separate sheet of paper and writing all over it so you can reference it without having to leave the page behind. Flipping back and forth will get tiring and confusing very quickly. If these aren’t provided, but you're getting
confused, take a moment to try and write one down. These can include: a historical timeline pulled off the internet (ex. the War of 1812), an outline of who dated who in the novel, or the list of magical categories or strata in a big high fantasy novel.Big Motifs or Themes. If you're reading a book for class, keep note of important page numbers and
quotes, or the places where big themes popped up. It will save you so, so much time later, so it’s worth doing now. If it’s not for class, this will help you distill your thoughts and jump back into the book later. As an example, here’s the character list I wrote up for my annotated copy of The Waves by Virginia Woolf, written on one of the blanker pages
at the front of the book. In 2013, I read Love in the Time of Cholera by Gabriel Garcia Marquez completely in Spanish (El amor en los tiempos del colera). I had taken up to Spanish 202 and was good with context clues, but to answer your question, no, I am not fluent. It was an ambitious undertaking, and I don’t remember exactly why I decided to do
it, except that I was determined to get Marquez’s language straight from the source. In my high school days, SparkNotes was framed incorrectly as this way to cheat your way out of reading the classics. But in truth, SparkNotes is an extremely valuable resource that used properly is a guide and assistant to literature. So utilize it! Here’s how I did it:
at the end of each Cholera chapter, I would close the book and read the SparkNotes summary of that chapter. It would fill in all the gaps — the details I missed, the plot I thought I understood but honestly wasn’t 100% sure on. If I had completely missed everything that had happened, sometimes I would read the chapter again, now armed with the
basic details I needed to guide my way. This is great for all tough books, whether it be the language or the plot that’s tripping you up. I recommend reading the chapter first, SparkNotes second, and then potentially the chapter again, but if you're not bothered about spoilers, or are feeling particularly lost, you can also read the summary first to give
you those larger, big-picture ideas of what’s happening, which will then allow you to better appreciate what’s going on as it happens in the novel. When I signed up for a college course reading War and Peace by Leo Tolstoy, translated by Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky, I was a little intimidated. I mean, even as a fast reader, 1300 pages in
10 weeks sounds like a lot. But then my professor talked us all down: he would be asking us to read 75 pages for each class. 150 pages a week. Yes, that’s not a small number, but it’s a lot less. In those increments, this famously long text suddenly felt kind of reasonable. Especially if you're reading an intimidating text for fun or for your own use,
remember that there is no pressure to read it in one huge burst. Take breaks. Hell, put it down for a few days and barrel your way through a short, easy, fun novel, and then come back. (Just don’t leave for so long you forget what you’'ve read so far.) Obviously, if you're reading this for a class or assignment, this is harder to do, but you can still use
this strategy. Instead of sitting down to read half the book in one go, set the goal of reading a single chapter, then take a short break before reading the next. Tell yourself to read 50 pages at a time, or 10 pages, or 5. It will make the text feel substantially less intimidating and overwhelming to break it up into small pieces. I just wrote a whole essay
about how to read difficult books. Because some books are really hard to read. And yes, some people have breezed through them. But chances are, that’s because they used some of these techniques, or had more practice, or had the help of teachers or other forms of support. So be patient with yourself. The best way to not be able to read one of these
books is to tell yourself you can’t read one of these books. And finally (if you're not reading a book for class, please don’t get me in trouble with your teacher), it’s okay to give up at a certain point. And it’s okay to hate one of these big ol’ intimidating tomes. Seriously, it is. The goal is not to make you go read books that are hard to read. The goal, for
me, is to encourage you not to avoid reading them only because they’re so hard to read. So if you want to read War and Peace, but are too stressed about it? Read it with these tips, and hit me up on social if you get nervous, because you've got this! If you have zero interest in reading it but some person keeps telling you that you have to read it, it’s so
important to the canon, etc., etc....Don’t read it. Give it away instead. Life is too short for that nonsense. In the last year, I’'ve managed to finish a number of lengthy, sometimes hard-to-read books. Ron Chernow’s 900+ page tome on George Washington. 600+ dense pages on James Madison. Andrew Roberts’ massive biography of Winston Churchill.
(Yes, I'm into biographies.) A couple of Dickens’ novels — they’re all big. Melville’s American masterpiece, Moby-Dick. Robert Caro’s legendary, epic series on Lyndon Johnson. And most recently, all 1,400+ pages of Les Miserables. Even though these books were enjoyable, and I had a genuine interest in the subject matter, they were often hard to
read, if for no other reason than their sheer volume. Large pages, small fonts, tiny margins. Les Mis, because of its actual weight, had to be read sitting up, and often in a chair with an armrest because the thing was so dang heavy and unwieldy. (While I could have read an e-version, as I'll explain below, I often prefer hardbound copies of classics,
even if they’re harder to wrangle.) While Hugo and Dickens are a delight to read, the reality is that their language is so different from today that it takes brain power to really digest. And while those biographies I mentioned aren’t necessarily old, they are dense with facts, especially when you’re new to that person/time period. They’re just
intimidating for folks who aren’t used to that type of reading which requires sustained focus and a bit of endurance. Before the last year or so, I would have probably counted myself in that camp. I had tried to read Washington: A Life and gave up after a few hundred pages. I'd tried Moby-Dick and met a similar fate. The allure of a big, meaty book
was great, and yet I couldn’t find the stamina to actually finish many. So what was it that finally put me over the top and allowed me to get all the way through these hefty tomes? (And then to keep going too!) At the time, I wasn’t quite sure why. I figured it was some combination of having a plan and finally having the gumption to just keep flipping
the pages. But after thinking about it, I realized that there was some innate method to how I was accomplishing it. There’s no need to be intimidated by old books, long books, or just plain hard to read books. It really is a skill to be learned in our Smartphone Age. Here’s how I did it (and continue to do it), and how you can too: 1. Make a plan for
yourself. Without a doubt, part of my success in reading at least a few of these books was that I had embarked on a couple different reading projects. One was to read a biography of every US president; the other was to read all of Dickens’ novels. (Both were set with indefinite timelines so that I can read other things too.) Having an end goal sure
made it easier to get through Chernow’s Washington and Dickens’ sprawling and loosely connected series of vignettes that make up his first novel, The Pickwick Papers. Have a particular area of interest you want to explore? Is there a list out there that has really piqued your interest — perhaps AoM’s “100 Books Every Man Should Read”? Do you
have a favorite author whose canon you’d like to explore in full? Make yourself a reading plan. 2. Set a small amount of time or pages per day that you’ll read.One of the keys in achieving that plan is giving yourself a micro-goal. My plan to read 44+ presidential biographies (some of which are multi-volume) gives me helpful direction, but it’s too
distant an end goal to sustain my motivation from day to day. Even focusing on simply finishing the next book in the sequence is tough, when that book is massive — presidents’ lives are often very well explored and documented. So I go even smaller and set myself very attainable reading goals. I often flip through the book first to get a sense of how
long chapters are; with Washington: A Life I set out to read a single chapter a day. With chapters averaging just 10-20 pages, this was totally doable. For books that have longer chapters (like Caro’s LB]J series), I'll set a time-based goal, usually 30 minutes a day. Working from home, and not having a commute or anyone to disturb my lunch hour, I
perhaps have more spare time to read than others. If you’'re really cramped, give it just 10-15 minutes per day. You'll get through those long and hard books far quicker than you’d expect, and when time and energy allow, you’ll often willingly do more than what you’ve allotted. 3. Engage/interact with the text. One of the things that helps keep me
engaged, especially when reading a long and/or difficult book, is making myself interact with the text. I almost always read with pencil/notebook at the ready, underlining interesting tidbits and writing one-sentence summaries of each chapter or important section. In James McPherson’s Battle Cry of Freedom — a classic history of the Civil War — I
literally drew an illustration in my notebook when he mentioned the concentric circles of anti-slavery beliefs in the North. If you're reading an e-version, underline and take notes in the same way. It’s a little harder (mainly for the notes part), but still worthwhile. 4. Get an edition that you like. This can make a surprisingly big difference in your reading
experience. Reading can be a far more kinetic activity than you’d think. The weight of the book, the styling of the font and the design of the text, even the cover art — if a book is nice to look at and easy to hold, you’re more likely to pick it up. Tangible and tactile, and free from the distractions built into my phone, I prefer paper copies for most of my
reading, and often hardcovers specifically. Paperbacks are more portable, but the text is often a little harder to read with darker, smaller font size and tighter margins. And while I enjoy used bookstores as much as anyone else, I don’t like reading copies that have any notes or underlining in them already. It’s too distracting. So I always make sure to
get a clean copy. When it comes to classic literature, you often have a ton of choices. Old versions are sometimes fun to have, but often harder to read, with small margins and overly dark text. I also like explanatory endnotes and lengthy introductions, which older versions almost always lack. Penguin Classics is the gold standard in my opinion. I have
a few handfuls of those black paperback covers staring at me from my shelves. If I'm really feeling like I want a hardcover for whatever reason, I also really like the Everyman’s Library editions. In spite of the above, I'm also slowly getting back into reading with my Kindle. I tend to go in for an ebook when it’s not a volume I’'m collecting, or that I
desire taking up shelf space, or there’s simply a Kindle sale going on that’s too good to pass up. Certainly, when it comes to comfort, reading on a couch or in bed with a lightweight Kindle is hard to beat. I can read a weighty biography with a single hand, and even still chase kids around the house if need be. Plus, it doesn’t have the glare or
distractions of a smartphone or tablet. And one final benefit of reading on a Kindle: free classic books! Anything published in 1923 and earlier can be had for free and downloaded within seconds. Ultimately, find what you like. Whether it’s a cheap used paperback, a new hardcover, or the ease of a Kindle edition, find the book version that you most
enjoy reading. 5. Have a dictionary/encyclopedia handy.When it comes to long and difficult books, part of the struggle is just that they can make us feel dumb when we don’t know certain words or don’t have the contextual knowledge that would make it easier to understand. When I started to delve into Civil War reading, I got myself an atlas of Civil
War battles and movements. When I read Les Mis, I kept my phone nearby to look up French phrases, antiquated and out-of-use words, and facts about the Battle of Waterloo (a section of text which nearly killed me). You'll likely find it helpful to keep your phone at hand too; while you could invest in a hardbound dictionary, you’ll often need to access
various resources to investigate various references (historical, cultural, etc.). Looking things up on your phone can invite the temptation to browse other apps, of course, but just fight past the Instagram itch. If that’s too difficult to do, block distracting apps during your reading time (here’s how).6. Just get through the hard parts. With every long
and/or difficult book, there’s bound to be a part that disengages you and makes it hard to pick back up. My encouragement to you: just get through it, even if it means skimming or (heaven forbid!) skipping chunks if needed. When reading the aforementioned Churchill biography, I skipped a section on his experience in the Boer War since I had
already read Candice Millard’s spellbinding account on that same time period (and listened to her interview with Brett). Even if you don’t already know something, don’t worry about missing things. The first time you read a book, especially a long or difficult one, you’'re going to inevitably miss things anyway. If it’s a novel, you’ll catch up to the plot
quickly enough; if it’s non-fiction, you'll survive missing a few facts — if they’re important enough, they’ll come back up. Trust me: It’s okay to skim things. 7. Take advantage of the momentum! Part of why I’ve been able to read a lot of long books in the last year, I think, is simply that I finished Chernow’s Washington, which is a book I had previously
given up on. Turning the final page and closing the back cover was quite gratifying. I knew that I could read the next hard book, whatever it might be. (It was David McCullough’s John Adams; McCullough is a great storyteller, but even he had a hard time making Adams’ decade in Europe exciting. Nevertheless, I got through it easily.) The same was
true of Les Mis. After 1,432 pages and two months of reading most days, I was rather proud of what really felt like an achievement (perhaps more than it should have!). Finish one big, hard book and you’ll have momentum on your side. Really all it takes is one “win” to bolster your confidence in your reading capabilities. I know now, moving forward,
that I can read and finish just about anything you put in front of me. With a little bit of daily diligence, intentional engagement with the text, and some strategic skimming and skipping if necessary, you can do the same. You can follow along with what I'm reading — plenty of long books included — by signing up for my weekly newsletter: “What to
Read Next” I'm a self-proclaimed avid reader (and audiobook listener), which has been a core part of my life over the last few years. However, I find myself gravitating towards the same literary genres, or books that I would describe as falling within my comfort zone: self-development, business, fitness/nutrition, and my guilty pleasure, psychological
thrillers. My love of reading started off as a hobby, but has now turned into a big part of my workday. What started as one hour in the morning with my coffee quickly turned into 2 hours, and eventually became 3-4 hours per day. Over the last 6 months or so, I really started expanding my horizons—diving into new genres, disciplines and tackling
more difficult reads. While this takes significantly more self-discipline, patience, and an active reading habit, the payoff of getting through these challenging books has made it all worth it. Last summer, I attempted to read Ulysses by James Joyce without any sort of primer—I just read the back of the book and the introduction (which included a short
history of the text). I thought I had prepared myself for this literary beast by reading some classic literature prior, including authors like Oscar Wilde, Slyvia Plath, Ernest Hemingway, and Fyodor Dostoevsky. I was feeling confident, and obviously niave. After struggling hard through the first two chapters, I abandoned Ulysses entirely—feeling
perplexed, discouraged, and slightly cross-eyed. While Farewell to Arms took me a bit to warm up to in terms of style, understanding the narrative, and getting to know the characters, with Joyce, I was completely lost and had no idea what the hell was happening. If you’'ve read—or attempted to read Ulysses, then you know what I'm talking about. I
decided to try my luck again this year by picking it up again for the second time, but approached it in a completely different context. I just finished Ulysses last week; my hardest read to-date which provided the inspiration for this article. For those that aren’t familiar with Joyce or his work, Ulysses is a modernist novel that was published in 1920 and
is considered “the marathon of literature.” Joyce is known for mixing different narrative styles, experimenting with language, and fusing different literary methods that span numerous periods in English literature. He pushed barriers in language, and was prolific for his lack of censorship, and for incorporating controversial views or “taboo” topics
into his work (ie. his sacrilegious views on the Roman Catholic Church). For example, in episode 14 (Oxen of the Sun), Joyce showcases the gestation of the English language by combining prose that spanned Latinate alliterative Anglo-Saxon, medieval, Elizabethan, early seventeenth-century, and Gothic prose...among others. Trust me when I say that
this was by far the hardest chapter. Much of his writing consists of stream of consciousness prose; an ongoing inner monologue regurgitated on paper that bounces from character to character. The narrative is frenetic and hard to follow, making this text read like a calculus textbook. An example in episode 11: Sirens with the theme of music is this:
“Her wavyavyeavyheavyeavyevyevy hair un comb: ‘d”. Another passage, sourced from the same chapter: Hope he’s not looking, cute as a rat. He held unfurled his Freeman. Can’t see now. Remember write Greek es. Bloom dipped, Boo mur: dear sir. Dear Henry wrote: dear Mady. Got your lett and flow. Hell did I put? Some pock or oth. It is utterl
imposs. Underline imposs. To write today. I'm sorry, but what? While I'll be the first to admit that much of Joyce’s writing reads like a foreign concept to me, I was able to get through the text with much more ease by doing my due diligence from the outset of the novel. I did my homework to understand the major themes weaved within the text, which
not only helped me decipher the novel, but also gave me a new found appreciation of the genius behind Joyce and the layers of complexity his fiction holds. Guided by one of my favourite authors, Ryan Holiday, his approach to understanding difficult texts changed my approach entirely on how to read and absorb new, unfamiliar discourses. Following
Ryan’s advice, I started reading more abstract and challenging pieces of work—mostly in the realm of philosophy and stoicism: Nietzsche, Marcus Auerlieus, Montaigne, and Plato, for instance. In this post, I'll share some strategies and tactics I've learned that have helped me better absorb the material and most importantly, make reading—in Ryan’s
words— “above your level” more enjoyable. Since Ulysses is still fresh in my mind and this was the first book that I approached as an academic text, I'll be using my experience as an anecdote to highlight examples throughout. But first, we need to deduce why you should even consider picking up books outside your scope of knowledge.. Why Read
Difficult Literature If we're not forced to read challenging texts, then why bother? If you don’t have to run a marathon, why would you put yourself through that hell and torture? There’s a several reasons why picking up a difficult read can benefit us: it can help us grow—learn, unlearn, and relearn. From a personal challenge standpoint, pushing
ourselves out of our comfort zone, helps us garner a strong sense of accomplishment and builds confidence. Reading hard texts will make you smarter, a better writer, more literate, and appreciate the literary brilliance behind a novel. We may even uncover a deep fascination for a new discipline and continue reading in the genre for pleasure alone.
While it’s true that easy reads are much more enjoyable and relaxing, challenging reads that have stood the test of time push you to think with a new frame of reference. Combining different disciplines can change the way you see and interpret the world, spark new ideas in your work, creative projects, relationships, and life. If you read only
contemporary novels on trending topics, the knowledge extracted only runs skin deep. Will these books last the test of time or are their major takeaways ephemeral? Some people hold the cardinal rule that they’ll only read novels that were published 10 years ago or more. While I think that’s a bit extreme, there might be some merit in this approach.
Reading perennial books can provide you with real, long-lasting knowledge, not just the latest hot tips from an IG influencer with 1m + followers. Difficult Literature Makes Easy Reading More Enjoyable I'm going to draw a Buddhist reference here because it’s so applicable to tackling difficult things in general. In one of my meditation classes, my
teacher, shifu Yuan Jing, made us contemplate this situation: if we only felt happiness in the absence of all other emotions, it wouldn’t have any meaning. “Happiness is not a stand-alone feeling. Happiness is a comparative emotion.” writes Jack Schafer Ph.D in Psychology Today. When you do difficult things or take on challenging tasks, it makes the
easy feel much more enjoyable, light and fun. The harder the task and struggle, the easier—and sometimes more enjoyable—the less difficult tasks become. Drawing parallels between the binary of happiness and sadness, Jack writes, The measure of happiness a person feels is judged against the measure of sadness a person felt in the past. The
greater degree of sadness, the greater degree of happiness. While these are of course emotions, I think we can draw a comparison between the difficult and the easy. I like to intermingle difficult reads with lighter reads simultaneously to make the process more enjoyable. When I was reading Ulysses, I was also reading the Count of Monte Cristo
before bed. While the latter book is still not the easiest read, it felt a hell of a lot better in contrast to Ulysses. A similar parallel can be drawn with working out—the tough days (ie. tempo runs, high intensity interval training or running in bad weather with challenging elements) make us appreciate the lighter and easier days so much more. Without
the hard days, life can become a blur of sameness. Without the yin, there is no yang. Two extremes help define each extreme. If we read difficult often, the “easier” (even if it still isn’t that easy) feels much more like an enjoyable pastime. We garner more appreciation and gratitude for the more challenging pieces of literary work. Framing While
“finding your why” has become trite and repetitive advice at this point, in order to uncover the motivation to not only pick up a difficult book and read it, but actively try to understand it, is going to require testing out some different approaches. If your intent is entirely ego driven (ie. adding the book as an ostentatious display on a bookshelf or as a
talking point on how smart you are), then a) I can almost guarantee you’ll be miserable the entire time reading it and exert a ton of will power or b) you’ll abandon it all together. External validation does not provide prolonged motivation. While of course you can obtain bragging rights from forcing yourself through a ~900-page beast of a novel that
makes little to no sense, a much more enjoyable mindset is propelled by curiosity. Curiosity and understanding what made this novel famous; the revolutionary ideas and the prolonged shelf life of a book are the driving forces behind getting me to pick up the book, read it, and actually invest the time to interpret and decipher the message(s) between
the lines. I just genuinely want to know and am intrinsically motivated. When I pick up a text with little understanding of its synopsis, I rarely get through it and if I do, it’s by force and resentment towards the damn book. Mid-way through Ulysses, I came up with the idea for this blog post—to share some of the strategies I learned that help me finish
the novel. As I continued to progress episode by episode, I added new sections and reworked sections within this post. I developed a new form of motivation—to share my experience with others in the hopes it will help you, the reader, tackle that challenge you’'ve been reluctant to pursue. This has been the strongest frame for me, and similar to
topping my glycogen stores with a gel and a sports drink at mile 20, this new idea topped up my willpower reserves to get me through the final leg of the race; crossing the finish line at episode 18. A few other examples of framing for me include: Challenge is one of my core values. Athletically and intellectually, I like to push myself into the unknown
—despite how daunting it might be. If I feel fear and intimidation, I know I'm on the right path and on a trajectory for self-growth. Improve my writing: reading difficult texts that blend various literary styles has given me the motivation to find my own voice. I have a newfound passion for classic literature and for the sheer love of learning about
literature across different periods in history. Reading difficult helps me develop more self-discipline, focus, and patience—all traits that can be harnessed in other aspects of my life. The more I read into the unknown, the more humble I become. Instead of approaching a read thinking “I know this already,” I have to put my ego aside and open my mind
to the new. “ It is impossible for a man to learn what he thinks he already knows.”, writes Epictetus. Think through the reasoning of why you want to read a specific text. While it’s okay to want to tackle it for bragging rights or to have it under your ‘literary belt’ (so to speak), this frame will require so much willpower and self-discipline and the
chances of you throwing in the towel grow substantially. So instead, think through other frames that provide you with long lasting motivation and increase your chances of success. For me, that’s challenge, competency, and curiosity. How to Tackle Tough Reads Now let’s get into the tactical part of the post. While there isn’t a clear cut step-by-step
guide (we all have to experiment with our own process), I encourage you to test out some of these tips before diving into to your next (or first) challenging read. Do Some Groundwork Before Starting Ryan Holiday recommends ruining the ending; that is, research and try to understand the book before even opening it. Ryan writes: The first 50 pages
of the book shouldn’t be a discovery process for you; you shouldn’t be wasting your time figuring out what the author is trying to say with the book. Instead, your energy needs to be spent on figuring out if [they’'re] right and how you can benefit from it. The first step is to do a bit of pre-reading. When I pick up books on philosophy, for example, I start
by first reading up on the author, their theories, complimentary pieces of work, reviews and Spark Notes. I also always read the introduction which, for classic texts, is generally prefaced by another author. The intro gives more context about what the book is about, the major themes, the writing style, and any accompanying criticism (for Ulysses,
there was a lot—it was even banned in certain countries for periods of time). This helps provide the reader with a more holistic view of the novel before diving into the work itself. I followed the same protocol before picking up Ulysses. After reading through a few summaries and Wikipedia pages, most referenced the parallels between Ulysses and
Homer’s The Odyssey. I decided I was going to go all in on this one so bought and read The Odyssey first as a primer (which I loved) before starting James Joyce for the second time. Ulysses also references a lot of Shakespeare, specifically Hamlet, so if you're going to attempt this one, maybe brush up on the scripts of a few famous plays or at least
the major themes throughout these works. Does it sound like you’'re going back to grade 9 English class? You probably are, but this time, it’s a lot more liberating knowing it’s motivated by your own genuine curiosity, not because it’s assigned to you. Ulysses is the Latin word for Odysseus and Joyce’s characters resemble the same characters from The
Odyssey (ie. Bloom and Odysseus, Stephan Dedalus and Telemachus, Molly Bloom and Penelope, etc.) and is broken out into 18 episodes—or “chapters,” if you will. There’s also a ton of symbolism that aligns with the major episodes in The Odyssey, although this isn’t explicitly overt (Joyce’s writing is highly allusive). The introduction of Ulysses also
offers the The Gibbert Schema that was provided from Joyce himself to explain the “thematic architecture” of each episode and help readers better grasp the many underlying themes the book offers. Basically, he knew his book was a tough read and wanted to offer his reader’s some support. Thanks, James. The Gilbert Schema. Source: The Process
While Reading When I felt like I understood the big picture and did what I thought was ample pre-work, I was ready to finally dive in. However, my homework didn’t end there. Before reading each episode, I would read the Spark Notes summary followed by the episode analysis. This is where I really understood the parallels and symbolism between
The Odyssey and Ulysses. There is no way I would understand what was going on in each episode otherwise, which would have made the 933-page read unbearable. If you're tackling challenging content, pre-reading the chapter summary and analysis before reading the actual chapter makes it easier to absorb and understand, and makes for a much
more interesting (and fun) experience. Break the Book Into Digestible Chunks Before starting this never-ending novel, I set a roadmap for myself and a goal to get it done within 2 weeks. I knew if it was going to take me any longer, I would start to lose interest and probably abandon it. Obviously, this depends on how much time you can devote per
day to the task, but I don’t think you should extend reading Ulysses for longer than a month. I saw some advice out there that recommended reading one episode per week—that’s 4.5 months! With 18 episodes total, that rounds out to be roughly 1.3 episodes per day. Most days I tried to aim for 2 (especially on weekends) and front-loaded heavily over
the first few days (even reading 3 so I could read a bit less as the weeks progressed). However, what I didn’t realize is that the first 8 episodes are much shorter than the latter half of the book, which made me have to pivot strategies. It only came to light later that this episode structuring was on purpose. Patrick Hastings writes: Joyce trains you in
how to read his novel, beginning with challenging but rather short chapters. If you finish each episode the same day you start, you will build the momentum and confidence you need to finish the book. Joyce gradually builds your reading muscles in these manageable early episodes so that you are prepared to handle “Scylla & Charybdis,” “Oxen of the
Sun,” and “Circe” later. Whether you assign a daily chapter goal or page count, I recommend breaking out a big text by chapter/pages and setting a plan of attack before diving in. When it comes to longer reads, the more time I take, the faster I lose interest. In my experience, it’s better to keep up the momentum for a shorter period of time than to
tackle a few pages a day for months. Look up things are you go Even after doing all this groundwork, I still needed to revisit Wikipedia and other sources often throughout the course of my reading. There’s like a million characters in Ulysses and with new ones constantly popping up on the regular, I was revisiting the character list on Wikipedia often.
This helped me not only understand who they were (ie. daughter of this person or father of that person), but their personality helped me better understand the monologue—what they were saying and their intent behind it. In the Cyclops episode for instance, I knew the character the citizen was an anti-Semitic, xenophobic, Irish nationalist that ran
parallel with the Cyclops (Polyphemus) in The Odyssey. I also looked up terms and phrases often; if I saw a specific word appear more than a few times (ie. “parapet” and the “viceregal cavalcade”), I'd do a quick Google search to understand what the term meant. However, with Joyce there are so many words that are either made up or mentioned
once, you should be a bit cognizant of the time you spend doing this. If I looked up every reference, word, name or place I didn’t recognize, I'd probably be reading the novel for 10 years. It’'s important to be patient with the process and not rush through it. If you really want to take away the most you can from each difficult read, take the time to
really try to understand it the best you can. For the last half of the book and as the episodes increased in difficulty, I needed to take more and more breaks. I would never go through a long stretch of pages (ie. 50-100 pages) without stepping away for a little bit. While it takes some time to warm up and really get back into the novel, as soon I start to
feel my eyes glaze over the page or my mind wandering, I knew it was time to take a break. Get up, walk around, go to the bathroom, grab a coffee, whatever. With Ulysses, I broke it up into 2-3 stretches a day. I'd read for ~30 minutes at lunch time, ~45 minutes after work, and if I wasn’t too sleepy, I'd do another 20-30 minute session right before



bed. Of course, the amount of time I could commit each day varied, but I tried to slot in my reading whenever I had some time or wanted to take a break from work. Breaking the book up into digestible chunks kept my mind fresh and alert. Akin to building up your running mileage over time, I was slowly building up my reading endurance—allowing
me to go for longer stretches in one sitting. Be Easy on Yourself This is probably one of the most important strategies: be easy on yourself—remember that it’s okay if you don’t understand everything right away. Even after following all of my own advice, when I read Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and Evil, I was still so lost in several parts—it’s such a
different way of thinking and that can take some time to interpret and rewire your train of thought. But as you continue reading and learning in each discipline or diving deep into a specific author, it will become easier over time. Montaigne’s Essays were much easier to understand after reading Nietzsche and Marcus Aurelius, and of course, Ryan
Holiday (who makes stoicism accessible for us). I was getting acclimatized to the style of writing during various periods and started to understand some of the famous stoic references sprinkled throughout. Straight up even after doing all this additional work, there were still so many parts of Ulysses that I didn’t understand. I told myself that was
okay though—I'm not going to absorb everything the first read and it’s okay to return and reread the book down the line (maybe in the next year or two). The point is that I did the best I could and am proud for getting through it and learning it to the best of my ability. Joyce knew that Ulysses was the kind of difficult read that would “keep the
professors busy for centuries.” Read More in the Same Discipline Ryan recommends choosing your next read from the bibliography of the book you just finished. He writes that, “this is how you build a knowledge base in a subject—it’s how you trace a subject back to its core.” The more you read, the better you become at rounding out your knowledge
on a topic. Final Thoughts Big, challenging reads can of course be intimidating, but by doing some homework beforehand and finding the right frame of mind, we can approach challenging texts with much more enthusiasm. We can garner the endurance to get through the long reads as long as we’re patient with the process and invest the time and
energy to understand it. Would you read a Latin textbook if you only spoke English? No, you would learn at least some Latin first before starting. The same holds true for challenging reads: learn some of the language, the jargon, the major themes, and takeaways before diving in. The more you do this, the easier it becomes, and the more knowledge
you develop. There’s nothing more satisfying and fulfilling than developing expertise in an area that was once so foreign to you. The most important takeaway is this: figure out why you want to read the text before starting and feel free to test out different frames to see which one provides you with the prolonged energy and motivation to finish. It's a
reiterative process and totally okay if you don’t get it right the first time. Just be wary of external validation, social currency, or anything ego-related; it will reduce your chances of finishing successfully. Lastly, we should be able to pull something away from every book we read—if we don’t, it should be abandoned. I'll leave on a word from Epictetus:

Don’t just say you have read books. Show that through them you have learned to think better, to be a more discriminating and reflective person. Books are the training weights of the mind. They are very helpful, but it would be a bad mistake to suppose that one has made progress simply by having internalized their contents. Good luck on your next
tough read!



