The Plain Janes

Generalities:

· Author > Cecil Castellucci & Jim Rugg 

· Genre > teen

· Directionality > left to right 

· Publisher > Minx

· Extra Pieces > sneak peeks to 4 other Minx titles

· Publisher Rating > not given

· ISBN # > 9781401211158

Plot / Content: 

(Taken from the back of the book) When Jane is forced to move from the cool confines of Metro City to suburbia, she thinks her life is over. But there in the lunch room at the reject table, she finds her tribes – three other girls named Jane. It’s up to Main Jane to convince the girls to form a secret club called P.L.A.I.N. – People Loving Art In Neighbourhoods. But can art really save a group of misfits from the hell that is high school? 

Quality of writing / drawing: 

Beautiful and deep. (Spoilers galore ahead!) The back of the book neglects to tell the reader that the reason for Jane’s move to Buzz Aldrin High is due to a terrorist attack in the city. A bomb goes off, nearly killing Jane and putting a stranger she saves (John Doe, with great play off the Jane Doe equivalent) in a coma. John Doe had an art sketch book, and it inspires Jane to stage “art attacks” (pyramids of rock near a strip mall site, bubbles in the town fountain, gift-wrapping public objects, etc.) with unpopular girls she works hard to befriend. Damon and James get in on the action, and even Cindy, the popular mean girl becomes involved with PLAIN’s agenda. The characters, despite being on the surface stereotypical (tall sporty girl, bespectacled brainy girl, plump drama girl, flaming gay guy, etc.), show that things aren’t always as they seem. (For instance, Cindy stages a pro-PLAIN pep rally with her fellow cheerleaders and gets taken to police headquarters for the prank. Damon tells the protagonist that they can only be friends, after a makeout session in his car, yet he finishes her PLAIN New Year’s Eve stunt and gets suspended for it, saving her reputation.) The illustrations match the moodiness of the story. The story ends a bit uncertainly – John Doe wakes up and returns to Poland but does he ever read her letters? Will PLAIN continue? – but the story has lots of possibilities for discussion of its many themes.

Any worrisome parts (sex, violence, language): For such a heavy book, there’s very little to be able to pick out that’s objectionable. The book begins with the scene of the bombing, but there’s not a lot of blood – the damage is more emotional, as Jane’s mom is terrified of staying in the city. I couldn’t find any swear words, and when Damon and Jane make out, it’s just a kiss. The only reason I’d say it’s a high-school book is because younger readers may not move beyond the stereotypes of the other characters and may miss some of the subtleties of the text.

Grade level: 9+ 

