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B2/C1
Of Mice and Men by John Steinbeck

Drifters in search of work, George and his childlike friend Lennie, have nothing in the world 
except the clothes on their back - and a dream that one day they will have some land of their own. 
Eventually they find work on a ranch but their hopes are dashed as Lennie - struggling against 
extreme cruelty, misunderstanding and feelings of jealousy - becomes a victim of his own 
strength. It tackles universal themes of friendship and shared vision, and gives a voice to 
America's lonely and dispossessed.

Reviews:
‘Of Mice and Men is a thriller, a gripping tale running to novelette length that you will not set  
down until it is finished. It is more than that; but it is that. In sure, raucous, vulgar Americanism,  
Steinbeck has touched the quick in his little story.’ The New York Times 

‘Brutality and tenderness mingle in these strangely moving pages. The reader is fascinated by a  
certainty of approaching doom.’ Chicago Tribune 

‘A short tale of much power and beauty. Mr. Steinbeck has contributed a small masterpiece to the  
modern tough-tender school of American fiction.’ Times Literary Supplement

Homage to Catalonia by George Orwell

A first-hand account of the brutal conditions of the Spanish Civil War. Orwell brings to bear all 
the force of his humanity, passion and clarity, describing with bitter intensity the bright hopes and 
cynical betrayals of that chaotic episode: the revolutionary euphoria of Barcelona, the courage of 
ordinary Spanish men and women he fought alongside, the terror and confusion of the front, his 
near-fatal bullet wound and the vicious treachery of his supposed allies. Top Ten Best Non-fiction 
Books of the Century

Reviews:
‘One of Orwell's very best books and perhaps the best book that exists on the Spanish Civil War.’ 
The New Yorker

"No one except George Orwell made the violence and self-dramatization of Spain so burning and  
terrible." New York Times

"A wise book, one that once read will never be forgotten." Chicago Sunday Tribune 

The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night Time by Mark Haddon

The detective, and narrator, is Christopher Boone. Christopher is fifteen and has Asperger's 
Syndrome. He knows a very great deal about maths and very little about human beings. He loves 
lists, patterns and the truth. He hates the colours yellow and brown and being touched. He has 
never gone further than the end of the road on his own, but when he finds a neighbour's dog 
murdered he sets out on a terrifying journey which will turn his whole world upside down.

Reviews:
"Wondrous...brilliantly inventive...dazzling. Not simply the most original novel I've read in years  
it's also one of the best"  The Times               "A deservedly acclaimed read." Time Out London 2



Refugee Boy by Benjamin Zephaniah

A powerful, gripping new novel about Alem who is on holiday with his father for a few days in 
London. He has never been out of Ethiopia before and is very excited. They have a great few days 
together until one morning finds the unthinkable. Alem's father admits that because of the 
political problems in Ethiopia both he and Alem's mother felt Alem would be safer in London - 
even though it is breaking their hearts to do this. Alem is now on his own, in the hands of the 
social services and the Refugee Council. He lives from letter to letter, waiting to hear from his 
father, and in particular about his mother, who has now gone missing.

Reviews:
‘Zephaniah has created a very interesting plot, which does not allow the reader to put the  
fantastic book down’ The Guardian

Animal Farm by George Orwell

Mr Jones of Manor Farm is so lazy and drunken that one day he forgets to feed his livestock. The 
ensuing rebellion under the leadership of the pigs Napoleon and Snowball leads to the animals 
taking over the farm. Vowing to eliminate the terrible inequities of the farmyard, the renamed 
Animal Farm is organised to benefit all who walk on four legs. But as time passes, the ideals of 
the rebellion are corrupted, then forgotten. And something new and unexpected emerges. The 
history of a revolution that went wrong and a brilliant satire on the corrupting influence of power.

Reviews:
‘Animal Farm is a timeless satire on the central tragicomedy of all politics―that is, the  
tragicomedy of corruption by power'  Timothy Garton Ash

‘It is the book for everyone and Everyman, its brightness undimmed after fifty years’ Ruth Rendell

‘Remains our great satire of the darker face of modern history’ Malcolm Bradbury

‘Animal Farm has seen off all the opposition. It's as valid today as it was fifty years ago’  Ralph 
Steadman 

The House of Mango Street by Sandra Cisneros

Greatly admired and best-selling novel of a young girl growing up in the Latino section of 
Chicago. Acclaimed by critics, beloved by people of all ages, taught everywhere from inner-city 
grade schools to universities across the country, and translated all over the world, "The House on 
Mango Street" has entered the canon of coming-of-age classics even as it depicts a new American 
landscape. Sometimes heartbreaking, sometimes deeply joyous, It tells the story of Esperanza 
Cordero who doesn't want to belong - not to her run-down neighbourhood, and not to the low 
expectations the world has for her. Esperanza's story is that of a young girl coming into her 
power, and inventing for herself what she will become. 

Reviews:
"Sandra Cisneros is one of the most brilliant of today's young writers. Her work is sensitive,  
alert, nuanceful...rich with music and picture." Gwendolyn Books

"Cisneros draws on her rich [Latino] heritage...and seduces with precise, spare prose, creating  
unforgettable characters we want to lift off the page. She is not only a gifted writer, but an  
absolutely essential one." The New York Times Book Review 3



"Marvellous...spare yet luminous. The subtle power of Cisneros's storytelling is evident. She  
communicates all the rapture and rage of growing up in a modern world." San Francisco 
Chronicle

"A deeply moving novel...delightful and poignant.... Like the best of poetry, it opens the windows  
of the heart without a wasted word." Miami Herald

The Outsiders by S.E.Hinton

 Impressive milestone and a must-read for fans of all ages. The novel that laid the groundwork for 
the YA (young adult literature) genre. Ponyboy can count on his brothers. And on his friends. But 
not on much else besides trouble with the Socs, a vicious gang of rich kids whose idea of a good 
time is beating up on "greasers" like Ponyboy. At least he knows what to expect--until the night 
someone takes things too far.

Reviews:
"The Outsiders transformed young-adult fiction from a genre mostly about prom queens, football  
players and high school crushes to one that portrayed a darker, truer world."  The New York 
Times 

"Taut with tension, filled with drama." The Chicago Tribune 

"What it's like to live lonely and unwanted and cornered by circumstance...There is rawness and  
violence here, but honest hope, too." National Observer 

"This remarkable novel gives a moving, credible view of the outsiders from the inside...we meet  
powerful characters in a book with a powerful message." The Horn Book

1984 by George Orwell

Prophetic, nightmare vision in 1949 of the world we were becoming is timelier than ever. A 
startling original and haunting novel that creates an imaginary world that is completely 
convincing from the first sentence to the last four words. No one can deny this novel's power, its 
hold on the imagination of whole generations, or the power of its admonitions - a power that 
seems to grow, not lessen, with the passage of time. Winston Smith lives in a society where the 
government controls people's lives every second of the day. Alone in his small, one-room 
apartment, he dreams of a better life. There must be something that the Party cannot control - 
something like love, perhaps?

Reviews:
‘Orwell’s novella is a warning for the human race’ The Guardian

‘Book of a lifetime: An absorbing, deeply affecting political thriller. The novel creates a world so  
plausible, so complete that to read it is to experience another world’ The Independent

The Kite Runner by Khaled Hosseini

Afghanistan, 1975: Twelve-year-old Amir is desperate to win the local kite-fighting tournament 
and his loyal friend Hassan promises to help him. But neither of the boys can foresee what will 
happen to Hassan that afternoon, an event that is to shatter their lives. After the Russians invade 
and the family is forced to flee to America, Amir realises that one day he must return to      4 



Afghanistan under Taliban rule to find the one thing that his new world cannot grant him: 
redemption.

Reviews:
`Hosseini's ability to reach the core of experiences of love and loss places him in the company of  
such fine chroniclers of the new America as Chang-Rae Lee. The Kite Runner is a first novel of  
unusual generosity, honesty and compassion'  Independent

`The shattering first novel by Khaled Hosseini... a rich and soul-searching narrative ... a sharp,  
unforgettable taste of the trauma and tumult experienced by Afghanis as their country buckled' 
Observer

`A devastating, masterful and painfully honest story ... it is a novel of great hidden intricacy and  
wisdom, like a timeless Eastern tale. It speaks the most harrowing truth about the power of evil'  
Daily Telegraph

'Unforgettable ... extraordinary. It is so powerful that for a long time after everything I read  
seemed bland'  Isabel Allende

A Thousand Splendid Suns by Khaled Hosseini

Mariam is only fifteen when she is sent to Kabul to marry Rasheed. Nearly two decades later, a 
friendship grows between Mariam and a local teenager, Laila, as strong as the ties between 
mother and daughter. When the Taliban take over, life becomes a desperate struggle against 
starvation, brutality and fear. Yet love can move a person to act in unexpected ways, and lead 
them to overcome the most daunting obstacles with a startling heroism.

Reviews:
'In case you're wondering whether A Thousand Splendid Suns is as good as The Kite Runner, here's  
the answer: No. It's better' Washington Post

 'Only the hardest of hearts could fail to be as moved' Glamour 

'A masterful narrative ... He is a storyteller of dizzying power' Evening Standard 

'Hosseini has that rare thing, a Dickensian knack for storytelling' Daily Telegraph 
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C1
To Kill a Mocking Bird by Harper Lee

The unforgettable novel of a childhood in a sleepy Southern town and the crisis of conscience that 
rocked it. It became both an instant best-seller and a critical success when it was first published in 
1960. It went on to win the Pulitzer prize in 1961 and was later made into an Academy Award-
winning film. Compassionate, dramatic, and deeply moving, it takes readers to the roots of human 
behaviour, innocence and experience, kindness and cruelty, love and hatred, humour and pathos. 
This regional story by a young Alabama woman claims universal and it is regarded as a 
masterpiece of American literature.

Reviews:
"Marvellous. Miss Lee's original characters are people to cherish in this winning first novel." 
The New York Times

"Remarkable triumph. Miss Lee writes with a wry compassion that makes her novel soar." Life

"Miss Lee wonderfully builds the tranquil atmosphere of her Southern town, and as adroitly  
causes it to erupt a shocking lava of emotions."  San Francisco Examiner

"Skilled, unpretentious and totally ingenuous, tough, melodramatic, acute, funny."  The New 
Yorker

"A novel of great sweetness, humour, compassion, and of mystery carefully sustained."  Harper's 
Magazine

The Hobbit by JRR Tolkien

The prelude to The Lord of the Rings, It has sold many millions of copies since its publication in 
1937, establishing itself as one of the most beloved and influential books of the 20th century.
Bilbo Baggins is a hobbit who enjoys a comfortable, unambitious life, rarely travelling further 
than the pantry of his hobbit-hole. But his contentment is disturbed when Gandalf, and a company 
of thirteen dwarves arrive on his doorstep one day to whisk him away on an unexpected journey 
to raid the treasure hoard of Smaug the Magnificent, a large and very dangerous dragon…
‘One of the best loved characters in English fiction… a marvellous fantasy adventure’
Daily Mail

Reviews:
‘Finely written saga of dwarves and elves, fearsome goblins and trolls… an exciting epic of  
travel, magical adventure, working up to a devastating climax’ The Observer

‘A flawless masterpiece’ The Times
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The Lord of the Rings by JRR Tolkien

Talkien’s epic masterpiece. Since it was first published in 1954, The Lord of the Rings has been a 
book people have treasured. Steeped in unrivalled magic and otherworldliness, its sweeping 
fantasy and epic adventure has touched the hearts of young and old alike. Over 100 million copies 
of its many editions have been sold around the world, and occasional collectors’ editions become 
prized and valuable items of publishing.

Reviews:
‘The English-speaking world is divided into those who have read The Lord of the Rings and The  
Hobbit and those who are going to read them.’ Sunday Times

‘A story magnificently told, with every kind of colour and movement and greatness.’ New 
Statesman

‘Masterpiece? Oh yes, I’ve no doubt about that.’ Evening Standard

Grapes of Wrath by John Steinbeck

An epic story of the nineteen-thirties' Depression which traces the story of one destitute family 
among the thousands who fled the Dust Bowl to the promise of California, It awakened the 
conscience of a nation. Awarded the Pulitzer Prize on its appearance in 1939, Steinbeck's novel 
has been compared in its impact and influence with Uncle’s Tom Cabin.

Reviews:
‘A warm-hearted celebration of the persistence of the human spirit’  Guardian

‘Magnificent’  New York Times

‘Steinbeck's writings form a photograph album of America’  Guardian

‘There is no more impressive writer on either side of the Atlantic’  Time and Tide

‘A novelist who is also a true poet’  Sunday Times

One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest by Ken Kesey

Pitching an extraordinary battle between cruel authority and a rebellious free spirit, Ken Kesey's 
One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest is a novel that epitomises the spirit of the sixties. Tyrannical 
Nurse Ratched rules her ward in an Oregon State mental hospital with a strict and unbending 
routine, unopposed by her patients, who remain cowed by mind-numbing medication and the 
threat of electroshock therapy. But her regime is disrupted by the arrival of McMurphy.

Reviews:
‘A work of genuine literary merit...What Mr. Kesey has done in his unusual novel is to transform  
the plight of a ward of inmates in a mental hospital into a glittering parable of good and evil.’ 
The New York Times Book Review
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"[A] brilliant first novel...a strong, warm story about the nature of human good and evil...Keysey  
has made his book a roar of protest against middlebrow society's Rules and the invisible Rulers  
who enforce them." Time

"The final triumph of these men at the cost of a terrifying sacrifice should send chills down any  
reader's back....This novel's scenes have the liveliness of a motion picture." The Washington Post

"An outstanding book...[Kesey's] characters are original and real....This is a tirade against the  
increasing controls over man and his mind, yet the author never gets on a soap box. Nor does he  
forget that there is a thin line between tragedy and comedy." Houston Chronicle 

SATIRES/SCIENCE FICTION

The Hitch-hiker’s Guide to the Galaxy by Douglas Adams

On 12 October 1979 the most remarkable book ever to come out of the great publishing 
corporations of Ursa Minor (and Earth) was made available to humanity. It's an ordinary 
Thursday lunchtime for Arthur Dent until his house gets demolished. The Earth follows shortly 
afterwards to make way for a new hyperspace express route, and his best friend has just 
announced that he's an alien. At this moment, they're hurtling through space with nothing but their 
towels and an innocuous-looking book inscribed, in large friendly letters, with the words: DON'T 
PANIC. The weekend has only just begun...

Reviews:
"It's science fiction and it's extremely funny...inspired lunacy that leaves hardly a science  
fiction cliché alive." (Washington Post)

"The feckless protagonist, Arthur Dent, is reminiscent of Vonnegut heroes, and his travels  
afford a wild satire of present institutions." (Chicago Tribune)

"Very simply, the book is one of the funniest SF spoofs ever written, with hyperbolic ideas  
folding in on themselves." (School Library Journal)

"A sci-fi book, packed full of adventure and humour" (The Guardian) 

Catch 22 by Joseph Heller

Explosive, subversive, wild and funny, 50 years on the novel's strength is undiminished. Reading 
Joseph Heller's classic satire is nothing less than a rite of passage. Set in the closing months of 
World War II, this is the story of a bombardier named Yossarian who is frantic and furious 
because thousands of people he has never met are trying to kill him. 

Reviews:
"Never has a book been laughed and wept over so many times" (Guardian)

"To my mind, there have been two great American novels in the past fifty years. Catch-22 is one" 
(Stephen King)

"Catch-22 is the only war novel I've ever read that makes any sense" (Harper Lee) 8



"The war novel to end all war novels" (Independent)

"Blessedly, monstrously, bloatedly, cynically funny and fantastically unique. No one has ever  
written a book like this" (Financial Times) 

Billy Liar by Keith Waterhouse

Comic story of youth, frustration and escapism in 1950s Yorkshire on the eve of the swinging 
Sixties. It captures brilliantly the claustrophobic atmosphere of a small town. It tells the story of 
Billy Fisher, a Yorkshire teenager unable to stop lying – especially to his three girlfriends. 
Trapped by his boring job and working-class parents, Billy finds that his only happiness lies in 
grand plans for his future and fantastical day-dreams of the fictional country Ambrosia.

Reviews:
"Flawless...witty and compassionate writing" (Independent on Sunday)

"Astonishing...it sparkles in surprising ways." (Time Out)

Farenheit 451 by Ray Bradbury

The hauntingly prophetic classic novel set in a not-too-distant future where books are burned by a 
special task force of firemen. Guy Montag is a fireman. His job is to burn books, which are 
forbidden. The Mechanical Hound of the Fire Department is ready to track down those dissidents 
who defy society to preserve and read books. The classic novel of a post-literate future is a 
prophetic account of Western civilization's enslavement by the media, drugs and conformity. 
Bradbury's powerful and poetic prose combines with uncanny insight into the potential of 
technology to create a novel which over fifty years from first publication, still has the power to 
dazzle and shock.

Reviews:
‘Another indispensable classic’ The Times

‘Fahrenheit 451 is the most skilfully drawn of all science fiction’s conformist hells’ Kingsley Amis

‘Bradbury’s is a very great and unusual talent’ Christopher Isherwood

‘Ray Bradbury has a powerful and mysterious imagination which would undoubtedly earn the  
respect of Edgar Allen Poe’ Guardian

'It is impossible not to admire the vigour of his prose, similes and metaphors constantly  
cascading from his imagination' Spectator

'As a science fiction writer, Ray Bradbury has long been streets ahead of anyone else' Daily 
Telegraph

‘No other writer uses language with greater originality and zest. he seems to be a American  
Dylan Thomas – with discipline’ Sunday Telegraph
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The Man in the High Castle by Philip K.Dick

Acclaimed cult novel gives us a horrifying glimpse of an alternative world - one where the Allies 
have lost the Second World War. In this nightmare dystopia the Nazis have taken over New York, 
the Japanese control California and the African continent is virtually wiped out. In a neutral 
buffer zone in America that divides the world's new rival superpowers, lives the author of an 
underground best-seller. His book offers a new vision of reality - an alternative theory of world 
history in which the Axis powers were defeated - giving hope to the disenchanted. Does 'reality' 
lie with him, or is his world just one among many others?

Reviews:
'The most brilliant science fiction mind on any planet' Rolling Stone

'Dick's finest book, and one of the very best science fiction novels ever published' Eric Brown

‘California's own William Blake. Visionary and prophet’ Daily Telegraph

Slaughterhouse 5 by Kurt Vonnegut

Prisoner of war, optometrist, time-traveller - these are the life roles of Billy Pilgrim, hero of this 
miraculously moving, bitter and funny story of innocence faced with apocalypse. Slaughterhouse 
5 is one of the world's great anti-war books. Centring on the infamous fire-bombing of Dresden in 
the Second World War, Billy Pilgrim's odyssey through time reflects the journey of our own 
fractured lives as we search for meaning in what we are afraid to know.

Reviews:
"Marvellous...the writing is pungent, the antics uproarious, the wit as sharp as a hypodermic  
needle"  Daily Telegraph

"A work of keen literary artistry"  Joseph Heller

"The individuality of Vonnegut's style is a curious yet perfect match for the pain of the emotional  
content. A humane, human book that always remains a work of art rather than biography, no  
matter how apparent the author's presence"  Kate Atkinson

"A laughing prophet of doom"  New York Times

"Unique"  Doris Lessing
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Brave New World by Aldous Huxley

Far in the future, the World Controllers have created the ideal society. Through clever use of 
genetic engineering, brainwashing and recreational sex and drugs all its members are happy 
consumers. Bernard Marx seems alone harbouring an ill-defined longing to break free. A visit to 
one of the few remaining Savage Reservations where the old, imperfect life still continues, may 
be the cure for his distress.

Reviews:
'The best science fiction book ever, definitely the most prescient... Looking at our present  
trajectory we are on the way to Brave New World'  Yuval Noah Harari

‘A masterpiece of speculation... As vibrant, fresh, and somehow shocking as it was when I first  
read it’ Margaret Atwood

‘A grave warning... Provoking, stimulating, shocking and dazzling' Observer

'What Aldous Huxley presented as fiction with the human hatcheries of Brave New World has  
become fact. The consequences are profound and, if we don't get it right, deeply disturbing' 
Sunday Times

A Confederacy of Dunces by John Kennedy Toole

Meet the fat, flatulent, eloquent and almost unemployable Ignatius J. Reilly in this light and pithy 
comic tale. By the standards of ordinary folk he is pretty much unhinged, too. But is he bothered 
by this? No. For this misanthropic crusader against an America fallen into vice and ignorance has 
a mission: to rescue a naked female philosopher in distress. And he has a pirate costume and hot-
dog cart to do it with.

John Kennedy Toole received a master's degree in English and taught at Hunter College and at the 
University of Southwestern Louisiana. He wrote A Confederacy of Dunces in the early sixties and 
tried unsuccessfully to get the novel published; depressed, at least in part by his failure to place 
the book, he committed suicide in 1969. It was only through the tenacity of his mother that her 
son's book was eventually published and went on to win the 1981 Pulitzer Prize for Fiction. 

Reviews:
'I succumbed, stunned and seduced, page after page, vocal with delight. A master-work of  
comedy' New York Times

'A fine funny novel. This is the kind of book one wants to keep quoting from' Anthony Burgess

‘Every reviewer has loved it. For once, everyone is right’  Rolling Stone 
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BEST CONTEMPORARY NOVELS

AMERICAN

Beloved by Toni Morrison
Underworld by Martin Amis
Blood Meridian by Cormac McCarthy
Rabbit Angstrom by John Updike
American Pastoral by Philip Roth

COMMONWEALTH

Disgrace by JM Coetzee
Money by Martin Amis
Earthly Powers by Anthony Burgess
Atonement by Ian McEwan
The Blue Flower by Penelope Fitzgerald
The Unconsoled by Kazvo Ishiguo
Midnight’s Children by Salman Rushdie
The Remains of the Day by Kazvo Ishiguo
Amongst Women by John McGahern
That they May Face the Rising Sun by John McGahern

PAGE-TURNERS and GOOD LITERATURE

Slaughterhouse 5 by Kurt Vonnegut
1984 by George Orwell
Vanity Fair by William Makepeace Thackeray
A Confederacy of Dunces by John Kennedy Toole
The Crying Lot 49 by Thomas Pynchon
Bomber by Len Deighton
Wuthering Heights by Emily Brontë
Thirty-Nine Steps by John Buchan
The Catcher in the Rye by JD Salinger
Wolf Hall by Hillary Mantel
Life of Pi by Yann Martel
Brave New World by Aldous Huxley
At Swim Two Birds by Flann O'Brien
Tess of the d’Ubervilles by Thomas Hardy
The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald
Earthly Powers by Anthony Burgess
The Pillars of the Earth by Ken Follet


