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Foreword 

 

Early in 2014 I invited colleagues across the Faculty of Humanities at the University 

of Chester to vote for their top twenty must-read novels. The results were collated, 

and then individuals agreed to write commendations for each of the books voted into 

our collective top twenty; their scholarly enthusiasm shines through on every page of 

this booklet. We also invited volunteers to produce ‘dissident’s choices’, for books that 

others might miss. 

Any such list is bound to provoke debate. Perhaps we might produce additional lists 

of European, American and global authors, all of whom are massively 

underrepresented in the current list. We hope that our selection and advocacy might 

give you some useful starting points for exploring some of the greatest novels in the 

Western tradition. It may prompt you to return to an old favourite, or to discover 

outstanding work for the first time.  

My thanks are due to all those who voted, and, in particular, to those who made the 

time to write in critical admiration of their favourite novels: Professor Derek Alsop, 

Dr Ashley Chantler, Jen Davis, Dr Melissa Fegan, Dr Francesca Haig, Dr Sarah 

Heaton, Dr Ian Seed, Dr William Stephenson, Dr Alex Tankard, Professor Chris 

Walsh, Dr Sally West and Professor Deborah Wynne.  

I hope these recommendations inspire you to a life enriched by great reading. 

 

Professor Rob Warner 

Executive Dean of Humanities 

University of Chester 

September 2014 
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Twenty must-read novels 
 

14th =    Albert Camus, The Outsider 

    F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby 

    Cormac McCarthy, The Road 

    Ian McEwan, Atonement 

    Sylvia Plath, The Bell Jar 

    Mary Shelley, Frankenstein 

    Laurence Sterne, Tristram Shandy 

 

10th =  Franz Kafka, The Trial 

    Henry James, The Portrait of a Lady 

    George Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four 

    Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina 

 

4th =   Jane Austen, Persuasion 

    Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre 

    Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness 

    Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Crime and Punishment 

    Thomas Hardy, Tess of the d’Urbervilles 

    Emily Brontë, Wuthering Heights 

 

2nd =   Charles Dickens, Great Expectations 

    James Joyce, Ulysses 

 

1st     George Eliot, Middlemarch 
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Albert Camus, The Outsider (1942) 

‘Aujourd’hui, maman est morte. Ou peut-être hier, je ne sais pas’ (‘Today, mother died. Or 

perhaps yesterday, I don’t know’). So opens Camus’s L’Étranger, the novel that first inspired 

my love of French literature. Meursault will go on to shoot dead an unknown Arab, because 

the sun gets in his eyes. And it doesn’t really matter: we all have to die, and when dead we 

don’t care at all. At the end of the novel he faces his own imminent execution with a sense of 

triumph over all who would judge him.  In Algeria, the French administration couldn’t care 

less about the death of an Arab, but it wants to understand Meursault’s motivation. He doesn’t 

have any; it just happened. Meursault’s fate is doomed when he refuses to seek the forgiveness 

of either the court or God. The evidence that condemns him is not the murder (the Arab was 

wielding a knife, though no plea of self-defence is offered), but rather his earlier attitude at his 

mother’s funeral, where he drank white coffee and smoked at her vigil. After, he went to see 

a movie and fondled his girlfriend, showing, so the prosecution argues, his callous disregard 

for his mother’s memory. Actually he just wanted to see a movie and fondle his girlfriend.  

Some of my students tend to think he is on the ‘autism spectrum’. But the truth is more 

shocking. Meursault doesn’t lie about anything. He says it as it is: even when we would 

normally say the acceptable, the conventional, the expected thing, he tells the naked truth. 

Camus, in a provocative afterword, called him ‘the only Christ we deserve’. In much of the 

literature we now label ‘absurdist’, the main characters cannot understand the world. In this 

novel, written by the founder of ‘absurdism’, the world cannot understand Meursault. But he 

is really just like you and me, without the routine and habitual lies, without the ‘noise’ of 

ambition and success, without the everyday graces. Given a choice, he would like to swim, to 

sunbathe, to smoke (those wonderful Gauloises, where the smoke is so dense it sinks), to have 

sex , to sit on a balcony watching the mad world go by, to eat, to drink. The senses do not lie, 

so Meursault is a sensualist. But deny him sensual pleasures, as prison does, and he can adapt 

to that too. He needs very little: if he was forced to live in the trunk of a dead tree, he says, 

without anything to do but watch the flowering of the sky above, he would, ‘little by little’, 

get used to it.  

Meursault lives amongst us, but always outside of us, looking on. And his strange gaze, taking 

in what Camus in The Myth of Sisyphus called the ‘meaningless pantomime’ of our lives, makes 

our normal everyday world look ridiculous and bizarre. Like many great French novels, The 

Outsider has a philosophical depth lacking in so much realist fiction. A life-changing book! 

DA  
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F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby (1925) 

‘So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past.’  

I’m not sure I really understood those lines when I first read them on a remote windswept 

beach in the 1970s at the moment when my childhood was slipping away, but looking out to 

the sails on the horizon I think I understood the feeling in them. Stranded on a tartan rug 

watching the rest of my family and friends playing the annual cricket match I certainly had a 

sense of ‘infinite hope’ and ‘some heightened sensitivity to the promises of life’. I was 

completely seduced by Gatsby’s ‘blue gardens [where] men and girls came and went like 

moths among the whisperings and the champagne and the stars’ and ‘his guests diving from 

the tower of his raft, or taking the sun on the hot sand of his beach while his two motor-boats 

slit the waters of the Sound’.  But even when I first read the novel it was not just the beauty 

and wealth on show throughout the book (Daisy and Jordan’s rippling white dresses, the Rolls 

Royce, and Gatsby’s shirts) which seduced me.  It was also that everyone is a careless driver, 

that Gatsby throws his English-made shirts like confetti over Daisy, that ‘Beale Street Blues’ is 

playing in the background and that Jordan wears all her dresses like sportswear.  These subtle 

moments are far darker than the Valley of the Ashes and the stark moments of violence. They 

recognise that it is not the ash heaps but the ‘foul dust’ which ‘preys’, that ‘floats in the wake 

of his dreams’ which is the dark underside, the ‘savagery’ of ‘civilisation’. The tragedy is not 

that Daisy’s voice is full of money but that it is a deathless song. More disturbing than Gatsby’s 

smile stopping to reveal an elegant young rough neck, or that his dandyish suit clashes with 

the crimson carpet, is his loss of the green light at the end of Daisy’s dock as one of his 

enchanted objects.  

My list of enchanted objects includes my very first edition of The Great Gatsby, now added to 

by the Folio Society edition bought for me as a present. I read it every year and each time I 

pick it up I have a ‘perpetual wonder’ that words can come together so perfectly.  The novel 

is about stories, the stories we all tell about ourselves and about our lives. It is also about the 

stories which tell our lives and become telling in our lives. For me The Great Gatsby is very 

much that. There is a nuanced understanding of time; yes, modernist ideas of time, but our 

time as well. I’m with Gatsby wanting to catch the falling clock from the mantel, but, like 

Gatsby, have perhaps already caught the clock. For Gatsby the past does indeed get repeated. 

Daisy almost marries him in Louisville but Tom’s pearls are put firmly back on her neck; in 

New York in the stifling hotel room Daisy almost leaves Tom only to find herself firmly back 

at the kitchen table. Meanwhile every summer, on the same tartan rug, I watch the sails off-

shore dipping in the wind with my family and friends playing cricket. 

SH  
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Cormac McCarthy, The Road (2006) 

In The Road the father warns his son: ‘Just remember that the things you put into your head are 

there forever’. Readers of The Road will find that McCarthy’s novel has the same indelibility. 

No novel has had a greater impact on me as a reader, or as a writer, than this slender story of 

a father and son journeying through the ruined world. The Road is all the more striking for how 

it departs from McCarthy’s earlier novels. What surprised me most wasn’t the appalling 

violence or the bleakness, familiar from novels like Blood Meridian (1985) or Outer Dark (1968), 

but The Road’s loving (even, at times, sentimental) depiction of the core relationship. The dying 

father’s statement to his son that ‘You have my whole heart’ is an unashamed declaration of 

love that McCarthy somehow manages to make beautiful rather than sappy. The miracle of 

The Road is that it presents a world even more apocalyptic and bleak than anything in the 

myriad horrors of McCarthy’s back catalogue, and that it also pulls off, with equal sincerity 

and conviction, a family love story. 

The other notable departure from McCarthy’s earlier work is in the language itself. McCarthy’s 

previous novels tend to be characterized by an elaborate style and convoluted, protracted 

sentences. In contrast, The Road’s language is stripped back to sparse, abrupt sentences, striking 

in their bleak simplicity: ‘Too black to see. Taste of salt on his lips. Waiting. Waiting.’ ‘The thin 

trees down. The waterways a gray sludge. A blackened jackstraw land.’ Benjamin Whitmer 

describes this as ‘a postapocalyptic English: all the superfluity burned away’ (Modern Word, 23 

October 2006). 

I can’t imagine a more persuasive argument for the real-world relevance of literature than the 

charred world of this novel. The apocalyptic event is described only once: ‘A long shear of 

light and then a series of low concussions. […] A dull rose glow in the windowglass’. McCarthy 

is deliberately ambiguous about the cause: ‘It could be anything—volcanic activity or it could 

be nuclear war. It is not really important’. Regardless of the cataclysm’s specific origin, the 

novel unflinchingly shows the results of massive environmental destruction. In these times of 

imminent environmental disaster, and with Cold War tensions rearing their heads, the 

devastated world of The Road is a cautionary tale, and a call to action. 

It isn’t a perfect novel. For one thing, women are barely present. This is a persistent criticism 

of McCarthy’s writing. And the prose, while stripped back from McCarthy’s earlier excesses, 

still has moments of portentous archaism, which sent me scuttling to the dictionary: ‘rachitic’; 

‘discalced’; ‘isocline’; ‘vermiculate’. But these flaws don’t prevent this novel from working. It 

is a book of extremes, audaciously balanced: its bleakness tempers its sentimentality; its 

simplicity tempers its moments of grandiosity. The things that will stick with you are not only 

the horrors, but the beauty of the relationship between father and son, and of the language 

itself. It’s this unlikely combination of horror and beauty that makes the novel such a 

revelation. 

FH  
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Ian McEwan, Atonement (2001) 

McEwan is a novelist of great accomplishment, who interweaves compelling private 

narratives of love and loss and the tyrannies of the 1930s English class system, where 

accusation against the lower ranks was tantamount to a declaration of guilt and a culture of 

shame so easily smashed the fragile beginnings of love; an unflinchingly stark account of the 

devastating injuries of the second world war, seen through the often bewildered eyes of both 

soldiers and nurses; and the 1990s in England, where public acclaim for an accomplished 

novelist is an uneasy companion for a medical diagnosis of vascular dementia and a tortured 

sense of hidden guilt. 

The narrative pivots around a moment of young love and younger jealousy. Briony Tallis sees 

her older sister Cecilia flirting with Robbie Turner, the son of their housekeeper who has been 

educated at Cambridge thanks to the Tallis family’s generosity. Briony reads a sexually 

charged letter from Robbie to Cecilia, and is consumed with a spontaneous, but dimly 

understood, desire to punish him. The consequences are as devastating and irresistible as the 

mortal wounds of war.  

Briony’s precociousness is irritating in a child, but intimates powers of imagination that will 

lead to a long and successful career as a novelist. Her ability to tell a convincing story ensnares 

the victims of her teenage lies, and will lead to a lifelong redrafting of the story that destroyed 

those she loved most. A lifetime’s redrafting never attains the redemption she seeks or heals 

the heartrending pain she spawned.  This is in many ways a novel of pain, written in restrained 

and precise prose. There is the pain of betrayed innocence and the devastation of 

imprisonment; the pain of love cynically betrayed by a repellent child; the pain of warfare, 

when soldiers and nurses alike confront the wretched degradation of lives ripped apart by 

splintering steel. Above all, there is the pain of yearning for an unattainable atonement in a 

godless world, where lies cannot be undone and devastated lives cannot be mended.  

In its final section, as the novel twists upon itself, an unexpected pain is brought to the 

unsuspecting reader, who has been made to care deeply for the fractured love of Robbie and 

Cecilia. Sartre argued that the novel was an essentially mendacious art form, because life has 

no denouements. In an elegant riposte, this novel has two denouements, and the second deftly 

interrogates the first and exposes the compassionate reader’s appetite for endings that defy 

the painful fragility of human existence. As Kundera argued, life is not a sketch in preparation 

but an irreversible journey through existence; a journey for Briony Tallis in which no 

atonement can be found. Atonement is a novel about love and war, lies and betrayal, fractured 

lives and novelistic falsities. It is the finest British novel of the last quarter-century; if you do 

not read this, your life will be the poorer.  

RW  
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Sylvia Plath, The Bell Jar (1963) 

The Bell Jar is Plath’s only novel. It was published in the UK on 23rd January 1963, to indifferent 

reviews. On 11th February 1963, Plath sealed herself into her kitchen to protect her sleeping 

children, turned on the oven and gassed herself.  

Through the narrative of Esther Greenwood, The Bell Jar mirrors Plath’s own experiences as a 

young American, losing her father at nine, securing a summer job in New York publishing, 

her alienation from the highly gendered expectations of the 1950s, her near rape and cold-

hearted loss of virginity, a traumatic suicide attempt, and her partial recovery in an asylum. 

The Bell Jar is not as great as her poetry, but it is still a painful and compelling novel. It was 

eventually published in the States in 1971 and has remained in print ever since, widely 

acclaimed as a novel that captures the rigidity of gender-roles at the end of the 1950s. 

It is a novel of alienated late adolescence. To Esther, newspaper headlines about the imminent 

electrocution of two murderers produce obsessive nightmares of disgust. Manhattan is a city 

of foul-smelling subways where the streets are dust-ridden granite canyons. But above all it 

is with other people that Esther cannot fit in. She is a born outsider, with intervals of alienation 

even from herself, feeling that opportunities for happiness slip between her fingers. In 1950, 

Plath was excelling at Smith College and wrote to her mother that the world was ‘splitting 

open at my feet like a ripe, juicy watermelon’.  Esther similarly excels, but at nineteen her life 

choices seem like a tree of ripe figs – wife and mother, famous poet, brilliant professor, 

amazing editor. Paralyzed by indecision because ‘choosing one meant losing all the rest’, the 

fruits become over-ripe, blacken and fall to the ground. Esther is a helpless observer as her life 

choices moulder and fail. 

It is a novel of incipient feminist revolt against the complacent patriarchy of post-war America. 

Esther is revolted by the young women in New York who avoid sexually predatory men while 

‘waiting to get married to some career man or other’. As they await their matrimonial destiny, 

protecting their Bermuda tans, painting their nails, skiing in Switzerland and partying in 

Brazil, they seem to Esther ‘bored as hell’. Against her mother’s career advice, she refuses to 

learn shorthand because ‘I hated the idea of serving men in any way. I wanted to dictate my 

own thrilling letters’.  

It is a novel of acute depressive illness; terrible despair and paranoia engulf Esther as she 

makes several suicide attempts. She feels she lives under a bell jar, cut off from others and 

stewing in sour air. Here the novel itself begins to break down. Plath loses distance from 

Esther, who becomes cruelly contemptuous towards her mother and a fellow patient who 

dotes upon her and eventually kills herself. Plath’s mother hated the novel for its ‘basest 

ingratitude’ to those who had cared for Sylvia through her breakdown. 

The greatness of the novel is its clear-sighted and unflinching account of alienation, 

constraints on women, and overwhelming depressive breakdown. The tragedy is that in 

digging over her past demons, Plath may have rekindled their power. Like Esther she had 

been ‘patched and retreaded’ in an asylum, but her bell jar descended one final time. Plath 

thought that a novelisation of her suicidal depression might make some money. In the end it 

did, but too late for her. You owe it to yourself to read this novel, at least once. 

RW  
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Mary Shelley, Frankenstein (1818) 

Many people assume that Frankenstein is a warning against scientists playing God and 

acquiring knowledge no human should ever seek. However, the complex structure of the 

novel – a story within a story within a story – means there is more than one ‘moral’ here.  

Victor Frankenstein’s ambition was to conquer death and create a race of creatures to worship 

him. Despite spending months stitching mismatched bodyparts together, he failed to notice 

his creation was ugly until it came to life – and then he immediately rejected it for its 

hideousness. He drove it away and hoped it would perish. Months later, the creature returns 

to kill Frankenstein’s family, and so Frankenstein decides to destroy his creation.  

Up to that point, the reader was forced to accept Frankenstein’s version of events. But now, 

on an icy mountainside, the creature tells its tale. Mary Shelley reconstructs the dawning of 

infant consciousness as the creature describes its first experiences of light, birdsong, language, 

and self-awareness. Influenced by the ideals of the French Revolution and the anti-slavery 

movement, Frankenstein insists that evil comes from social injustice: nobody is born evil. And 

so this giant baby is born innocent – untainted by social prejudices, longing only to love and 

be loved. It becomes evil only because it is persecuted. Humans teach it cruelty, so it responds 

in kind. 

Critics like Chris Baldick noted that, far from being a warning against blasphemy, Frankenstein 

plays with a typically Romantic form of Satanism, where the fallen archangel becomes a 

revolutionary hero against a tyrannical God. The creature first sees itself as Adam, rejected by 

his Creator – but then, like Satan, it declares war against a sadistic Creator who made it only 

so He could torment and destroy it. Frankenstein is a critique not of humans ‘playing God’, 

but of the injustice and the abuse of power common to humans and God alike. 

Frankenstein depicts life itself as a miracle beyond the control of man and God. We are familiar 

with the lightning-struck laboratory in horror movies, but the novel never actually explains 

how Frankenstein brings the creature to life. He certainly never explains how this 

amalgamation of old corpses has a new-born infant consciousness. Where did that soul come 

from? 

Victor Frankenstein’s real crime is not that he sought knowledge, but that he didn’t seek 

enough. He neither knows nor cares what he has created. He refuses to acknowledge the 

creature as a person; he hates it because it refuses to worship or obey him. His compassionate, 

intelligent creation is superior to him in every way. Frankenstein forces us to question the 

nature of monstrosity – to see evil not in vulnerable people who lash out against their 

tormentors, but in powerful people who abuse their authority, and in a society that 

marginalises the poor and disabled. More than anything else, Frankenstein is about the wonder 

and horror of a creation that tears free of its creator – of a life that refuses to be bound. 

AT  
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Laurence Sterne, The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman (1759-67) 

 

In Michael Winterbottom’s exuberant film adaptation of Sterne’s great novel, entitled A Cock 

and Bull Story, Steve Coogan calls the book ‘a postmodern novel before there was any 

modernism to be post about’. You don’t even have to read the novel to see what he means. 

Just flip through and you will see a black page, a marbled page, blank pages, missing pages, 

misplaced chapters, line drawings, rows of asterisks and hundreds of long dashes (so famous 

they are now known as ‘Shandean dashes’). And all this in a book published in instalments 

between 1759 and 1767. Yet the great Russian formalist critic, Viktor Shklovsky, in 1921 called 

Tristram Shandy ‘the most typical novel in world literature’. Why? Because it lays bare, by 

relentless parody and satire, all the devices of representative fiction. How can you really say 

anything about death? Better to give a black page. How can you really describe the appearance 

of someone? Better to give the reader a blank space to make their own imaginative drawing. 

Most importantly, how can you really tell your own life story? Tristram tries to begin at the 

beginning, ‘ab ovo’, so the novel starts with his father’s (premature) ejaculation. Here a pattern 

emerges. However you try to structure life, to give it narrative shape and coherence, from 

causes to effects, it’s actually a messy business. The moment of Tristram’s conception is the 

first of many ‘cock-ups’. His nose (and, as the novel insists, noses are not in any way, of course, 

ever, linked to penises) is ‘cocked-up’ at birth by an ingenious doctor using his latest design 

in forceps. And later poor Tristram is accidentally circumcised by a falling sash window (it’s 

a long story).  

The novel ends in the past, long before Tristram is born, with a discussion of a village bull that 

seems unable to perform its duty towards the village cows: ‘L—d! said my mother, what is all 

this story about? —— A COCK and a BULL, said Yorick —— And one of the best of its kind, 

I ever heard’. These are the last words of the novel Sterne left us, but they are not really the 

‘end’. Tristram Shandy can go on forever, at least until Tristram (or Sterne) dies. This is because 

the more you say the more you have to say. To account for yourself, you have to account for 

your parents, and to account for them you have to account for their parents, and to explain 

your opinions you have to explain the opinions of those who came before you (and Tristram 

Shandy is one of the most allusive, intertextual, of all novels, giving hundreds of others’ 

opinions from Aristotle to Zoroaster).   

By Chapter 32, of Volume IV (of nine), Tristram states that ‘it is from this point properly, that 

the story of my LIFE and my OPINIONS sets out’. Most famously, after a year of 

autobiographical composition, but only reaching the first day of his birth, Tristram complains 

that he is living ‘364 times faster’ than he can write. Samuel Johnson boasted: ‘Nothing odd 

will do. Tristram Shandy did not last’. Fortunately for us he was wrong, and we still have this 

wonderful, hilarious, most eccentric of all novels to enjoy.  

DA  
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Franz Kafka, The Trial (1925) 

This is the ultimate novel for all paranoids and neurotics. If you ever wonder whether the 

system is out to get you, in Kafka’s world it definitely is. The anti-hero, known only as K, is 

arrested because of his guilt. The Law is incompetent and gets his personal details wrong. It 

is corrupt, those who arrest him try to buy his underpants, explaining that he’ll get a better 

price from them than in prison. It is amateurish and over-burdened with bureaucracy. But it 

is also inescapable. The Law does not seek out crimes, but identifies those who exhibit guilt. 

K is required to make a full confession, but since no-one reveals what crime he is charged 

with, he is obstinately determined to exonerate his entire existence. 

Kafka’s prose presents extraordinary nightmares in a matter-of-fact tone of undecorated 

realism. When K opens a storage room at work, his guards are about to be beaten by the official 

court Whipper. They berate him because their careers were going so well until K complained 

about them to the Court. Embarrassed that his bank colleagues might hear their cries of pain, 

K closes the door. When he opens it, the scene is about to be repeated until he slams it shut in 

haste. The entire scene is illogical, unreal and absurd; and yet in K’s world it is utterly real and 

inescapable. Living a dream, K stumbles through his victimhood, never knowing how much 

time he has before the Court resumes interest in his case. He is right to be paranoid, because 

the system inexorably grinds to its conclusion. With the hypersensitivity of a thin-skinned 

adolescent, he cannot help but be neurotic, interpreting everything as a personal slight or 

rebuff, but this provokes impulsive outbursts that inevitably make things worse. In K’s world, 

every turn is always for the worse. 

Kafka marks the death of the realist novel. What he makes real is the stuff of dreams, with a 

scintillating, cinematic flair. In his most celebrated short story, a young man transforms into a 

cockroach. The premise is absurd, but the narrative strangely compelling. The Trial takes this 

much further; it reads like an extended parable, laden with symbolism. Just as K demands 

explanation for his trial, the parable provokes a desire for interpretation. There is the Freudian 

Kafka, who is trapped by the psychological burden of an impossibly overbearing father; the 

Marxist Kafka, who demonstrates the tyranny of capitalism; the Weberian Kafka, trapped 

within an iron cage of rationalist bureaucracy and experiencing a disenchanted world without 

divine absolution; and the amusing but nihilist Kafka, who faces the despair of living within 

a meaningless system, and yet constructs a world of words in which small refuges of language 

and humour provide at least fleeting shelter. Just as there is no crime that precedes K’s guilt 

and punishment, there is ultimately no meaning beyond the parable. Life has become a 

construct of words built on foundations of absurdity. The Trial is Kafka’s most celebrated 

unfinished novel (they were all unfinished). You really can’t begin to understand the 

European novel in the early-twentieth century without reading it. 

RW  
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Henry James, The Portrait of a Lady (1880-81) 

This is the first novel I can remember staying up all night to finish reading. I was a twenty-

year-old undergraduate student, and was writing my final-year dissertation on the novels of 

D.H. Lawrence (who was, I thought, the greatest novelist in the language). Lawrence was 

rather sniffy about James and, having struggled a few months previously through James’s 

difficult late novel The Golden Bowl, I thought Lawrence had a point. But The Portrait of a Lady 

was the novel which most critics considered his greatest, so I thought I’d better set my 

prejudices aside and read it. I made sure I read the first edition, not the heavily revised New 

York edition. Six chapters into the novel, much to my surprise, I was hooked. Every so often 

I’d put the novel down and simply marvel at the page I’d just read. Sentences like this stopped 

me dead in my tracks: ‘Isabel’s chief dread in life at this period of her development was that 

she should appear narrow-minded; what she feared next afterwards was that she should 

really be so’. How could anyone be so profoundly perceptive about human behaviour, I 

wondered, and so intelligent about the intricate processes of thought and feeling? There were 

subtleties and nuances here to rival those of Shakespeare and Browning, Eliot and Tolstoy. 

And it was so witty and elegant.  

The novel introduces us to a bright, beautiful young American, Isabel Archer, who is taken by 

her aunt to Europe; shortly afterwards she inherits a large fortune and four very different men 

fall in love with her. (As did I.) What happens? Well, I won’t spoil it for anyone who has yet 

to read it, even though the plot is probably the least important aspect of the novel. (It does at 

least have a plot, unlike many celebrated modern novels.) The main interest is in the character 

of Isabel herself. As readers, we come to know her extraordinarily well. James shows us 

everything through her consciousness, but he also exposes, sympathetically, her limitations 

and so makes her come to life. We feel her to be real. We come to know her almost as well as 

we know ourselves. It is a complex portrait which James paints: Isabel is full of contradictions 

and that is, of course, what makes her so unpredictable and interesting.  

James ponders some big questions in this novel: how does each human life acquire pattern 

and direction? Where do our identities come from? How free are we to shape our lives? It is 

one of the saddest and most moving novels you’ll ever read and yet one of the most 

affirmative. ‘Why should there be pain?’ one character muses. But he continues: ‘That’s not 

the deepest thing; there’s something deeper’. Something deeper. After reading James’s 

Portrait, most other novels feel rather shallow in comparison. The great twentieth-century 

critic F.R. Leavis described it as one of the two most brilliant novels in the language. Read it! 

CW  
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George Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949) 

Eric Blair took the pseudonym ‘George Orwell’ because he was not sure that his first book was 

worth publishing. He described himself as ‘not a real novelist’ and his last and greatest novel 

was only given its title because he completed it in 1948. And yet, perhaps more than any other 

twentieth-century work of fiction, Nineteen EightyFour resonates through popular culture and 

journalism: ‘Big Brother’, ‘doublethink’, ‘thought police’, ‘Orwellian’ and ‘Room 101’ are still 

in currency. Orwell was not predicting events for the nineteen eighties, nor was he specifically 

attacking Communism and Stalinism, despite his disillusionment with the Marxist Left. He 

created a universal, moral fable of great force in which he explored the threat of 

totalitarianism, the love of authority as an end in itself, the potential for surveillance 

technologies to strip us of privacy and freedom, the power of language to mask and disfigure 

reality, and the terrible, annihilating force of psychological warfare. The characters are no 

more than sketched; but there is an oppressive, unforgettable pessimism in Big Brother’s all-

pervasive control and Winston’s final attainment of absolute love. 

Nineteen Eighty-Four is a compelling dystopian narrative from the age of dictators. Everyone 

should read it, at least once. You then might go on to read Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World 

(1932), which portrays the trivialising intoxication of endless pleasure as more seductively 

dangerous than the jackboot of an overt dictator. The greatest literary triumph is Yevgeny 

Zamyatin’s We (1924), which almost certainly influenced both Orwell and Huxley, and 

explores the totalising logic of industrial society. Zamyatin was imprisoned twice in Russia 

and was fortunate eventually to be exiled; We was the first novel banned under Communist 

censorship. 

If you want to explore utopias as well as dystopias, they are done better by moral philosophers 

than novelists. Read Plato’s Republic and discover why poets are banned from his ideal state 

and judge whether Karl Popper was right to denounce Plato as essentially totalitarian. Explore 

Thomas More’s Utopia (1516), and consider why a man beheaded under Henry VIII’s regime 

for refusing to compromise his devout Catholic faith nonetheless created an ideal society in 

which priests married, divorce and euthanasia were permitted, and lawyers were obsolete. 

Allow Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels’ Communist Manifesto (1848) to intoxicate you with its 

passionate cry for justice. Then consider why Marx’s claim to have discovered the historical 

determinism that guaranteed the imminent and enduring triumph of the workers’ revolution 

turned out to be a mere fiction. 

In the late-twentieth century, graphic novels took up the dystopian and anti-totalitarian theme 

with great success. Alan Moore and David Lloyd’s V for Vendetta (1989) combines a post-

holocaust dystopia with a decidedly implausible affirmation of anarchism as the only future 

hope; Art Spiegelman’s Maus (1991) re-imagines Nazism and the Holocaust with sharp anger 

and pathos; Marjane Satrapi’s Persepolis (2000) explores through the eyes of a child the 

enveloping oppression of women in the Iranian revolution. 

Philip K. Dick’s masterpiece Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? (1968) is a great dystopian 

novel within the genre of science fiction. This is a rare case where the movie reaches greater 

dystopian heights; you should not miss Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner (1982), particularly the 

Director’s Cut. If you get the taste, you can journey far into utopias and dystopias, but don’t 

miss Nineteen Eighty-Four. 
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Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina (1878) 

The two most sublime novels in the European tradition, at least in my view, are both by 

Tolstoy – War and Peace and Anna Karenina. However, Tolstoy never considered the former a 

novel, with its wide-ranging political and military concerns. It was when he turned to Anna 

Karenina in 1873 that he aimed to write a novel which focused upon the narratives and interior 

lives of a cluster of related individuals in nineteenth-century Russia. This is a world alien to 

the modern reader three times over: a pre-revolutionary Russia, in which the class system and 

its attendant formalities appeared utterly stable, and where Russia is firmly embedded within 

European culture, with the nobility as fluent in French as their mother tongue; a Europe in 

which marriage is seen as a lifelong and indissoluble bond, no matter what traumas a 

disastrous union might bring, and necessarily defining the nature of individual existence; and 

a world in which the tyranny of husband over wife was considered entirely normal and 

unexceptional. 

Like all great novels, we are drawn into the lives of the protagonists. The novel is replete with 

lively characters and their various narratives of hope, folly and sorrow. But over it all towers 

Anna. Tolstoy was in many ways a moral traditionalist, and his great novel might be read as 

a straightforward defence of traditional Christian morality. And yet, as the novel draws us 

irresistibly into Anna’s torment, trapped in a loveless and cruel marriage, we enter into her 

pain and despair, moral as well as emotional. When her husband proves to be not only a 

tyrant, but a grotesque moral hypocrite (he belongs to a group of Christian pietists for whom 

Tolstoy had only contempt, considering them deluded in their religious affections which 

served to provide a spiritual gloss to their unalloyed and unacknowledged egotism and 

selfishness), we burn with anger against Karenin’s cruelty, yet feel with Anna the 

impossibility of breaking free. The novel contains the most vividly realised description of 

horse race I have ever read, and the most intensely considered preparations for throwing 

oneself under a train that invariably move me to the edge of tears. 

Many of the most compelling characters in nineteenth-century European novels are women: 

Elizabeth Bennet, Jane Eyre, Cathy Earnshaw, Becky Sharp, Dorothea Brooke, Gwendolen 

Harleth, Isabel Archer, Emma Bovary, Anna Karenina and Tess Durbeyfield. And the greatest 

of these, whose vibrant individuality sings from every page, is surely Anna. Tolstoy combines 

the subtle psychological insights of James with Eliot’s compassionate, moral idealism and 

Flaubert’s penetrating eye for the fine-grained details that capture an individual’s everyday 

existence. Tolstoy is never disdainful of Anna, as Flaubert became of Emma, nor does he 

protect her for a second chance at marriage, as Eliot did Dorothea. His ruthlessness in 

exploring the consequences of her choices in love is, however, never moralistic or indifferent. 

In her trauma, Tolstoy invites us to feel deeply for Anna; she is the caged bird who cannot 

help but sing. In Tolstoy’s early sketches, the heroine was a mere cipher, an exemplar of 

adultery; in the completed novel, Anna becomes as irresistible to many readers as she was to 

Karenin and Vronsky. This is more than a novel, it is a glory of the western world. 

RW  
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Jane Austen, Persuasion (1818) 

Charlotte Brontë was exasperated by the respect accorded to Austen by her Victorian 

contemporaries; clearly thinking of the title of Sense and Sensibility, Brontë described Austen 

as ‘a complete and most sensible lady, but a very incomplete, and rather insensible (not 

senseless) woman’ to whom ‘the Passions are perfectly unknown’. While she had also read 

Pride and Prejudice and Emma, this response suggests Brontë cannot have read Persuasion, 

Austen’s last completed, posthumously published novel. That novel’s heroine, Anne Elliot, is 

on the surface quiet and understated, an ‘elegant little woman of seven and twenty, […] with 

manners as consciously right as they were invariably gentle’. But internally she is racked with 

grief and regret for lost love, having rejected at the age of nineteen the brilliant, promising but 

poor naval officer Frederick Wentworth, partly due to pressure from friends and family, who 

think him a bad match given the riskiness of the times.  

Far from Brontë’s impression of Austen’s novels as being solely about ‘ladies and gentlemen 

in their elegant but confined houses’, Persuasion is a war novel. Set during an interlude in the 

Napoleonic wars, many of the characters in Persuasion are heroes of the Trafalgar campaign – 

Wentworth has made his fortune by daring captures of French ships, Harville has been 

wounded. Lurking in their future, unknown to them but all too fresh in the memories of 

Austen and the first readers of the novel, was the Battle of Waterloo. There can be no simple 

happy ending in a novel where ‘the dread of a future war’ overshadows events. The times are 

changing, the aristocracy is being superseded, and Anne is as frustrated by the ‘elegant but 

confined houses’ of her upper-class relatives as Brontë. In rejecting Wentworth, Anne has also 

rejected an opportunity for travel and escape from her ridiculous family. In marrying 

Wentworth she would have gained a new family, the navy, whose domestic virtues are 

stressed throughout the novel.  

Firm friends and comrades, the officers are also devoted husbands and brothers, and Austen 

offers a complex portrait of Regency class and masculinity. These warriors are educated men, 

unlike Anne’s vain father, who reads no book but the Baronetage, or her sister Elizabeth, who 

only pretends to read the ‘tiresome’ books Lady Russell lends her. One of Wentworth’s men, 

persuaded by him to write a letter home, describes him as ‘a fine dashing felow, only two 

perticular about the schoolmaster’, while Captain Benwick woos his future wife with Scott 

and Byron. They are also emotional creatures. Anne and Harville debate whether men or 

women feel most strongly (allowing Austen a swift dig at male authors who maligned her 

sex), while Anne and Wentworth, sundered by their past, suffer equal torment and jealousy 

witnessing the ‘fever of admiration’ each inspires in others.  

Anne, seeing Wentworth again, feels ‘agitation, pain, pleasure, a something between delight 

and misery’. She is alerted to Wentworth’s change of heart by his blushes, averted eyes and 

expressive glances. This novel of second chances is remarkably tender and passionate, both 

melancholy and funny; Brontë should have read it, and you should too. 

MF 
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Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre (1847) 

Although Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre was first published in 1847, it seems as relevant as 

though it was written with twenty-first-century readers in mind. Its themes – child abuse, 

girls’ educational opportunities, female employment, love, marriage, the care of the mentally 

ill, understanding oneself spiritually and morally, living without family support, loneliness  

and passion, finding independence and freedom in an uncaring society – all remain crucially 

important. Yet for me the novel’s power lies in Charlotte Brontë’s use of language; her 

vigorous and persuasive prose makes this a book which is difficult to put down. The Victorian 

writer Thackeray stayed up all night because he had to finish reading it. Queen Victoria, 

frightened by the novel’s gothic eeriness and the angry figure of Bertha Mason, wrote eager 

letters to her daughter attesting to the power of the book’s dark energies. Numerous screen 

adaptations of Jane Eyre have attempted to recapture its haunting moods and Jane’s distinctive 

voice. However, Jane Eyre’s mystery cannot be easily captured. This is because Charlotte 

Brontë’s prose is unique, her storytelling powers are compelling and the first-person narrator, 

Jane, engages readers directly in her story.  

One reason why everyone should read Jane Eyre is because everyone has been a child. This 

novel offers one of literature’s best representations of childhood. It opens with the ten-year-

old Jane being persecuted by her older cousin John Reed; when she resists his bullying, her 

aunt punishes her, locking her in the fearful ‘Red Room’. Thought to be haunted, this is a place 

where Jane is forced to confront herself and her fears: she sees herself in the mirror as a 

‘strange little figure […] with a white face and arms specking the gloom’, her ‘glittering eyes 

of fear’ shining in the room’s sinister red and white colour scheme. Although she does not 

recognise her reflected image, she is aware of the injustice of her imprisonment: ‘my blood 

was warm; the mood of the revolted slave was still bracing me’. Jane’s story shows that 

oppression can be resisted and independence achieved, a story which has influenced many 

feminist readers.  

Jane Eyre’s ‘autobiography’ unfolds skilfully, and the heroine’s romance with Mr Rochester 

has beguiled readers for nearly 200 years. The love story between Jane, who is ‘little, poor and 

plain’, and Mr Rochester, the troubled, Byronic, ‘ugly’ and ambiguous hero, is perhaps the 

most famous aspect of Jane Eyre, and most adaptations focus on the love and marriage plot. 

Yet for many readers the novel works because of Jane’s ‘voice’, her autobiographical account 

of her experiences, in which she speaks her mind and reveals her heart. She articulates well 

the situation of many Victorian women but suggests the birth of the modern woman. Towards 

the novel’s end, when Jane and Rochester are finally reunited, she states: ‘Reader, I married 

him’. Not ‘Reader, he married me’. Jane sees herself as the subject of the sentence, a small 

point that speaks volumes about her sense of herself as an independent woman. 

DW  
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Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness (1899) 

Some of my favourite novels – among them, Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels (an influence on Heart of 

Darkness), Ford’s The Good Soldier (influenced by Heart of Darkness), and Waugh’s The Ordeal of 

Gilbert Pinfold (his Heart of Darkness) – contemplate how we try to nail things down, to stabilise 

the unstable, contradictory, confusing: novels, people, life, the world. But like Charlie Marlow, 

Heart of Darkness’s second narrator – his (unreliable) story about journeying by boat up the 

Congo is recounted (unreliably) by another – we sometimes find that things won’t stay put or 

that our nails – Marlow’s ‘rivets’ – come loose, leaving us needing new ones. And what 

happens, Heart of Darkness asks, when our existential rivets come loose but aren’t replaced, 

when we see what we really are – deluded, mortal animals – when we realise that life is futile, 

our existence pointless in a godless universe? Like Marlow, we might start to go insane. Or 

we might, like Kurtz (the man Marlow is travelling to meet), break down completely and end 

up on our deathbed whispering: ‘The horror! The horror!’ 

Is this depressing? Interestingly, no. Because Conrad is trying, as he wrote elsewhere, ‘to make 

you see’: to make his readers look at themselves honestly, to acknowledge that they are 

flawed, and think about how they can, in their finite time, make life if not better then at least 

tolerable for themselves and others (the ‘and’ needs emphasising). A significant rivet the novel 

pulled away from its first readers – mostly British, conservative, imperialist men – is their 

belief that Europeans are ‘civilised’ (supposedly unlike the ‘natives’ Marlow meets on his 

journey), that European colonialism is morally right (‘The conquest of the earth, which mostly 

means the taking it away from those who have a different complexion or slightly flatter noses 

than ourselves, is not a pretty thing when you look at it too much’), and that ‘black’ people 

are ‘other’. In a particularly provocative paragraph, Marlow says: ‘what thrilled [...] was just 

the thought of their humanity – like yours – the thought of your remote kinship’. The 

civilised/savage, us/them dichotomies do not hold. 

Marlow’s politics, humanism, and empathy lead me to one of many passages that never ceases 

to move. He is talking about the African helmsman on his boat, who died at his feet, killed by 

a spear thrown from the riverbank: ‘He steered for me – I had to look after him, I worried 

about his deficiencies, and thus a subtle bond had been created, of which I only became aware 

when it was suddenly broken. And the intimate profundity of that look he gave me when he 

received his hurt remains to this day in my memory’. (‘When he received his hurt’ is brilliant.) 

Marlow and Conrad might remove rivets, sometimes perhaps uncomfortably so (ignorance 

can indeed be bliss), but they also show or remind us of the bonds and relationships that we 

might take for granted, or do not see, or see too late. Those bonds and relationships might not 

give life a point, but they give it worth. 

Heart of Darkness can’t be nailed down, but it is a haunting masterpiece of criticism and 

compassion. You’ll see. 

AC  
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Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Crime and Punishment (1866) 

When you read Crime and Punishment for the first time you need some advice. Ensure you 

have the David Magarshack translation, listen to ‘A Song From Under the Floorboards’ by 

Magazine on repeat and make sure everyone you know understands that you will be 

‘underground’ for twenty-four hours. Get some supplies in to keep your strength up; do not 

expect to move.  

Reading Crime and Punishment is unlike any other experience. It took me nearly twenty-four 

hours and then I slept for another twenty-four hours in damp student digs. It changed the 

way I thought and vindicated my last-minute degree change from Geography to Russian. No 

map was ever going to look the same after I had walked the streets of St Petersburg shoulder 

to shoulder with Raskolnikov. When I went to Leningrad that summer and saw the thick black 

marker pen scored through half the text by the censors in Dostoevsky’s flat I really understood 

the power of words and literature. Here in Russia writers were censored, persecuted, 

imprisoned and executed for their writing. Indeed it was after Dostoyevsky’s imprisonment 

in Siberia for sedition that he wrote the novel. That is Russia, you might think, but what about 

Turkey’s Orhan Pamuk, or the banning of books in America? That literature continues to be 

dangerous is vital in that it challenges and changes the way we think.  

Despite nihilism, a form of anarchism, being fashionable amongst the Russian intellectuals of 

the period, Dostoevsky only touches on this. Instead, Raskolnikov’s crime and its 

psychological aftermath remain the epitome of the ‘Napoleonic complex’. At one level the 

novel is all about the psychology of crime, at another it is about people and the split between 

the ‘ordinary’ person who has to obey laws and the Napoleonic person who is exceptional, 

who can go unpunished.  And we, the readers, are punished as we discover that we are 

ordinary. In the stranglehold of the writing, unable to leave the page we feel complicit and 

immersed not just in Raskolnikov’s crime but in every wearying step he makes, every thought 

he has. When he admits his crime to Sonia he says: ‘power is given only to him who dares to 

stoop and take it … one must have the courage to dare’. The tragedy of the novel is his reprisal, 

‘I only wanted to dare’, and he, in the end, did not dare to do anything and we, the readers, 

cannot. Early in the novel he postulates: ‘I wonder, though, what people fear most. It seems 

to me that what they are afraid of most is of taking a new step or uttering a new word’.   

The real horror of the novel is not the hatchet in the head of Alyona Ivanovna but 

Raskolnikov’s thought processes circling vertiginously, never taking a ‘new step’ or uttering 

‘new words’; the real terror of the novel is our own desire to take a new step or utter a new 

word, to be exceptional, and recognising that we are not. But Dostoevsky did dare, 

Dostoevsky did utter new words. 

SH  
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Thomas Hardy, Tess of the d’Urbervilles (1891) 

There are few novels in English more powerful than Hardy’s Tess. Reading it for the first time 

is a painful pleasure, but each re-reading is more searing. Hardy insisted that ‘a novel is an 

impression, not an argument’ but the argument of this novel – Hardy’s greatest – could not be 

starker. From the subtitle (‘A Pure Woman’) and the Shakespearean epigraph (‘Poor wounded 

name! My bosom, as a bed,/Shall lodge thee’), through the titles of the novel’s successive 

phases (‘The Maiden’, ‘Maiden No More’, ‘The Woman Pays’ etc) and the words of Tess 

herself (‘Once victim, always victim: that’s the law’), to the opening sentence of the final 

paragraph (‘“Justice” was done, and the President of the Immortals (in Æschylean phrase) had 

ended his sport with Tess’), Hardy articulates a compelling moral critique of nineteenth-

century sexual attitudes. But, happily, the novel offers far more than an argument.  

One of the novel’s most impressive features is Hardy’s evocative presentation of his Wessex 

settings. The sequences at Talbothays and at Flintcomb-Ash are especially well done. Hardy 

paints a series of landscapes with figures in which he emphasises the close connexion between 

person and place. Tess, in particular, is linked with Nature: she is a natural woman – 

something which explains (at least in part) the spell she continues to cast over generations of 

readers (and not just male readers). Hardy was undoubtedly the greatest regional novelist of 

the Victorian period and Tess offers a sensitive chronicle of social change, with the advent of 

modern agricultural methods and an increase in rural depopulation. This is no rose-tinted 

nostalgic reverie: the novel explores what Hardy calls ‘the ache of modernism’. Hardy saw 

what was happening to the world around him and he pulled no punches. Like Wordsworth, 

Hardy believed that those who live out their lives simply, in close connexion with the land, 

have a truer and saner perspective on reality. His rustic characters habitually view life 

differently from those outsiders (or ‘interlopers’) who have no such close association with the 

soil, and who by virtue of their class, wealth and education have a highly artificial, 

romanticised, and ultimately false, view of the circumambient universe. ‘Tis nater, after all’, 

as Tess’s mother remarks.  

Many great novels have rough edges and are none the worse for it. There is something chilling 

about perfection of form in a work where human imperfection in all its variety is explored. 

But for a major novelist (and Hardy is major) it has to be conceded that he can be very clunky. 

This is evident in his style (glances are ‘ocular beams’). He often insists on putting his thumb 

in the scales (to use D.H. Lawrence’s metaphor), making explicit his distinctive metaphysic. 

Sometimes the narrator is all but indistinguishable from the author himself: ‘The irresistible, 

universal, automatic tendency to find sweet pleasure somewhere, which pervades all life, 

from the meanest to the highest, had at length mastered Tess’.  

Still, Tess herself, seen against a hypnotic Wessex backdrop, remains firmly etched in the 

memory. A great twentieth-century critic, Raymond Williams, once commented: ‘But the real 

Hardy country, I feel more and more, is that border country so many of us have been living 

in: between custom and education, between work and ideas, between love of place and an 

experience of change’. Tess certainly repays reading, and thinking about, in precisely those 

terms. 
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Emily Brontë, Wuthering Heights (1847) 

Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights is more complicated than it seems. On first reading we 

encounter what appears to be a passionate love story. Indeed, this is the central story of screen 

adaptations, where themes of sex, scandal and betrayal are pushed to the foreground to entice 

viewers. Yet, reading the book again, other stories emerge from the shadows. Stories of 

orphans abused, law and property transmission perverted, servants’ stories of family sagas, 

the tales told by wives with violent husbands, children’s stories of freedom and punishment, 

and the story of a community so isolated there is no one to police it. Indeed, Wuthering Heights 

depicts a world without the police. There’s no village bobby to arrest the grave-diggers, the 

cruel abusers and violent men. Neither is there much self-policing on the part of the main 

characters, and as we read this extraordinary novel we are plunged into a world where the 

normal boundaries of civilisation are missing; that is why it was clever of Emily Brontë to 

present the feeble, ‘civilised’ man, Lockwood, as the opening narrator. He has chosen to stay 

at Thrushcross Grange to regain his equilibrium after a failed love affair. One day into his 

‘holiday’, he walks to Wuthering Heights, is terrified by a child-ghost, nearly dies of exposure 

on the moors, is shocked by Heathcliff’s behaviour, and manages to misunderstand 

everything he sees and hears in this unfamiliar world. Lockwood resembles most modern 

readers: we are also plunged into a strange, unfamiliar territory with characters who rarely 

seem able to control their feelings. 

For many readers Cathy is a difficult heroine to like. She is spoilt, selfish, insensitive and 

snobbish. However, she is also a product of her upbringing. This novel demonstrates the 

freedom experienced by a young girl, able to be ‘half-savage and hardy and free’, roaming the 

moors all day with her brother-like companion, Heathcliff. This abruptly ends for Cathy when 

the rules of womanhood – or more accurately of being a lady – impose rigid restrictions on 

her. Cathy grows up to no longer be herself. She exclaims ‘I am Heathcliff’ not to express her 

love for him (after all, we usually want a lover in the form of another, different person rather 

than a replica of ourselves), but to suggest that her real self was the one which resembled 

Heathcliff, the child on the moors, ‘hardy and free’. The childhood friendship between Cathy 

and Heathcliff is, perhaps, the novel’s real love story. 

These characters haunt both Wuthering Heights the book and Wuthering Heights the place. At 

the novel’s beginning Cathy’s ghost smashes windows and hurls books out of the way. At the 

end, when both Heathcliff and Cathy are dead, a little boy won’t cross the moor because he 

sees ‘Heathcliff and a woman, yonder, under t’Nab’. Although Lockwood dismisses this as 

fanciful, he admits ‘I don’t like being out in the dark, now’. In fact, Cathy and Heathcliff are 

powerful and unforgettable phantoms; they haunt readers even now. 
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Charles Dickens, Great Expectations (1860-61) 

Like Shakespeare, Dickens has entered the popular imagination and many people who 

haven’t read his novels feel that they have a nodding acquaintance with the extraordinary 

characters he created and the worlds they inhabit. This is largely because Dickens’s fictions 

are so frequently dramatized for stage and screen. Numerous films, TV serials, musicals and 

even pantomimes have spun off from his works. Figures such as Pickwick, Fagin, the Artful 

Dodger, Little Nell, Scrooge, Micawber and Miss Havisham are, in the phrase of Shakespeare 

which Dickens borrowed for his weekly magazine, ‘household words’. But none of these 

appropriations can replace reading the novels themselves. Reading Dickens is an 

incomparably richer, deeper experience than watching any adaptation.  

David Lean’s 1946 film of Great Expectations is a classic of its kind (though it will probably 

strike today’s sophisticated viewers as rather ponderous), but Dickens’s near-perfect novel 

offers something far more profound. The reason for that is to be found in the responsible prose 

of the novel’s words – words which draw us into Dickens’s unique imaginative world. Pip 

tells us his story and, as we read, it becomes our story. Pip’s life changed the day he went to 

visit Miss Havisham for the first time. He comments: ‘That was a memorable day to me, for it 

made great changes in me. But, it is the same with any life. Imagine one selected day struck 

out of it, and think how different its course would have been. Pause you who read this, and 

think for a moment of the long chain of iron or gold, of thorns or flowers, that would never 

have bound you, but for the formation of the first link on one memorable day’.  

Our present is shaped by our past, but our sense of that past is in turn shaped by the present. 

So how confident can I be that I know who I am and how I came to be that person? These are 

big questions and perhaps, in the end, they are unanswerable, because any attempt to look at 

my life from the outside is bound to fail: I am on the inside. I am, like Hamlet, only a character 

(albeit the main character) in the drama that is my life; I am not Shakespeare (nor was meant 

to be). Pip, too, struggles to understand what is happening to him and why. For his delusions 

and false expectations he is only partly to blame. He cannot help falling in love. He can hardly 

be expected to know the identity of his mysterious benefactor, the source of his ‘great 

expectations’.  

In the tragicomic story he narrates he is the ironic anti-hero, more sinned against than sinning. 

Dickens, brilliantly, makes Pip show us these things and, in the process, he shows us ourselves 

– the self we present to others, and the self we present to ourselves. This is Dickens’s most 

psychologically complex novel, and his most realistic. It is also, for me at least, his most 

moving novel (whichever ending you choose), and an ideal book to read for anyone on the 

brink of adulthood, when the world lays spread before you … 
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James Joyce, Ulysses (1922) 

‘What’s that book about?’ I said, pointing to the thick green volume on my parents’ bookshelf, 

a design of a strung longbow curving down its spine. 

‘It’s about a man in Dublin, and all the things he does over just one day.’ 

That set me thinking.  I was nine years old and I thought my dad always took ages in the 

bathroom shaving.  Therefore, I reckoned, at least sixty pages must be devoted to when our 

Dubliner shaves himself. Actually, I’d asked about the book because of the bow.  I thought it 

might be about warriors, or archery, like the medieval historical novels I was then reading. I 

picked up Ulysses and tried to read it.  I failed.  

It took me nearly ten years to discover I’d been right.  It was about a warrior, but a very 

different warrior from the one I’d imagined: Leopold Bloom, advertising canvasser, cuckold 

and observer of life in all its strangeness.  Ulysses was the first book I read at university.  I had 

almost no idea of what had happened in it, or what had happened to me, but I realized that 

this was Literature with a capital L.  The real thing. 

Ulysses sticks around.  It’s a book you carry through life, or that carries you. It’s Joyce’s rewrite 

of The Odyssey, Homer’s epic of the difficult return home from the Trojan War of the cunning 

Greek strategist Odysseus.  It’s set on a dull Dublin day, Thursday 16th June 1904.  Ulysses 

transforms that day’s banality into magic. It recreates Dublin in scrupulous detail, yet it was 

written in self-imposed exile by an artist who found Ireland’s Catholic morality stifling.  Like 

seemingly every major modernist novel, it was the subject of an obscenity trial.   

Why did anyone think it obscene?  Admittedly, it compares the Dead Sea to a sunken cunt; 

it’s unafraid of earthy expressions.  But it’s hard to see how Joyce’s wildly experimental prose 

could be filed on the top shelf with pornography.  Our hero Leopold Bloom gets up, feeds his 

cat, defecates, sells advertising space, drinks in several pubs, farts, masturbates behind a dune 

on the beach, attends a funeral, visits a library, a maternity hospital then a brothel, rescues 

Stephen Dedalus, a precocious and penniless  young student, from said brothel, then returns 

home with Stephen to discuss the meaning of life before they part and Leopold returns to bed 

with his wife Molly, a singer who that day has been having sex with her tour manager in that 

same bed, as Bloom well knows. 

Every episode has a different style.  The brothel episode is written as a play; the hospital 

episode mutates from the earliest forms of writing to a fake futuristic newspeak; Molly’s 

episode, which ends the book, is a monologue with no punctuation. And these are just three 

examples out of eighteen, each originally named by Joyce after a section of The Odyssey. 

 

And the first thing that happens in the book?  A man walks in, holding his shaving kit. 

WS  
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George Eliot, Middlemarch (1871-72) 

Many novels end with the promise of marriage. For Eliot, marriage is no more than a 

beginning, and central to her novel are two disastrous marriages that decay into deepening 

conflict and emotional estrangement. Much of this is revealed through painful conversations 

in which each increasingly misunderstands the other. Lydgate is a bright young doctor 

ambitious to do good through bringing the latest medical expertise to rural England. He earns 

the animosity of the longstanding local doctors, but the admiration of the girl he marries. 

Unfortunately Rosamond is devoted to conspicuous consumption and instant gratification; 

like a spoilt child she feels entitled to everything she wants as soon as she wants it. She readily 

empties Lydgate’s financial reserves, and he must take quick measures to prop up his income. 

Meanwhile Dorothea has married Casaubon, an aged clergyman, with the hope of serving the 

higher cause of the masterwork he has spent years preparing to write. Slowly and reluctantly 

it becomes apparent to Dorothea that not only is Casaubon’s ambition delusional, but the man 

to whom she sacrificed herself is flint-hearted, domineering and given to corrosive jealousy. 

Both husbands end up seeing themselves as failures, but only one is determined to control his 

wife even from beyond the grave.  

Eliot is the most psychologically perceptive and morally earnest of English novelists. For her, 

we are ‘all of us born in moral stupidity, taking the world as an udder to feed our supreme 

selves’. Dorothea is an innately good and generous person, but she still needs to enter 

imaginatively into the realisation that everyone has ‘an equivalent centre of self, when the 

lights and shadows must always fall with a certain difference’. Growing into this insight 

shapes Dorothea’s moral education, and yet disrupts the conventions of the realist novel. 

‘Why always Dorothea?’ Eliot protests, as she deepens our insight into others among her rich 

panoply of characters and invites us to forgive even where our natural first instinct is to revile. 

Middlemarch is a novel that demands to be re-read, to be reacquainted with a rich tapestry of 

characters, complex and interlocking narratives, the tragic consequences of disastrous 

decisions, and yet the hope that diffusive goodness can influence others for the better. 

The Victorians adored three-volume novels – triple-deckers they called them – but 

Middlemarch was too long even for that format. If more than 800 pages in the Penguin edition 

are too forbidding to begin with, try her earlier great works, Adam Bede and The Mill on the 

Floss, or the much shorter moral fable Silas Marner. But in the end you owe it to yourself to 

make time for Middlemarch. By the time Eliot wrote it, she had long since abandoned any belief 

in the Bible as a moral guidebook; in Middlemarch the novel becomes a new kind of sacred text, 

a source of moral education for the modern world. Eliot’s psychological and moral insights 

can make you feel you might yet become a better person through reading her novels deeply. 

Like Shakespeare’s tragedies, and Wordsworth’s The Prelude, Middlemarch is not for reading 

just once; it is a book for life. 

RW  
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Must-read novelists 

 

Because our votes were cast for individual books, some authors had their support 

spread too thinly for any one of their books to feature in the top twenty novels. This 

was particularly the case for some living novelists, where sufficient time has not yet 

passed for a critical consensus to have agreed upon their most important novels. The 

following list therefore identifies twenty novelists we think you should not miss. 

 

15th =  Iain Banks 

    J.M. Coetzee 

    Alan Hollinghurst 

    Franz Kafka 

    Cormac McCarthy 

    Sarah Waters 

    Virginia Woolf 

8th =   Joseph Conrad 

    Emily Brontë 

    Henry James 

    Hilary Mantel 

    Ian McEwan 

    George Orwell 

    Leo Tolstoy 

5th =   Charlotte Brontë 

    Fyodor Dostoyevksy 

    James Joyce 

2nd =   Jane Austen 

    Charles Dickens 

1st    George Eliot 
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Dissidents’ choices  
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Marcel Proust, Remembrance of Things Past (1913-27) 

It is, of course, ridiculous to ask anyone to read Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past, or À la 

recherche du temps perdu. In the beautiful  leather-bound edition of the French ‘Bibliothèque de 

la Pléiade’ it stretches to four volumes (in small font, densely packed), 4,501 pages of text and 

2,784 pages of paratextual material (introductions, notes, appendices, variants, etc). It is one 

of those books many refer to and few have read, in good company with Joyce’s Ulysses and 

(an even better example) Finnegans Wake. And how many have read the best trilogy in the 

English language, Samuel Beckett’s Molloy, Malone Dies and The Unnamable, by one of the 

twentieth century’s greatest authors, self-confessedly inspired by Proust before he put serious 

creative pen to paper? My first experience of the novel was as a boy of eleven. My mother was 

upstairs in bed, disapproving, as I listened downstairs to Monty Python’s Flying Circus (with 

the volume as low as possible). The Pythons did a sketch of an ‘All England Summarize Proust 

Competition’ (they pronounced his name Prowst), where contestants had to give a synopsis 

of À la recherche du temps perdu in 15 seconds. Besides ‘summarizing Proust’ the first contestant 

gave his hobbies as ‘strangling animals, golf and masturbation’.  All contestants failed 

miserably and the host gave the prize to ‘the girl with the biggest tits’. Despite my boyhood 

enjoyment of the masturbation and the tits, there was something that excited me even more – 

the golf lover’s synopsis (though he didn’t get beyond  the first page) made the book sound 

so intellectual, so unlike anything I had ever read. Fast forward eight years, to a seminar with 

the most inspirational of university teachers, Professor Charles Peake, who wrote about 

everything I either already loved or would come to love – Swift, Sterne, Joyce and Beckett.  

‘Derek,’ he said, ‘drop everything and read Proust.’ Well, knowing him, I knew he was right, 

and I have spent the rest of my life, on and off of course, reading and re-reading Proust.  The 

greatest poet in the English language, Alexander Pope, famously wrote ‘True Wit is Nature to 

Advantage drest,/What oft was Thought, but ne’er so well Exprest,/Something, whose Truth 

convinc’d at Sight we find,/That gives us back the Image of our Mind’. And there we have 

Proust (and I like to think this quotation would have won the Python competition). On more 

or less every one of its audacious number of pages the novel astounds and astonishes with its 

revelation of the human condition: our behaviour, emotions, passions and intellect; our loves, 

losses, desires and despairs.  

Some, who probably have not read the novel, say that little happens in its thousands of pages. 

Actually, everything that matters to us as human beings happens. And it happens on every 

page. In Proust’s novel, we see ourselves at our highest moments of ecstasy, in our 

profoundest moments of insight, at our most loving and our most hateful. Finally, we see the 

beauty of everything – certainly the beauty of landscape, art, architecture and poetry, but also 

the beauty of ourselves, at our moments of greatest vulnerability and triumph, with all our 

weaknesses and flaws, with all our magnificent failures and shameful victories. We see 

ourselves as creatures of time and memory, bound by associations of thought and feeling that 

stretch well beyond what Joyce, considering the span of our lives, called our ‘parenthesis of 

infinitesimal brevity’. Whatever you read before you die, read this novel! 

DA  
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Beppe Fenoglio, A Private Affair (1963) 

Italy’s surrender to the Allies in September 1943 resulted in one of Europe’s bloodiest civil 
wars. On one side were the Fascist troops, who were loyal to the deposed dictator Mussolini; 
on the other were the Italian partisans, who came from a mixture of political persuasions, but 
who were united in their determination to defeat Fascism.   
 
Calvino, a former partisan, asserted that Beppe Fenoglio (1922-63) was the only author of his 
generation who succeeded in portraying the experience of the Italian Resistance ‘as it really 
was, from the inside and from the outside’.  A Private Affair tells the story of ‘Milton’ (battle 
names were used for security reasons), a student of English literature who has had to break 
off his studies because of the war. A now battle-hardened partisan, Milton believes he has left 
his old idealistic and rather dreamy self behind. However, while out on a reconnaissance 
mission, he stumbles across a house in the hills where he spent his last summer before the war 
with a girl called Fulvia.  Although Milton is aware that he is putting his own life and that of 
his partisan companions at risk (the area is swarming with Fascist troops), he cannot resist 
going into the grounds of the house because of all the memories he associates with it. This one 
act of folly sets off a tragic chain of events.   
 
A gossipy old woman who acted as housekeeper is, to Milton’s surprise, still there. From her, 
Milton learns that Fulvia may have had an affair with his best friend and fellow-partisan, 
Giorgio. Determined to discover the truth, Milton goes in search of Giorgio, only to learn that 
he has been taken prisoner by the Fascists. Milton becomes so obsessed with finding out what 
has really happened that he abandons his duties as a partisan and sets off on his own to 
capture a Fascist soldier he can use in a prisoner-exchange for Giorgio. In a highly dramatic 
series of scenes, Milton manages to ambush a sergeant returning to his barracks after a sexual 
liaison, only to be forced by circumstances into killing him later. This results in a number of 
deaths, including the shooting of two teenage boys by the Fascists in revenge.   
 
Milton never does uncover the truth, which only grows more elusive as the story progresses.  
Fulvia never appears in flesh-and-blood. She remains only as a haunting presence in Milton’s 
dreams and memories, a representation of his impossible desire to return to his former self, 
when life made sense before the trauma of civil war. Milton longs to believe that he has not 
really changed in spite of the number of people he has killed and the atrocities he has 
witnessed.  
 
A Private Affair, first published shortly after Fenoglio’s death, is both a remarkable work of 
history ‘from the inside’ and of self-examination through fictive autobiography. It raises moral 
issues about the conflict between private needs and public obligation, and about how that 
obligation should be enacted in practice. Because of Fenoglio’s use of language, it is also an 
intensely lyrical story of an absurd, yet heroic quest for a reality which will always lie beyond 
the seeker’s reach. 

 
 IS  
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Mikhail Bulgakov, The Master and Margarita (1966) 

When The Master and Margarita was first published in serial form in 1966, twenty-six years 

after it had been written, it caused a sensation in Russia, establishing Bulgakov as one of her 

best-loved writers and this novel as his masterpiece. And it is a masterpiece: a joyful, 

irreverent rejection of corruption and creative restriction, as well as a deeply moving 

meditation on the human capacity for both fear and love. This combination of elements 

ensures the enduring relevance of the novel. The repeated assertion that ‘cowardice is the most 

terrible of human vices’ is brutally honest in its recognition of the instinct for self-preservation 

in the face of fear and oppression; it held particular relevance and resonance for Russians of 

the Stalinist and Brezhnev eras, but continues to speak to all of us, everywhere. 

In one of several parallel narratives, Satan, as the character Woland, visits contemporary 

Moscow. A carnivalesque dismantling of social and moral illusions ensues. Much of the 

novel’s satire is contained in this part of the narrative, as characters are made to confront the 

greed, corruption and preoccupation with social status which shape their lives. With his 

entourage – which includes an enormous black cat named Behemoth, who walks on his hind 

legs, drinks vodka and plays chess – Woland conducts, in one memorable scene, a ‘séance of 

black magic’ at a theatre, involving an audience of fashionable Muscovites, a rain of money, a 

decapitation, a shop stocked with designer clothes (which later disappear, leaving their 

wearers naked in the street), a revelation of immorality concerning the guest of honour, an 

‘extremely indecent’ musical march, and a near-riot. Bulgakov revels in the absurd, the cruel, 

the fantastic; but, in true folkloric style, the victims bring it all upon themselves.  

This satire of corruption continues in the novel’s second parallel narrative, that of the 

censored, disillusioned writer, known only as ‘The Master’, and Margarita, the woman who 

reanimates him. This narrative is, in turn, inflected through a third: Bulgakov’s retelling of 

Christ’s Passion. The Master embodies characteristics of both Christ (Yeshua) and Pilate; he is 

both the exiled prophet and the faithless coward. To save him, Margarita resurrects the power 

of love embodied in Yeshua. Through her alliance with Woland and her demonstration of 

compassion at the brilliantly dramatized Satan’s Ball, she becomes Bulgakov’s means of 

expressing the conflicted but realistic co-existence of dark and light, anger and forgiveness, 

self-preservation and sacrifice necessary for earthly and spiritual redemption. It is here that 

Bulgakov locates the true heroism of humanity: to continue to love and endure in the face of 

suffering; to accept the shadows. As Woland comments to Matthew Levi: ‘What would the 

earth look like if shadows disappeared from it? Shadows are cast by objects and people’.  

In this way, Bulgakov’s narrative strands infuse and inform one another. Finally, the novel is 

about the importance of narratives themselves; their power to express experience through 

plurality of perspective. In The Master and Margarita stories, like humanity, will endure. As the 

devil himself tells us: ‘Manuscripts don’t burn’. 

JD & SW  
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Hunter S. Thompson, Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas (1971) 

Warning.  This is not a respectable novel.  It’s coarse, violent and reeks of  booze, ether and 

scorched rubber. No decent person with aspirations to sanity should read it.  

Still here?  Good.  Here’s the premise.  Raoul Duke, a journalist, and his attorney, Doctor 

Gonzo, drive to Las Vegas at ludicrous speed while chewing an entire blotter of LSD and 

snorting cocaine from a salt cellar. Duke has been sent to cover a motorcycle race for a 

magazine.  Gonzo comes along for the ride.  Total strangers hand them money so they can 

parade around Las Vegas, pretend to work, take industrial quantities of drugs, guzzle 

cocktails and bait the locals. 

This, as Duke comments wryly, is the American Dream in action.  Indeed, Duke and Gonzo 

merely mimic the neon-lit circus cavorting around them.  Las Vegas is Nixon’s America on 

pep pills; a greed-driven lottery with sex, booze and entertainment on tap for winners, but 

where losers die, or worse, retire to the dingy suburbs to vegetate on a diet of dead-end work 

and television. Duke and Gonzo are themselves losers; deadbeat freaks, obsolete ex-hippies 

who exist on the margins of respectable society.  Duke remembers San Francisco in the 

idealistic 1960s, when it seemed as if peace, love and dope could transform America.  But, 

Duke says, he can now see the point where the wave broke and rolled back.  The ‘grim, meat-

hook realities’ of Republican capitalism have impaled the counterculture.  The few surviving 

hippies have exiled themselves to rural communes or mutated into unwilling slaves of the 

system, like Duke himself. 

Fear and Loathing is based on Thompson’s trips to Las Vegas, but it is far from 

autobiographical.  Thompson’s cartoon-like picaresque represents the high point of his Gonzo 

style, an outrageous, hyperbolic, blatantly partisan form of journalism in which the reporter 

participates in, and usually instigates, the action, then falsifies and exaggerates it in a 

desperate amphetamine rush as the deadline approaches.  Often, the Gonzo journalist’s failure 

to get the intended report becomes the story. 

Fear and Loathing is Cervantes’s Don Quixote adapted to the era of Vietnam, LSD and television.  

Instead of riding a clapped-out horse and donkey, Duke and Gonzo, his Sancho Panza, drive 

sleek convertibles.  But they struggle through an equally ambiguous landscape, poised on the 

edge between reality and hallucination, where a hotel receptionist can turn into a poisonous 

eel and back again in the blink of an eye, where the ultimate high is adrenochrome, a mythical 

psychedelic chemical extracted from the glands of a living human being.   

It’s never clear how much of the action really happens, and how much is mere steam from the 

overheated pressure-cooker of Duke’s brain.  But this radical uncertainty makes Thompson’s 

novel the perfect allegory of the desperate, degrading quest to survive in an amoral, media-

saturated consumer society.  Thompson’s epigraph, from Samuel Johnson, encapsulates the 

dire situation: ‘He who makes a beast of himself gets rid of the pain of being a man’. 

WS  
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J. R. R. Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings (1954-55) 

Really, The Lord of the Rings is a novel only in the broadest sense – a long fictional narrative in 

prose. But even that statement misleads. How many novels contain poems and songs? There 

are seventy-four of these, some in languages which Tolkien invented – and doesn’t always 

bother to translate! How many novels include an index, maps and appendices (chronologies, 

family-trees, calendars, alphabets, rune charts)? Apart, that is, from the thousands of novels 

booksellers classify under ‘Fantasy’ – a genre which Tolkien reinvented with The Lord of the 

Rings. (C. S. Lewis said of his friend’s work that it came ‘like lightning from a clear sky’.) It’s 

easier to say what it isn’t: it isn’t an epic, or a saga, or an allegory, or science fiction, or magic 

realism, or a children’s story, or a trilogy … Tolkien’s preferred term was ‘heroic romance’, 

though that label will mean little to the millions of readers of Tolkien’s international best-

seller. (The Lord of the Rings was the most widely read book of the twentieth century after the 

Bible.) The difficulty in categorising Tolkien’s work – it breaks all the rules – partly explains 

why academics tend to dismiss it. When something can’t be neatly labelled and slotted into a 

canonical tradition it raises problems. How can one discuss it? With what other works can it 

be compared? It’s one of those works which creates the taste by which it’s enjoyed. Alexandre 

Dumas remarked that after God Shakespeare created most. But what would Dumas have 

made of Tolkien’s creation? The Lord of the Rings is a unique work of stupendous imagination, 

introducing the reader to a vast other world which, in its comprehensiveness, defies belief. 

Readers can roam Middle-earth, exploring its history (and pre-history), and its many peoples, 

cultures, societies, languages, customs, landscapes … Tolkien created an entire mythology. 

But world-building can be dull, and The Lord of the Rings most definitely isn’t that, for it offers 

an enthralling narrative, the simple quest structure masking the most complex of interlaced 

multiplots.  

It’s a great story, told brilliantly. The very human characters – ‘mortal men’, hobbits, elves, 

dwarves – are drawn in Homeric terms: we come to know them by what they say and do, 

without the psychological commentary of modernist novels. The range of moods is 

extraordinary: there are moments of terror and wonder, episodes of homely humour, and 

passages of piercing sadness. The language, at times, is Shakespearean. (‘But who knows what 

she spoke to the darkness, alone, in the bitter watches of the night, when all her life seemed 

shrinking, and the walls of her bower closing in about her, a hutch to trammel some wild thing 

in?’) Its courageous vision is ‘profoundly religious’ (Tolkien’s phrase) and deeply moral. Its 

environmental agenda is unmistakably green. And it presents a radical challenge to the 

excesses of multinational industrial capitalism. The richness and sheer detail of his vision are 

stunning.  

The one major ‘defect’, which Tolkien acknowledged, is plain: ‘the book is too short’. 1,203 

pages are indeed insufficient. Fortunately, there are the other texts in Tolkien’s legendarium: 

The Hobbit, The Silmarillion, Unfinished Tales, The Children of Húrin and the 5,400 pages of The 

History of Middle-earth, edited by Christopher Tolkien. Jackson’s films are not remotely 

adequate substitutes for reading the book. Tolkien’s work does what every great work of 

literature should do: it makes us see – ourselves, others, and the world around us – differently, 

and freshly. Above all, it offers something which our world badly needs: hope. 

CW 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


