
  
 
Dear Year 13 English Literature students, 
 
Seeing as you will be stuck at home for the foreseeable future, I thought the best present I could give you 
at this time before you can go on to university or work would be a reading list. In that spirit, here are some 
suggestions for books that I think you would enjoy (and perhaps even benefit from) in the next few 
months: 
 
Long books: 
 
A History of Western Philosophy by Bertrand Russell 
 
This is a really useful summary of major trends in philosophical thought over the past two and a half 
thousand years. It can’t help but be helpful in giving you a perspective into many of the ideas behind 
society and history. 
 
Don Quixote by Miguel de Cervantes 
 
This is an old novel (Cervantes was a contemporary of Shakespeare) but it is still very fresh and funny and 
clever. It is written in Spanish so most of you will need a good translation. It is worth paying for a modern 
translation if you can get a physical delivery or an e-book. The 1950s Penguin translation by J.M. Cohen is 
an especially excellent read. 
 
The Varieties of Religious Experience by William James 
 
This is an odd book taken from a series of lectures by William James (brother of the novelist Henry James) 
about the common strands in religious thought across a range of faiths. It quite usefully highlights the 
similar trends in experience across time, space, and doctrine. I hope you enjoy it. 
 
The Corrections by Jonathan Franzen  
 
A very readable and lengthy American family saga from the late twentieth century.  If you want something 
similar in scope but more British you could try White Teeth by Zadie Smith. 
 
There are also any number of chunky Victorian novels you could use this time to get through. However, 
Victorian novels vary widely in quality. Some of the very best are listed below. All of these are available for 
free online. However, you may find a printed copy is a little more friendly and approachable. 
 
Bleak House by Charles Dickens. 
 
Not as bleak as the title would suggest. Contains at least one example of spontaneous human combustion. 
 
Great Expectations by Charles Dickens 
 
Most people only know this for the early chapters with Magwitch and Miss Havisham. Why not show off 
about having read the entire thing?  
 
  



  
 
Wuthering Heights by Emily Bronte. 
 
A very odd book with implausibly passionate relationships, knife-throwing, puppies and horrible children. 
Definitely worth reading. If you find yourself unable to cope with the servant who has a very strong 
Yorkshire accent, just ignore him. 
 
The Woman in White and The Moonstone by Wilkie Collins. 
 
Both of these are thrillers – one about a jewel theft and the other about abductions and mysterious 
experiences. Both are great 
 
Vanity Fair by William Makepeace Thackeray 
 
A sweeping comic epic through Regency England and the Napoleonic Wars. This is subtitled ‘A Novel 
Without a Hero’ and all the characters are loathsome, idiotic, or both. I think you will like it. 
 
Middlemarch by  George Eliot 
 
With the exception of unreadable 18th century nonsense by Sir Samuel Richardson, this is one of the 
longest novels in the English language. Originally published in eight volumes in 1872, it charts the 
interlocked lives of characters in the small Midlands town of the title. If you really want to show off about 
your wider reading, this would be the way to do it. 
 
The Divine Comedy by Dante Alighieri 
 
A journey in verse through Hell (The Inferno), Purgatory (Purgatorio) and Heaven (Paradiso). Even I 
stopped after reading the first two parts. If you can get through all three I’ll be impressed.  
 
As it is written in Medieval Tuscan you will need a recent translation. There are plenty available. 
 
Shorter reads  
 
Anything by Kurt Vonnegut – Cat’s Cradle and Slaughterhouse Five would be the best places to start. 
 
Pies and Prejudice by Stuart Maconie  
 
If you are heading to university anywhere North of Birmingham, this recent study of Northern life is 
essential reading. It is also very funny. Even if you’re staying in the south you should probably read it 
anyway. 
 
The Handmaid’s Tale by Margaret Attwood. 
 
One of the most widely read books of the twenty-first century – especially after the recent hit TV series. 
You’ll be better placed to have opinions about it if you know the original. 
 
Good luck with everything and enjoy your summer, year 13. Let me know if you actually do read and enjoy 
any of these. 


