Books  to  Read Before you Die....
The Holy Bible** (Old Testament, especially, for the history, New Testament for the spirit...)

The Bible as History (Keller)

Mere Christianity, Screwtape Letters (Lewis...a rational, devoted approached to Christianity)

Illiad, Odyssey (Homer)

The Republic, The Trial of Socrates (Plato)

Lives, Age of Alexander*, anything...(Plutarch)

The Trojan Women* (Euripides)

Oedipus Trilogy (Sophocles)

The Peloponnesian Wars (Thucydides)

The Art of War* (Sun Tzu)

Annals (Tacitus)

Meditations of Marcus Aurelius 

Antiquities of the Jews, The Life of Herod (Josephus)

Anything by Michael Grant on Greece or Rome

Confessions (St. Augustine)

Summa Theologica (Thomas Aquinas…the Scholastic)

A Distant Mirror (Barbara Tuchman or anything by Barbara Tuchman on anything....)

Anything by Frances and Joseph Gies on the Middle Ages

A World Lit only by Fire  (William Manchester)

The Renaissance (Jacob Burkhardt)

Lives of the Artists (Vasari)

Brunelleschi’s Dome (Ross King) building of the cupola of the Santa Maria del Fiori

The Prince (Niccolo Machiavelli)

The Praise of Folly (Desiderus Erasmus)

Utopia (Thomas More)

Anything on Elizabethan England by Antonia Fraser..in fact, anything else by her (she writes fiction as well)

Ninety-Five Theses (Martin Luther)

Principia Mathematica (Isaac Newton)

Conquest of New Spain (Bernal Castillo…firsthand account)

Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God (Jonathan Edwards) early American sermon vs. “lukewarm” religion

Common Sense (Thomas Paine)

Candide* (Voltaire)

Citizen, The History of England (all 3 volumes), An Embarrassment of Riches (Simon Schama)

Social Contract, Emile (Jean Jacques Rousseau…though we differ on many things…)

The Declaration of Independence, The United States Constitution*

Novus Ordo Seclorum (Forrest McDonald)

Albion’s Seed* (David Hackett Fischer) transfer of institutions to colonial America...fantastic study!!!

The American Way of War (Russell Weigley)

Letters* (Thomas Jefferson)

Wealth of Nations (Adam Smith)

On Liberty (John Stuart Mill)

On War* (Carl von Clausewitz)

Journals of Lewis and Clark 

Walden, Civil Disobedience (Henry David Thoreau)

Rerum Novarum (Pope Leo XIII)

The Encyclopedia of Music (Max Wade-Matthews and Wendy Thompson)

Democracy in America* (Alexis de Tocqueville) “America is great because she is good; when she ceases to be good, she will no longer be great.” This is one Frenchman’s opinion I value...

Bury my Heart at Wounded Knee (Dee Brown)

The Civil War (Shelby Foote) Poetic in his writing...
Mary Chestnut’s Civil War  ...a woman’s view of war

Classic Slave Narratives (Louis Gates, Jr.)

The Slave Community (John Blassingame) the standard on the subject

Origin of the Species (Charles Darwin) book that began the modern evolutionary theory 

Thus Spake Zarathustra (Friedrich Nietzsche) “obermann,” the “will,” ...if you only read one by him, read 






  this...now you know where Hitler got it...

Communist Manifesto (Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels) handbook of modern Communism

Nicholas and Alexandra (Robert K. Massie) rise and fall of Nicholas II and his love, Alexandra

Ten Days that Shook the World (John Reed) insider’s view of the Bolshevik Revolution

Guns of August (Barbara Tuchman...in fact, again, anything by her..) coming of World War I

All Quiet on the Western Front (Erich Maria Remarque)

All of the “Trench Poets”...Wilfred Owen, Sigfried Sassoon*, Rupert Brooke

Testament of Youth (Vera Brittain) the lost generation

On the Interpretation of Dreams (Signmund Freud)

Darkness at Noon (Koestler) the “real” inside the Communist Party

Mein Kampf (Adolf Hitler)

Night (Elie Wiesel)

Transcripts of the Nuremberg Trials*

Hitler: Hubris, Nemesis (Ian Kershaw) as good as Alan Bullock’s works which are considered standards

Anything by John Keegan on any war

Anything by Victor Davis Hanson on war or anything else….

One Summer, 1927 (great view of events in America that summer and their surprising relationship)

Makers of Modern Strategy (Paret) textbook of military strategists that influenced modern warfare

Gulag Archipelago (Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn) banishment to Siberia, from an insider’s view

The Cold War (John Lewis Gaddis…great overview of those times)
Manchurian Candidate (Greil Marcus) brainwashing during the Korean War
Silent Spring (Rachel Carson) warning against poisoning the earth with chemicals

Vietnam (Stanley Karnow) standard, the best

Anything by William Manchester, Erik Larson  (plain good reads…)
Future Shock, War and Antiwar (Alvin Toffler) modern classics on how we deal with the future

Fail Safe (Eugene Burdick) when strategic nuclear bombing goes very wrong...

The Right Stuff (Tom Wolfe) how Mercury astronauts were chosen and the sound barrier broken

Boca’s Brain, Dragons of Eden (Carl Sagan) development of intelligent life

A Brief History of Time (Steven Hawking) the story of the universe, scientific view, some say Hawkings outdid 
Einstein...

Anything by Mortimer J. Adler on anything...but particularly on “how to think” (This man takes no prisoners and does not suffer fools lightly...)

Will and Ariel Durant on Civilization (classic, non-“Revisionist” history….)

***************
Decameron (Boccaccio)

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight
Le Morte d’Arthur (Sir Thomas Mallory)

The Inferno* (Dante) “all ye who enter here abandan hope..”

Hamlet, Othello, Macbeth, Romeo and Juliet (William Shakespeare) ...of course, I love Henry V *

Don Quixote (Miguel de Cervantes) tilting at windmills...

Jonathan Swift (Gulliver’s Travels) scathing satire by the master

Pride and Prejudice* (Jane Austin) 

Jane Eyre (Charlotte Bronte)

David Copperfield (Charles Dickens) or Great Expectations, Tale of Two Cities, or anything by Dicken’s 

whose 
political influence rivaled his literary influence

A Doll’s House (Henrik Ibsen)  

Washington Square* (Henry James) plain girl courted, father intervenes with tragic results

The Magic Mountain (Thomas Mann) metaphor for the death of Western Civilization

Heart of Darkness (Joseph Conrad) imperialism...

Passage to India (E.M. Forster) racial tension in “English” India

Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (James Joyce)

Murder in the Cathedral (T. S. Eliot) Beckett’s death...

Long Day’s Journey into the Night (Eugene O’Neill) brings new meaning to dysfunctional family..

1984, Animal Farm (George Orwell)

Ship of Fools (Katherine Anne Porter) doomed passengers aboard ship to Nazi Germany

All the King’s Men* (Robert Penn Warren) based on Huey Long’s political life...excellent...chilling

Death of a Salesman, The Crucible (Arthur Miller) another sad life, not fact-based but good...

On the Importance of Being Earnest (Oscar Wilde) rapier satire on turn of the century society

Our Town (Thornton Wilder) family bonds unbroken by death

Herzog* (Saul Bellow) psychological survival post-WWII , intensely private..I loved this in high school..

William Faulkner  trilogy

The Age of Innocence (Edith Wharton) turn of the century society

Invinsible Man (Ralph Ellison)

Sister Carrie (Theodore Drieser)

A Member of the Wedding* (Carson McCullars) a young girl’s attempt to belong...

To Kill a Mockingbird* (Harper Lee) classic story of the Depression era south...still makes me cry...

Sherlock Holmes (Sir Arthur Conan Doyle)

Anything by Agatha Christie* She is the mistress of mystery...my favorite relaxation reading

Anything by Edgar Allen Poe or F. Scott Fitzgerald

Anything by David McCullough on American History (captures the “soul” of the country…)
Cry, the Beloved Country (Alan Paton) race relations on a personal level in post WWII South Africa

Crime and Punishment, Brothers Karamozov* (Fyodor Dostoevsky) classic,dark...subject of my senior paper

Of Human Bondage (Somerset Maugham)

Grapes of Wrath, East of Eden* (John Steinbeck) Eden: the difference between “thou mayest” and “you will”

Pentimento*, The Children’s Hour (Lillian Hellman) story of best friend in WWII, shocking tale of how rumors ruin lives...she’s great!

The Jungle (Upton Sinclair)

The Name of the Rose (Umberto Eco) great historical fiction!!!

Eat the Rich (P.J. O’Rourke…hilarious defense of capitalism)

Sophie’s World (Jostein Gaarder…philosophy embedded in a story…AP Euro sentimental favorite…)

Plato and a Platypus Walk into a Bar (Thomas Cathcart…hilarious look at philosophy..)

To my students:  I am quitting because I am exhausted….and frustrated. You are going to read this list and know that I have left out entire historical, literary eras, poetry (except for the War Poems of WWI), classics, the list goes on...and it is good that you should notice my failure to produce a truly definitive list.  That means you are becoming literate and appreciate that there is a world of worthy works left to be read. My suggestion to you is simply to continue to read those primary sources, the great works that changed the world, the literary classics (there IS a reason why they are called classics...), and almost anything else that peaks your interest. Be discerning, but curious....critical, but open, and, by all means, call me if you ever want to talk books....

PS: The ones with stars aren’t necessarily the best but had particular meaning in my life..now I’m struggling with which ones I should mark...actually, virtually every book on the list was worthy of my time...and, by the way (I can’t stop myself) listen to good music, view good art, visit historical places, meet interesting people....

Happy reading!

Karen H. Reeves

