
Notable Books 

The American Library Association has been choosing books considered to be "notable"; since 1944. "The goal of the Notable Books Council 
has been to make available to the nation's readers a list of 25 very good, very readable, and at times very important fiction, nonfiction and 
poetry books...." The ALA adheres to the following criteria and more when selecting books to be included on the list: 

"A book may be selected as notable for at least one, and preferably more than one, of the following reasons: it possesses exceptional literary 

merit; it expands the horizons of human knowledge; it makes a specialized body of knowledge accessible to the non-specialist; it promises to 

contribute significantly to the solution of a contemporary problem. 

 

Each book will be considered in relation to the general adult reader. Books of limited interest and books requiring highly specialized 

knowledge for their use will not be eligible. Books will not be excluded on the basis of their unsuitability for younger readers. The books 

selected will be limited to titles published in the United States, but may include translations from other languages and/or editions previously 

published in a foreign country." 

 

Many very famous books were chosen for this list over the years including Undaunted Courage: Merriwether Lewis, Thomas Jefferson and the 

Opening of the American West by Stephen Ambrose, A Lesson Before Dying by Ernest Gaines,Cold Mountain by Charles Frazier, The Perfect 

Storm: A True Story of Men Against the Sea by Sebastian Junger, and The Color of Water: A Black Man's Tribute to His White Mother by 

James McBride. 

 

Michael Chabon. The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier and Clay. 2000. 

 

Before America's entry into World War II, Joseph Kavalier escapes Prague and joins his cousin Sam Clay in Brooklyn. 

The young team start a comic book featuring a hero called the Escapist, and Joe uses this as an outlet for his feelings 

about the oncoming war and his anxiety of the fate of his family members left in Prague. His only other distraction is an 

artist named Rosa, but since the world is heading towards tragedy the three of them will have to make difficult decisions 

about loyalties and how they want to live. 

  

 

Margaret Drabble. The Red Queen: a Transcultural Tragicomedy. 2004. 

 

Memoirs of an 18th Century Korean Crown Princess were mysteriously received by Barbara Halliwell, on her way to a 

conference in Korea. The book's "Ancient Times" chapters were rich in detail of the court life of the Princess and her 

mad husband. The "Modern Times" is the story of Halliwell and how eerily it mirrors the dead Korean Princess. 

  

 

Edward P. Jones. The Known World. 2004. 

 

The crisis that precipitates the events of this Pulitzer Prize-winning novel is the death of a slave plantation owner in the 

years before the Civil War, and the upheaval that this creates in the lives of his property - the slaves - and his family. 

The interesting thing is that Henry Townsend, the property owner, was once a slave himself. This is a book that cannot 

be read in one or two sessions, as it is so dense and complex. There is a large cast of characters and the minutiae of the 

life they lead is woven in fascinating detail into the story. The characters, their relationships and motivations, are so 

convincing and compelling that the reader becomes emotionally involved in their fates. The time-line of the plot moves 

from the present with Henry's death, to the past, a past that made it possible for a former slave to become a slave-

owner, and to the future, where the fate of other characters is revealed. It is this prefiguring, together with the simple, 

measured, factual narrative, that at times gives the book an almost Biblical character. The book delivers a decided 

indictment of a society that depended on slavery, without being heavy-handed. Subtly revealing through their actions 

the motives of the characters, the author inexorably builds up a picture of the ramifications of the institution of slavery 

through every part of society. 

  



 

Tracy Kidder. Mountains Beyond Mountains. 2004. 

 

Tracy Kidder has eloquently reported on a modern day hero (saint?) in this "must share" story. The subject, Paul 

Farmer, is a doctor whose life's calling is to diagnose and cure infectious diseases and bring life saving medicine to 

those who need it most, beginning in Haiti. 

  

 

Jhumpa Lahiri. The Namesake. 2003. 

 

Having moved to Cambridge, Massachusetts from Calcutta, India, with his parents and sister, Gogol Ganguli embarks 

upon a journey of assimilation into the American way of life. At the same time, he experiences conflict between two 

cultures and two generations. 

  

 

Tim O'Brien. In the Lake of the Woods. 1994. 

 

This is the story of John Wade and his wife, Kathleen. John, a politician has just suffered a devastating election defeat 

because of a terrible secret that has been uncovered concerning his time in Vietnam. A secret he has kept from 

everyone, including his wife. John and Kathleen have retreated to their cottage in northern Minnesota and that is where 

Kathleen disappears. Now John, with his evil deeds unleashed must face the horrific consequences. Along with tension 

and suspense, O'Brien's distinctive style will keep the reader turning the pages. Chapters of straightforward narrative 

alternate with chapters of police evidence, interviews, and hypothesis -- what might have happened to Kathleen Wade? 

The story depicts a character in moral crisis and the ending is ambiguous, leaving the reader to ponder possible 

conclusions. 

  

 

Arundhati Roy. The God of Small Things. 1997. 

 

Estha and Rahel are non-identical twins whose Syrian Christian mother has scandalously divorced their Hindi father. 

They live in a children's world of wordplay, fantasy, and their mother's love, until a visit from an English cousin sets in 

motion a tragic chain of events. Roy treats the reader to lush description, metaphors both humorous and lyrical, the 

poetic repetition of key phrases, and insights sometimes gorgeous, sometimes devastating. She arranges the events of 

her tale not chronologically, but in a manner that results in maximum emotional effect. Themes explored include caste 

prejudice, the rewards and treacheries of love, and the struggle to escape destiny. This is a challenging but extremely 

rewarding book. (Winner of the Booker Prize, 1997) 

  

 

Richard Russo. Empire Falls. 2001. 

 

Empire Falls is a dying New England town. The logging and textile mills once controlled by the Whiting family have long 

been closed. Francine Whiting, now matriarch of the family, controls what is left of the town from real estate to the 

police and even the story's main character, middle-aged Miles Robey. Miles is a "good guy", stuck for years running the 

Empire Grill owned by Mrs. Whiting. Giving up college when his mother fell ill, Miles came back to the town in his youth 

and never left. A wife and child and a Whiting promise of his eventual ownership of the Grill held him fast. Now he's 

divorced and determined his own teenage daughter will "get out" which ironically was his own mother's fervent wish for 

him. Miles and his daughter are the heart of this sweeping novel and together with a rich cast of characters provide the 

story's momentum. Flashbacks to the past peel away the secrets and lies that have surrounded Mile's family and the 

Whiting clan for several generations. (Pulitzer Prize Winner 2001) 

  



 

Edward O. Wilson. The Future of Life. 2002. 

 

This is an impassioned plea for quick and decisive action to save Earth's biological heritage and a plan to achieve that 

rescue. Due to human activity almost half the species of the planet could be gone in only a few years. Wilson describes 

what treasures we are about to lose from the natural world, treasures that will soon be lost forever. In many cases 

these are animals, plants, and insects we've just discovered with the potential to nourish us, protect us, and cure our 

illnesses. He debunks the myth that environmental policy is antithetical to economic growth by illustrating how new 

methods of conservation can ensure long-term economic well-being. 

 


