
Beyond Oprah's Picks: Books for Book Clubs 

What makes a book a good selection for a book club? What should I look for if I like Oprah’s Picks and want something like that? Here are 
some criteria you can use: 

 Depth and complexity of characters and their relationships and interactions 

 Thought-provoking issues and themes 

 Moral dilemmas and/or controversy and/or crisis 

 Excellent writing 

 Distinctive style 

 Excellent story, well told—a story that draws the readers in 

 Has "staying power"; headed for "classic" status; have words of wisdom to enlighten us 

 Evokes empathy from the reader—the reader and the characters form a bond 

 Vivid sense of time and place 

 Dares to be different—these may often be grim, but often provoke the best discussions 

 

Pearl Abraham. The Romance Reader. 1995. 

 

One of Rachel Benjamin’s most prized possessions is her illicit library card, used to borrow the romance novels and 

other forbidden English books that she sneaks into her ultraconservative Hasidic household. Whether it is sheer 

stockings, bathing suits or her beloved novels, she dreams of freedom even as her arranged marriage approaches. 

  

 

Margaret Atwood. Alias Grace. 1996. 

 

Based on a true story about a sixteen-year-old Canadian maid accused of a double murder in 1843, Atwood brings to 

life a haunting tale about prison and asylum life. Grace Marks, the accused, has no memory of the crime for which she is 

accused. Poor and illiterate, she finds herself imprisoned for fifteen years until, at last, an American doctor "of the mind" 

comes to her aid and seeks a pardon for her. In what can only be described as a mesmerizing style, Atwood delves into 

the psyche of a woman who was either innocent or very clever. 

  

 

Chris Bohjalian. The Law of Similars. 1999. 

 

The Law of Similars is the story of a lonesome man, a lawyer, who lets his emotions overcome his trust in the system to 

which he belongs and his sense of propriety. Bohjalian, in his usual way, takes characters in unusual situations and 

makes their stories engrossing and somehow real. 

  

 

Michael Cunningham. The Hours. 1998. 

 

Three women from different time struggle with the same feelings of depression over past decisions and wasted youth. 

This novel moves from Virginia Woolf creating her character of Mrs. Dalloway to post-World War II Laura Brown trying 

to cope with her cookie cutter existence to contemporary book editor Clarissa Vaughan planning a dinner party for her 

one-time lover and best friend, AIDS-stricken poet, Richard. The book encompasses only a single day and at the 

conclusion, all three women’s lives converge in an unexpected and tragic way. 



  

 

Gail Godwin. Evensong. 1999. 

 

In a small town in the North Carolina mountains, a fire-and-brimstone evangelist stirs up millennial fears, challenging 

the faith and ministry of Episcopal priest Margaret Bonner. In addition, Margaret’s husband Adrian doubts his abilities 

both as a school headmaster and as a husband. This beautifully written novel embraces a worldly but genuine sense of 

goodness, and the young minister herself is a thoroughly engaging narrator whose domestic and spiritual struggles are 

convincingly and compassionately portrayed. 

 

On the eve of the millennium, Pastor Margaret Bonner finds herself doing a balancing act with her parish’s needs, a 

struggling marriage, and three strangers who rock the core of her beliefs. Faith, hope and love in all of its complexity 

are examined by delving into the gray areas of each character’s soul. [Sequel to Father Melancoly's Daughter] 

  

 

Alice Hoffman. Here on Earth. 1997. 

 

March Murray, now married, returns with her daughter to her small hometown after twenty years. It’s not long before 

Hollis, the boy (now a man) she once loved, weaves his spell over her once again, and against all advice that Hollis is 

trouble, March becomes consumed by his obsession. 

  

 

Alice Hoffman. Practical Magic. 1995. 

 

Quirky and eccentric, yet complex and totally believable characters people this story of the dangers of love—how love 

can be a bewitchment and a curse. The reader is drawn, with humor and vivid storytelling, into a world where the 

supernatural is just under the surface—sometimes quite literally! 

  

 

John Irving. A Prayer for Owen Meany. 1989. 

 

Diminutive Owen Meany spends his life in a small town in New Hampshire believing he is "G-D’s instrument," a special 

person assigned a role he cannot change or avoid. Owen’s consciousness of his special status puts him in situations that 

are funny, poignant, occasionally even tragic. Adept at manipulating people, Owen is able to keep his best friend out of 

the Vietnam War, but he is also unintentionally responsible for the death of his friend’s mother. This novel by John 

Irving is bizarre, irreverent, and controversial. 

  

 

John Irving. A Widow for One Year. 1998. 

 

Set against the backdrop of a writer’s world, this satirical novel chronicles a young woman’s live as she deals with a 

difficult father and learns to come to terms with the disappearance of her mother, who left her when she was very 

young. 



  

 

Barbara Kingsolver. Animal Dreams. 1990. 

 

Codi returns to her hometown in southwest Arizona, where she and her sister, Hallie, were raised by their reticent 

father, Doc Homer, who suffers from Alzheimer’s. Hallie is kidnapped while living in Nicaragua fighting for social justice 

and Codi confronts her past while dealing with her father’s deterioration and her sister’s disappearance. Through 

flashbacks, dreams and Native American lore, Codi comes to the understanding of life commitments while rekindling a 

teenage love that was brief but left permanent scars. 

  

 

Barbara Kingsolver. The Poisonwood Bible. 1998. 

 

In 1959, the Belgian Congo was poised on the brink of independence and the turbulent times that resulted. Nathan 

Price, a fierce, evangelical minister drags his reluctant wife and four daughters to this land, hoping to lead the natives to 

Christianity. But Africa leaves its mark on all of them and changes their lives forever. 

  

 

Robin McKinley. Rose Daughter. 1997. 

 

Beauty has recurrent dreams of a long, dark corridor with a wicked monster waiting at the end. When she is summoned 

to the Beast’s palace, her dream becomes a harsh reality. Overcoming her fear, she finds comfort in restoring his rose 

garden. Beauty can save the roses, but can she save the Beast? 

  

 

Sue Miller. While I Was Gone. 1999. 

 

Middle-aged Massachusetts veterinarian has a secure marriage to the local pastor and loving relationships with her three 

children. An encounter with a patient jolts Jo Becker into remembering the woman she was thirty years ago in a 

commune in Cambridge and how that year abruptly ended with the still unsolved murder of her roommate Felicia. Jo’s 

meetings with the former housemate and new neighbor Eli Mayhew cause her to dabble with the idea of infidelity, and 

this introduces the element of crime and punishment. 

  

 

Steve Millhauser. Martin Dressler: The Tale of an American Dreamer. 1996. 

 

Set in New York City at the turn of the century, this is a tale about an ambitious, imaginative young entrepreneur who 

builds a series of unique hotels. His masterpiece is the Grand Cosmo—a gigantic undertaking with 23 stories below 

ground and 30 above. Within this hotel, one finds a cave, a lake complete with a real beach, a forest, a Moorish Bazaar, 

a park with artificial moonlight, a haunted grotto, a New England village, etc. From the nostalgic to the erotic, Dressler 

strives to create an artificial environment that renders the outside world unnecessary. Immersed totally in his work, 

Dressler loses perspective in his private life. What seems ideal on the surface, begins to crumble from within. 

  



 

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

 

This is the story of John Wade and his wife, Kathleen, who disappears from their cottage in northern Minnesota. John, a 

politician, has just suffered a devastating defeat because of a secret he has buried since the Vietnam War. A secret he 

had kept from everyone, including his wife and even himself. Now Kathleen is missing, and John, with his evil deeds 

unleashed, must face the horrific consequences. 

  

 

Hikaru Okuizumi. The Stones Cry Out. 1999. 

 

Haunted by the words of a dying soldier, and his memories as a prisoner of war, Manase, a former World War II 

Japanese soldier, obsessively collects all manner of stones and rocks. His obsession leads to the destruction of his family 

as death and depression invade their lives. But Manase learns through the stones he collects, how life can be found in 

lifeless stone, and how there can be peace where there once was none. 

  

 

Elizabeth Strout. Amy and Isabelle. 1999. 

 

A mother and daughter discover each other’s secrets and learn to deal with each other in this coming of age novel set 

during a long, hot summer in a small New England town. Amy’s secret—she’s having an affair with her math teacher. 

Isabelle’s secret—Amy is illegitimate. When Isabelle is made aware of Amy’s illicit relationship, she retaliates in a fit of 

rage and cuts off her daughter’s hair. Surrounded by quirky co-workers, Strout completes the picture of the stifling life 

in small town America. A wonderful debut novel reminiscent of Anne Tyler. 

  

 

Clifton L. Taulbert. When We Were Colored. 1995. 

 

When We Were Colored is a biographical collection of author Taulbert’s most prevalent memories, good and not so 

good, about growing up in the small segregated Colored community of Glen Allan, Mississippi. The characters and 

events are realistically. Lovingly and admiringly portrayed, as the young boy Clif realizes the effects of the close-knit 

community upon his development, and the adult author credits that community sense of belonging for his successes in 

life. The sequel to this book, Last Train North, was nominated for a Pulitzer Prize. 

  

 

Donna Tortt. Secret History. 1992. 

 

When Richard Papen leaves California for a small, New England college, he falls in with a group of wealthy, eccentric 

classics students under the tutelage of Professor Julian Morrow. Morrow, a brilliant scholar, isolates his students from 

the rest of the school. Strange rumors, whispers of witchcraft, and bacchanalian rites surround the group; and Richard, 

once accepted, finds himself an accomplice to murder. 

  

 


