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Anne’s List -- Kid-Lit Fantasy Books Every Adult Should Read:
(Note to readers:  There are so many wonderful books that could be included on this list!  In the interests of space and time, I’ve restricted it to my own personal favorites.  These are the books I’ve most enjoyed reading, or re-reading, as an adult devotee of children’s fantasy literature.  My own children would quibble with my selections, but then they’re still at that happy age when the best book they’ve ever read is the one they just picked up.) 

Lloyd Alexander -- The Prydain Chronicles (The Book of Three, The Black Cauldron, The Castle of Llyr, Taran Wanderer, The High King.)   

Taran is an assistant pig-keeper at Caer Dalben in the mythical land of Prydain.  Like every young hero, he longs to leave home.  When dark events force him out unexpectedly, his life is saved by a sharp-tongued, strong-willed princess named Eilonwy, a wandering bard, and a humorously feral creature named Gurgi.  Together, they set out to save their kingdom.  This classic story of good versus evil is one of the finest fantasy series ever written for young readers.  Based in part on the Mabinogion, the Welsh treasury of mythology, the stories are steeped in Celtic elements – Horned King, un-dead warriors, evil queens, wise wizards, funny dwarves.  Alexander’s humor and brilliant characterization have made this series a classic for the ages. 

Holly Black – Valiant, a Modern Tale of Faerie and Tithe, a Modern Faerie Tale.   

Holly Black writes contemporary punk faerie fiction.   There’s nothing remotely twinkly about the fey in her stories.   These are dark tales of troubled teens from dysfunctional families whose lives become a lot more complicated when they stumble on the faerie underworld.  In Tithe, a high school dropout finds herself embroiled--as a human sacrifice--in a battle between Faerieland's Seelie and more malevolent Unseelie courts.   In Valiant, a teenage runaway falls in with a group of homeless teens living in an empty NYC subway tunnel, where they make a living selling and shooting up a faerie street drug called “Never”.   These are great examples of how modern fantasy writers are mixing fairy tales, urban fiction and fantasy.

Susan Cooper – The Dark is Rising and The Grey King.

These are my two favorites in Cooper’s fabulous Dark is Rising sequence – a series that many contemporary writers credit as the books that made them fall in love with reading.  My father, sister and I re-read The Dark is Rising every Christmas season, and the right kind of silent snowy morning still makes me think of 11-year old Will, who wakes up on his birthday to an epic snowfall and the discovery that he is more than just a little boy.  He is the Sign-Seeker, last of the immortal Old Ones, destined to battle the powers of evil and to ensure the return of the light.   Unforgettable.

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni – The Conch Bearer and The Mirror of Fire and Dreaming.
I discovered these last year and fell in love with them.  Banerjee, who’s written some wonderful adult novels (The Mistress of Spices and Queen of Dreams) began this children’s series  to introduce Western children to the riches of Hindu mythology and to the flavor and landscape of the India that she grew up with.  In the first book, 12-year old Anand meets a mysterious old man in a Calcutta market and joins him on a dangerous journey to return a magical conch shell to its spiritual home in the Himalayan mountains.   Anand is a bit like an Indian Harry Potter, except that Anand attains his magical “powers of the mind” through spiritual development. 

Nancy Farmer – The Sea of Trolls
I can’t think of a better way to dive into the world of Viking myths and Saxon legends.  Young Jack is apprenticed to the Bard of his medieval village, when Viking raiders destroy his home and family; he and his little sister Lucy are kidnapped, taken to the court of King Ivar the Boneless and his evil half-troll Queen, and forced to undertake a dangerous quest across the Sea of Trolls.  The plot is exciting, but it’s the sheer poetry of some of the writing that makes this a rewarding book for adults as well as children.  Jack’s spiritual education, as he discovers the “Life Force” that exists in all things in nature, includes some exceptionally beautiful passages about the mystery at the heart of life.

Ursula Le Guin – The Earthsea Quartet (A Wizard of Earthsea; The Tombs of Atuan; The Farthest Shore; Tehanu).   

Long before Harry Potter went to Hogwarts, a lonely boy named Ged arrived at the School for Wizards on Roke Island, and eventually became the greatest Sorcerer in all Earthsea.  Le Guin’s  conception of magic as the power of language is breathtaking.  As an apprentice, Ged learns that in the process of naming the world around us, we create the world.  As a young sorcerer at large in the world, he discovers what happens when we name something evil into being.  Ged’s  pursuit of and struggle with his own shadow transforms the traditional hero’s quest into a journey into the dark interior of the psyche.  I loved these books when I read them as a teenager; I re-read them lately, and they’re even better than I’d remembered.  

Tamora Pierce – Trickster’s Choice; Trickster’s Queen; the Kel series (First Test; Page; Squire; Lady Knight).  

I wish these had been around when I was a preteen.  Girl-power warrior stories – well-drawn characters and plenty of satisfying combat in the Kel series.  In the Trickster books, 16-year old Ali becomes the master-spy for a slave rebellion that brings down the racist rulers of a neighboring kingdom.  The books have their flaws, but are very satisfying, especially if you’re a girl who’s sick and tired of the boys always getting the swords and wands.

Elizabeth Marie Pope – The Perilous Gard.
I don’t know why no one ever reads this anymore; it won a Newberry Honor Award in 1975 and was written by a scholar of Elizabethan history.  The year is 1558 and Kate Sutton, lady-in-waiting to Princess Elizabeth, is banished to remote Elvenwood Hall, the Perilous Gard.  Too curious for her own good, Kate investigates some mysterious local happenings and finds herself imprisoned in an underground labyrinth peopled by the last practitioners of druidic magic.  Great combination of history, fantasy, and some light romance.

Philip Pullman – His Dark Materials Trilogy (The Golden Compass; The Subtle Knife; The Amber Spyglass).  

These are the books that made the literary establishment sit up and take notice of the renaissance in children’s fantasy fiction.  They won adult literary prizes and were reviewed as serious fiction in the New York Review of Books.   I’m still not sure whether the books are that well suited for children, but all the adult readers I know have loved them.  Based in part on Milton’s Paradise Lost, the books are set in an alternative world ruled by a powerfully repressive Church.  Quantum physics, multiverses, dark matter and 19th century-style polar expeditions jostle for attention in a story about a girl named Lyra, a boy named Will, and the cruel forces set against them.  The characters I like most in these books are the daemons – the inseparable life companions of every human being, which take the shape of animals with human speech.  I have to confess, I don’t actually love these books (there’s something a little cold about them) but they’re the books I most often recommend to adults who don’t think kid’s fantasy is literature.

Rick Riordan – The Lightning Thief.   

A smartass teen hero with ADHD discovers the Greek gods didn’t die, they just moved to a suite on the 35th floor of the Empire State Building.  They also run a summer camp for heroes-in-training, which he attends, with dire consequences.   Great escapist fiction.   Take this one to the beach and everyone will ask what you keep laughing about.  Riordan knows how to keep a plot moving (he also writes the award-winning Tres Navarre adult mystery series) and he knows teenage boys– in his day job, he’s a middle school teacher.

JK Rowling – The Harry Potter Books.  

Read them.  I know you’ve seen the movies, but still – read at least one or two of the books, preferably the earlier ones.

Megan Whalen Turner – The Thief; The Queen of Attolia, The King of Attolia 

The outlaw hero of these books is Eugenides, the Thief of Eddis – surely one of the most appealing heroes ever written.  He’s snide, beguiling, quick-tempered, and quicker witted – think Matthew Broderick crossed with a young Peter Wimsey.   Set in a mythical Byzantine-era Mediterranean land, the first book involves Eugenides’ plan to steal an ancient jewel called Hamiathes’s Gift, said to be the creation of the gods.  By the third book, he has survived multiple imprisonments, a spot of torture, endless palace intrigues and assassination attempts, to become King of Attolia.  And then there’s the romantic interest, in the form of his former torturer, the Queen....  Forget trying to make sense of it all, the plots twists and turns as trickily as Eugenides himself.   I know writers who consider these some of the best children’s books published in the last decade.  

J.R.R. Tolkien – The Hobbit; The Lord of the Rings.

These are still some of the best:  LOR for epic sweep and high romance.  The dialogue will make you wince, and the landscape descriptions read like a travelogue – but Tolkien’s love of the English countryside is infectious and his deep knowledge of Northern mythology makes the story resonate at many levels.  The Hobbit, on the other hand, is one of the best read-aloud stories every written.  It’s like a heist caper written by an Oxford don – full of slapstick action and sharply drawn characters, all fueled by a love of language, an obvious affection for classic British archetypes, and a perfect-pitch sense of what makes a fairy tale tick.   

