What to read after Harry Potter?

Prepared by Michael Herrmann, Gibson’s Bookstore
They've been waiting all summer for Harry Potter, and maybe you have, too. And after the wait is over, after you collect your books, you know the kids will have read them by the end of the week. What will you recommend they read next? How can you strike while the iron is hot? 

Fear not, your local independent bookstore has enough suggestions to keep everyone reading for months, even years, to come, until reading becomes second nature, and that will be one less thing for you to worry about. 

 

You don't need us to tell you about JRR Tolkien--The Hobbit and Lord of the Rings are obvious next steps if your kids have not read them, and The Silmarillion is great for the fan who wants to take the story further. Likewise, C.S. Lewis's Narnia series is wonderful fantasy for the middle grades and beyond (though, I admit, I never did like Book 3, The Horse and His Boy).
 

Newer classics include Brian Jacques's Redwall series--these will appeal to the younger set--and the Wrinkle in Time series, by Madeleine L'Engle—and The Dark is Rising series, by Susan Cooper—and any of the many fantasies by Diana Wynne Jones, like Howl’s Moving Castle—and the middle-grade magic stories of Edward Eager, which just came back into print a few years ago—the Magic Shop series by Bruce Coville--and the Earthsea trilogy by Ursula K. LeGuin. You’ll note that these are all series, or books on a similar theme by the same author. Isn’t that great? If the kids like the first book, they can keep going until that author is exhausted, and then move on to the next. 

But what if your child has worked through all of these books already? Or what if even the suspicion that the book is a “classic” turns the kids off?  And what if you’re looking for a book to read yourself, and you want something more adult?

Make sure to have your kids look at the books and authors listed above, if they have not already. And on the following pages are new classics and great reads that will satisfy even the most demanding and voracious readers of all ages. They all have a fantasy bent, a la Harry Potter—we’ll save the gritty realism for another list.
For the middle grades, ages 9-12
Princess Academy, by Shannon Hale  
Miri lives on a mountain where, for generations, her ancestors have quarried stone and lived a simple life. Then word comes that the king's priests have divined her small village the home of the future princess. In a year's time, the prince himself will come and choose his bride from among the girls of the village. The king's ministers set up an academy on the mountain, and every teenage girl must attend and learn how to become a princess. 


Miri soon finds herself confronted with a harsh academy mistress, bitter competition among the girls, and her own conflicting desires to be chosen and win the heart of her childhood best friend. But when bandits seek out the academy to kidnap the future princess, Miri must rally the girls together and use a power unique to the mountain dwellers to save herself and her classmates. Paperback, $7.95.
Inkheart and Inkspell, by Cornelia Funke

One cruel night, Meggie's father reads aloud from a book called INKHEART-- and an evil ruler escapes the boundaries of fiction and lands in their living room. Suddenly, Meggie is smack in the middle of the kind of adventure she has only read about in books. Meggie must learn to harness the magic that has conjured this nightmare. For only she can change the course of the story that has changed her life forever. The story continues in Inkspell—both books are $9.99—and will conclude in Inkdeath (the working title), expected in 2008.

Funke’s Dragon Rider is for slightly younger children--Firedrake, Ben, and their family friend, Sorrel, are in search of the mythical place where dragons can live in peace forever. Together they embark on a journey that takes them to magical lands where they meet marvelous creatures - and one ruthless villain. 

Into the Woods, by Lyn Gardner
This book just came out—it’s in hardcover for $16.95 …. Storm, Aurora, and Anything Eden live in a decaying mansion on the edge of the wilds with their erstwhile father and indolent mother. When an accident leaves them orphaned and at the mercy of the sinister Dr. DeWilde, these three courageous and eccentric sisters are forced to flee into the woods, where they encounter kidnappers, sweet-filled orphanages, mountains of ice, diamond mines, and some ravenously hungry wolves. ….Taking inspiration from numerous fairytales and weaving them into a wholly original story, "Into the Woods "is a whirlwind of a novel, full of imaginative happenings and dastardly deeds.

Percy Jackson and the Olympians, by Rick Riordan
Here’s a series that mixes classic Greek mythology with modern adventure. After learning he is a demigod, Percy Jackson is sent to a summer camp on Long Island, where he meets the father he never knew--Poseidon, god of the sea. The story begins in The Lightning Thief, continues in The Sea of Monsters, and then tells what happens to Percy at the ripe old age of 14 in The Titan’s Curse. It’s a great series for boys, and a great way to sneak a classical education into pleasure reading.
For young adults, 12 and up

His Dark Materials Trilogy, by Philip Pullman
How can we not begin with this modern classic? Pullman’s dark, accomplished, driving narratives can be a young person’s first introduction to writing that is truly adult in character. The story begins in The Golden Compass. Lyra Belacqua, apparently an orphan, leads a carefree life among the scholars at Oxford's Jordan College—on an alternate Earth that is like yet strangely different from our own--until her idyll is shattered by the arrival of two powerful visitors. First, her fearsome uncle, Lord Asriel, appears with evidence of mystery and danger in the far North, including photographs of a mysterious celestial phenomenon called Dust, and the dim outline of a city suspended in the Aurora Borealis that he suspects is part of an alternate universe. He leaves Lyra in the care of Mrs. Coulter, an enigmatic scholar and explorer who offers to give Lyra the attention her uncle has long refused her. In this multilayered narrative, however, "nothing" is as it seems. Lyra sets out for the top of the world in search of her kidnapped playmate, Roger, bearing a rare truth-telling instrument, the compass of the title. All around her children are disappearing— victims of so-called " Gobblers" — and being used as subjects in terrible experiments that separate humans from their daemons, creatures that reflect each person's inner being. And somehow, both Lord Asriel and Mrs. Coulter are involved.
In the second volume, The Subtle Knife,  Lyra finds herself in a shimmering, haunted otherworld -- Cittagazze, where soul-eating Specters stalk the streets and wingbeats of distant angels sound against the sky. But she is not without allies: 12-year-old Will Parry, fleeing for his life after taking another's, has also stumbled into this strange new realm. Will and Lyra hope to survive long enough to understand the natural laws that govern the worlds they are traveling between, and to find out what is at stake for witches, angels, and armored bears alike. The third volume, The Amber Spyglass, draws inexorably to a conclusion in which Will and Lyra discover the secrets of life and death, consciousness, and responsibility.

Tanglewreck, by Jeanette Winterson
Something frightening is happening with time. One moment, a time tornado rages through the streets of London, and those caught up in its path vanish without a trace. The next moment a woolly mammoth is seen lumbering along the banks of the River Thames. At the center of these bizarre time warps is a house called Tanglewreck, which is home to eleven-year-old Silver, her bony and bad-tempered aunt, Mrs Rokabye, and a mysterious clock known as the Timekeeper. Silver doesn’t understand exactly what the Timekeeper does, but when two sinister figures come looking for it, she knows instinctively that she must guard it with her life.
Though the reading ability needed to tackle this novel is at the young end of the YA category, some of the references to relativity, quantum mechanics, and other advanced concepts recommend it more comfortably to older readers.

Jeannette Winterson is the most recent of many authors for adults who have successfully attempted to write for young adults. Other grown-ups to intrude in this field have been Dave Barry, Carl Hiaasen (Hoot), and Isabel Allende. Check them out too!

For young adults, 12 and up (continued)
The Inheritance Trilogy, by Christopher Paolini
Here’s the series that took the YA field by storm four years ago, and hasn’t relaxed its hold on us since. The author was a teenager himself when he wrote the first volume, Eragon, the story of a fifteen-year-old farm boy (Eragon) who believes himself to be unexceptional until his destiny as a Dragon Rider is revealed. Gifted with only an ancient sword, a loyal dragon, and sage advice from an old storyteller, Eragon is soon swept into a dangerous tapestry of magic, glory, and power.
The story continues in Eldest, in which Eragon and his dragon, Saphira, have just saved the rebel state from destruction by the mighty forces of King Galbatorix, cruel ruler of the Empire. Now Eragon must travel to Ellesmera, land of the elves, for further training in the skills of the Dragon Rider.

The third volume is still in the works, and there are a lot of kids who can’t wait to get their hands on it!

(Funny coincidence, as I think of it—it was Carl Hiaasen, mentioned above, who brought young Christopher’s self-published novel to the attention of his publisher, Knopf, in 2002. Knopf bought up the rights to the whole series, and that’s why we have the books today.)

Bras and Broomsticks, Frogs and French Kisses, and (very soon now) Spells and Sleeping Bags, all by Sarah Mlynowski

These are more for fun, and, as you can tell from the titles, more for the older girls in the YA category. The first book, Bras and Broomsticks, is a tale of teen angst with a twist. When 14-year-old Rachel learns that Miri, her "vegetarian, socially inept little sister" and her divorced mother are witches, her reactions run the gamut from incredulity and annoyance that she isn't similarly gifted to shrewdness as she plans how her sister's abilities can be marshaled to solve a passel of problems. Can magic move Rachel to the popularity A list? Revive a fading friendship? Prevent her father from remarrying? Guarantee a date for the Spring Fling? Yes . . . but not before Rachel and Miri learn the hard way that all spells have consequences. Despite the provocative title and Chick Lit-ish cover, this isn't just another breezy teen read.
In Frogs and French Kisses (another provocative title), Rachel has finally come to terms with the outrageously unfair fact that her younger sister has inherited magical powers from their mom. But now the whole witchcraft thing is spiraling out of control. Mom is a magicaholic, Miri’ s on a Save the World kick, and the one teeny tiny love spell that Rachel begged for has gone embarrassingly, horribly wrong.  Suddenly, the fate of everything is in Rachel’ s hands. Her family…. The world….Senior prom!
Spells and Sleeping Bags will be out the week after Harry Potter. Will Rachel finally develop her own powers?

For young adults, 12 and up (continued)
The Septimus Heap  series by Angie Sage—Magyk, Flyte, and Physik

A wide cast of characters battle the forces of “Darke Magyk” in this well-realized (if somewhat derivative) world of fantasy. At birth, in Magyk, Septimus Heap is carried away for dead (here’s a necessary spoiler—he isn’t!), and his father, Silas Heap, is entrusted with a baby girl, Jenna. When the villainous Supreme Custodian tries to assassinate the now 10-year-old Jenna, who, it turns out, is the daughter of the murdered queen, the girl flees to the Marram Marshes along with some family members, the ExtraOrdinary Wizard, and a young army guard known only as "Boy 412." Pursued by the servants of the Necromancer DomDaniel, and aided by an engaging array of magical beings, they rush to the novel’s satisfying and exciting conclusion. Despite the hefty length, Magyk is quite easy to follow. Many creative magical elements, such as the deliciously repulsive Magogs, add to the fun. Frequent point-of-view shifts give a well-rounded picture of the multiple plot threads and add many opportunities for light humor.
In Flyte, it's been a year since Septimus Heap discovered his real family and true calling to be a wizard. As apprentice to Extra Ordinary Wizard Marcia Overstrand, he is learning the fine arts of Conjurations, Charms, and other Magyk, while Jenna is adapting to life as the Princess. But they soon realize there is something sinister at work. …And in Physik, when Septimus Heap's father unseals a forgotten room in the palace, he releases the ghost of a queen who had lived 500 years earlier, and  who is as awful in death as she was in life. It's up to Septimus to stop her….

The Alchemyst: Secrets of the Immortal Nicholas Flamel, by Michael Scott

Readers of Harry Potter will be familiar with the name Nicholas Flamel. According to Michael Scott’s well written novel, Nicholas Flamel was born in Paris on September 28, 1330. Nearly 700 years later, he is acknowledged as the greatest Alchemyst of his day. It is said that he discovered the secret of eternal life. The records show that he died in 1418.  But his tomb is empty, he lives still, because he has been making the elixir of life for centuries. The secret of eternal life is hidden within the book he protects— the Book of Abraham the Mage. It's the most powerful book that has ever existed. In the wrong hands, it will destroy the world. And that's exactly what Dr. John Dee plans to do when he steals it. Humankind won't know what's happening until it's too late. And if the prophecy is right, Sophie and Josh Newman are the only ones with the power to save the world as we know it. ….. Sometimes legends are true.  And Sophie and Josh are about to find themselves in the middle of the greatest legend of all time.
Books for older teens and adults
Let’s not stop at YA. The love of fantasy can follow you all your life, and lead you into very great works of literature. And as Nabokov said, all great novels are great fairy tales, you just have to read them in the right spirit.
Here are three wonderful works of magic and fantasy for adults. 

Jonathan Strange & Mr. Norrell, by Susanna Clarke
English magicians were once the wonder of the known world, with fairy servants at their beck and call; they could command winds, mountains, and woods. But by the early 1800s they have long since lost the ability to perform magic. They can only write long, dull papers about it, while fairy servants are nothing but a fading memory. 
But at Hurtfew Abbey in Yorkshire, the rich, reclusive Mr Norrell has assembled a wonderful library of lost and forgotten books from England's magical past, and regained some of the powers of England's magicians. He goes to London and raises a beautiful young woman from the dead. Soon he is lending his help to the government in the war against Napoleon Bonaparte, creating ghostly fleets of rain-ships to confuse and alarm the French.
All goes well until a rival magician appears. Jonathan Strange is handsome, charming, and talkative-the very opposite of Mr Norrell. Strange thinks nothing of enduring the rigors of campaigning with Wellington's army and doing magic on battlefields. Astonished to find another practicing magician, Mr Norrell accepts Strange as a pupil. But it soon becomes clear that their ideas of what English magic ought to be are very different. For Mr Norrell, their power is something to be cautiously controlled, while Jonathan Strange will always be attracted to the wildest, most perilous forms of magic. He becomes fascinated by the ancient, shadowy figure of the Raven King, a child taken by fairies who became king of both England and Faerie, and the most legendary magician of all. Eventually Strange's heedless pursuit of long-forgotten magic threatens to destroy not only his partnership with Norrell, but everything that he holds dear.
Sophisticated, witty, and ingeniously convincing, Susanna Clarke's magisterial novel weaves magic into a flawlessly detailed vision of historical England. She has created a world so thoroughly enchanting that eight hundred pages leave readers longing for more.
The Tempest, by William Shakespeare

We’re including this most magical work of the Bard simply to prove the point, that great literature can be the next step on the road that Harry Potter helps kids to embark on. Magical storms, sprites and witches, an isle of wonders, and the villainous Caliban, plus the poetical texture of Shakespeare at the height of his powers. To be read and reread throughout life.
Books for older teens and adults (continued)

The Gormenghast Trilogy, by Mervyn Peake—Titus Groan, Gormenghast, and Titus Alone

A doomed lord, an emergent hero, and a dazzling array of bizarre creatures inhabit the magical world of the Gormenghast novels which, along with Tolkien's Lord of the Rings, reign as one of the undisputed fantasy series of all time. At the center of it all is the seventy-seventh Earl, Titus Groan, who stands to inherit the miles of rambling stone and mortar that form Gormenghast Castle and its kingdom, unless the conniving Steerpike, who is determined to rise above his menial position and control the House of Groan, has his way.

In these extraordinary novels, Peake, who was a playwright, painter, poet, illustrator, short story writer, and designer of theatrical costumes, as well as a novelist, has created a world where all is like a dream -- lush, fantastical, and vivid. Accompanying the text (in the Overlook Press edition) are Peake's own drawings, illustrating the whole assembly of strange and marvelous creatures that inhabit Gormenghast. 
Ask your bookseller for more recommendations, and keep reading!
