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The Reading Agency’s February booklist for Adults – Translated 

Books 

On 21 February it is Mother Language Day so this month we have created a booklist of some 

terrific, translated books for adults to enjoy. Each book been translated from their original 

language or are available in translation. Don’t forget to tell us what you thought of any of 

the books on the list by tagging us on social media using #booklist and tagging 

@readingagency! 

 

At Night All Blood Is Black by David Diop and Anna Moschovakis (Pushkin Press), ISBN: 

9781782277538  

Winner of the International Booker Prize 2021. 

Alfa and Mademba are two of the many Senegalese soldiers fighting in the Great War. 

Together they climb dutifully out of their trenches to attack France's German enemies 

whenever the whistle blows, until Mademba is wounded, and dies in a shell hole with his 

belly torn open. 

Without his more-than-brother, Alfa is alone and lost amidst the savagery of the conflict. He 

devotes himself to the war, to violence and death, but soon begins to frighten even his own 

comrades in arms. How far will Alfa go to make amends to his dead friend? 
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Barefoot Doctor by Can Xue, Karen Gernant and Zeping Chen (Yale University Press), 

9780300259636  

In rural Yun Village, herbalist Mrs. Yi lives with her husband in a cottage at the foot of Niulan 

Mountain, where she gathers herbs to treat the ailments of the villagers by day and studies 

medicine by night. Sickness and herbs are lovers, she tells her patients, rejoicing when they 

recover, comforting them when they do not. All the while, she hopes to find a worthy 

successor to take up her mantle. As curious younger villagers observe Mrs. Yi and begin 

imitating her work-planting gardens and studying the art of healing-they soon discover that 

the line dividing life from death is porous, and the mountain is more mysterious than they 

ever knew. 

Before the Coffee Gets Cold by Toshikazu Kawaguchi and Geoffrey Trousselot (Picador), 

9781529029581  

In a small back alley in Tokyo, there is a cafe which has been serving carefully brewed coffee 

for more than one hundred years. But this coffee shop offers its customers a unique 

experience: the chance to travel back in time. 

In Before the Coffee Gets Cold, we meet four visitors, each of whom is hoping to make use 

of the cafe's time-travelling offer, in order to: confront the man who left them, receive a 

letter from their husband whose memory has been taken by early onset Alzheimer's, to see 

their sister one last time, and to meet the daughter they never got the chance to know. 

But the journey into the past does not come without risks: customers must sit in a particular 

seat, they cannot leave the cafe, and finally, they must return before the coffee gets cold. 

Black Moses by Alain Mabanckou and Helen Stevenson (Profile Books Ltd), ISBN: 

9781781256749  

Longlisted for The Man Booker International Prize 2017. 

It's 1970, and in the People's Republic of Congo a Marxist-Leninist revolution is ushering in a 

new age. But over at the orphanage on the outskirts of Pointe-Noire where young Moses 

has grown up, the revolution has only strengthened the reign of terror of Dieudonne 

Ngoulmoumako, the institution's corrupt director. So Moses escapes to Pointe-Noire, where 

he finds a home with a larcenous band of Congolese Merry Men and among the Zairian 

prostitutes of the Trois-Cents quarter. But the authorities won't leave Moses in peace, and 

intervene to chase both the Merry Men and the Trois-Cents girls out of town. All this 

injustice pushes poor Moses over the edge. Could he really be the Robin Hood of the 

Congo? Or is he just losing his marbles?  
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Distant Fathers by Marina Jarre and Ann Goldstein (Head of Zeus), 9781803280950  

In distinctive, lyrical prose Jarre depicts an exceptionally multinational and complicated 

family: her elusive, handsome father, a Jewish man who perished in the Holocaust; her 

severe, cultured mother, an Italian Lutheran who translated Russian literature; her sister 

and Latvian grandparents. Shifting between past and present, Jarre narrates her coming-of-

age; first as a linguistic minority in a Baltic nation and then in traumatic exile to Italy after 

her parents' divorce. There, she lived with her maternal grandparents among a community 

of French-speaking Waldensian Protestants and experienced the hostility of fascist Italy in 

the 1930s. Published in Italy in 1987 and now translated into English for the first time, 

Distant Fathers probes questions of memory, language, womanhood, belonging and 

estrangement, while asking what a homeland can be for those who have none, or many 

more than one. 

In the Margins. On the Pleasures of Reading and Writing by Elena Ferrante and Ann 

Goldstein (Europa Editions, UK), ISBN: 9781787704169  

Examining both writing and reading in prose as luminous as that of her novels, Elena 

Ferrante delivers a stunning collection of essays that travel far and wide through the 

landscape of literature. 

A delightful collection of essays exploring reading and writing from the internationally 

acclaimed author of My Brilliant Friend and The Lying Life of Adults. 

Ferrante's writing has been described as compulsive (The Times) and astonishing (Guardian), 

her novels have sold millions and been translated into many languages as well as adapted 

for TV internationally. 

Stolen by Ann-Helén Laestadius and Rachel Willson-Broyles (Bloomsbury Circus), 

9781526659989  

Nine-year-old Elsa lives just north of the Arctic Circle. She and her family are Sami - 

Scandinavia's indigenous people - and make their living herding reindeer. One morning 

when Elsa goes skiing alone, she witnesses a man brutally killing her reindeer calf, 

Nastegallu. 

Elsa recognises the man but refuses to tell anyone - least of all the Swedish police force - 

about what she saw. Instead, she carries her secret as a dark weight on her heart. Elsa 

comes of age fighting two wars: one within her community, where male elders expect young 

women to know their place; and against the ever-escalating wave of prejudice and violence 

against the Sami. 
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When Elsa finds herself the target of the man who killed her reindeer calf all those years 

ago, something inside of her finally breaks. The guilt, fear, and anger she's been carrying 

since childhood come crashing over her like an avalanche, and will lead Elsa to a final 

catastrophic confrontation. 

The Interpreter from Java by Alfred Birney (Head of Zeus), ISBN: 9781788544344  

Alan Noland discovers his father's memoirs and learns the truth about the violent man he 

despised. 

In this unsparing family history, Alan distils his father's life in the Dutch East Indies into one 

furious utterance. He reads about his work as an interpreter during the war with Japan, his 

life as an assassin, and his decision to murder Indonesians in the service of the Dutch 

without any conscience. How he fled to the Netherlands to escape being executed as a 

traitor and met Alan's mother soon after. As he reads his father's story Alan begins to 

understand how war transformed his father into the monster he knew. 

The Orphanage by Serhiy Zhadan, Reilly Costigan-Humes and Isaac Stackhouse Wheeler 

(Yale University Press), 9780300243017  

If every war needs its master chronicler, Ukraine has Serhiy Zhadan, one of Europe's most 

promising novelists. Recalling the brutal landscape of The Road and the wartime storytelling 

of A Farewell to Arms, The Orphanage is a searing novel that excavates the human collateral 

damage wrought by the ongoing conflict in eastern Ukraine. When hostile soldiers invade a 

neighboring city, Pasha, a thirty-five-year-old Ukrainian language teacher, sets out for the 

orphanage where his nephew Sasha lives, now in occupied territory. Venturing into combat 

zones, traversing shifting borders, and forging uneasy alliances along the way, Pasha realizes 

where his true loyalties lie in an increasingly desperate fight to rescue Sasha and bring him 

home. 

The Perfect Nine: The Epic of Gikuyu and Mumbi by Ngugi wa Thiong'o (Vintage 

Publishing), ISBN: 9781911215998 

Gikuyu and Mumbi settled on the peaceful and bounteous foot of Mount Kenya after fleeing 

war and hunger. When ninety-nine suitors arrive on their land, seeking to marry their 

famously beautiful daughters, called The Perfect Nine, the parents ask their daughters to 

choose for themselves, but to choose wisely. 

First the young women must embark on a treacherous quest with the suitors, to find a 

magical cure for their youngest sister, Warigia, who cannot walk. As they journey up the 

mountain, the number of suitors diminishes and the sisters put their sharp minds and bold 

hearts to the test, conquering fear, doubt, hunger and many menacing ogres, as they 

attempt to return home. But it is perhaps Warigia's unexpected adventure that will be most 

challenging of all. 



 

5 
 

Tomb of Sand by Geetanjali Shree and Daisy Rockwell (Tilted Axis Press), ISBN: 

9781911284611 

Eighty-year-old Ma slips into a deep depression after the death of her husband. Despite her 

family's cajoling, she refuses to leave her bed. Her responsible eldest son, Bade, and dutiful, 

Reebok-sporting daughter-in-law, Bahu, attend to Ma's every need, while her favorite 

grandson, the cheerful and gregarious Sid, tries to lift her spirits with his guitar. But it is only 

after Sid's younger brother--Serious Son, a young man pathologically incapable of laughing--

brings his grandmother a sparkling golden cane covered with butterflies that things begin to 

change. 

With a new lease on life thanks to the cane's seemingly magical powers, Ma gets out of bed 

and embarks on a series of adventures that baffle even her unconventional feminist 

daughter, Beti. She ditches her cumbersome saris, develops a close friendship with a hijra, 

and sets off on a fateful journey that will turn the family's understanding of themselves 

upside down. 

Three Summers by Margarita Liberaki, Karen Van Dyck and Polly Samson (Penguin Books 

Ltd), ISBN: 9780241475065 

Three Summers is a warm and tender tale of three sisters growing up in the countryside 

near Athens before the Second World War. Living in a ramshackle old house with their 

divorced mother are flirtatious, hot-headed Maria, beautiful but distant Infanta, and dreamy 

and rebellious Katerina, through whose eyes the story is mostly observed. Over three 

summers, the girls share and keep secrets, fall in and out of love, try to understand the 

strange ways of adults and decide what kind of adults they hope to become. 

Violeta by Isabel Allende and Frances Riddle (Bloomsbury Publishing PLC), ISBN: 

9781526648341 

One extraordinary woman. One hundred years of history. One unforgettable story. Violeta 

comes into the world on a stormy day in 1920, the first daughter in a family of five 

boisterous sons. From the start, her life is marked by extraordinary events, for the ripples of 

the Great War are still being felt, even as the Spanish flu arrives on the shores of her South 

American homeland almost at the moment of her birth. 

Through her father's prescience, the family will come through that crisis unscathed, only to 

face a new one as the Great Depression transforms the genteel city life she has known. Her 

family loses all and is forced to retreat to a wild and beautiful but remote part of the 

country. There, she will come of age, and her first suitor will come calling. 

In a letter to someone she loves above all others, Violeta recounts devastating heartbreak 

and passionate affairs, times of both poverty and wealth, terrible loss and immense joy, and 

a life shaped by some of the most important events of history: the fight for women's rights, 

the rise and fall of tyrants and, ultimately, not one but two pandemics. 


