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Why Reading is the Fastest Path to Fluency

The Science Behind It

Linguist Stephen Krashen's research on "comprehensible 

input" showed that we acquire language most effectively 
when we're exposed to content just slightly above our 
current level 4 not through memorization, but through 

meaning. Reading real books gives you thousands of words in 
natural context, repeated across chapters, absorbed without 
flashcard grind.

Every polyglot who speaks 10+ languages says the same 
thing: read as much as you can, as early as you can.

About This List

This list gives you 50 free books across 6 
languages, all available on Project Gutenberg. 
Every book was chosen because it works for 
language learners 4 clear prose, compelling 

stories, and vocabulary that actually transfers to 
real conversation.

All 50 books are free on Project 
Gutenberg and available in the 
Decipher language learning e-reader.

How to Use This List

1
Pick your level honestly

Starting too hard kills motivation. When in doubt, go easier.

2
Start with short works

A 60-page novella you finish beats a 500-page novel you abandon.

3
Don't look up every word

If you understand 70380% of a page, keep reading. Your brain fills in the gaps.

4
Read what interests you

A boring "easy" book teaches less than an exciting "hard" one.

5
Re-read favorites

Second reads are where vocabulary really locks in 4 you already know the plot, so your brain focuses on 

language.
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10 BOOKS

Spanish Reading List

Title & Author Level Genre / Pages Why Read It

A First Spanish Reader 4 Erwin 

W. Roessler & Alfred Remy

Beginner Graded Reader · ~100 

pp · 
gutenberg.org/eboo

ks/15353

Literally designed for 

learners. Short 
passages with 

graduated difficulty. 
Perfect starting point.

Spanish Tales for Beginners 4 
Elijah Clarence Hills

Beginner3
Intermediate

Short Stories · ~120 
pp · 
gutenberg.org/eboo

ks/36805

Curated short tales 
with simple sentence 
structures. Each story 

is self-contained 4 
read one per sitting.

Platero y yo 4 Juan Ramon 
Jimenez

Intermediate Prose Poetry · ~80 pp 
· 

gutenberg.org/eboo
ks/9980

Short lyrical chapters 
about a man and his 

donkey. Beautiful, 
simple Spanish. Nobel 
Prize-winning prose 

that reads like a 
children's book.

El sombrero de tres picos 4 
Pedro Antonio de Alarcon

Intermediate Novella/Comedy · 
~100 pp · 

gutenberg.org/eboo
ks/29506

Funny, fast-paced, and 
short. Conversational 

dialogue gives you 
practical vocabulary. A 
classic that doesn't feel 

like homework.

Lazarillo de Tormes 4 

Anonymous

Intermediate Picaresque Novel · 

~80 pp · 
gutenberg.org/eboo

ks/320

The original rogue's 

tale 4 short, episodic 
chapters. 16th-century 

Spanish but 
surprisingly readable. 
Each chapter is a self-

contained adventure.

Marianela 4 Benito Perez Galdos Intermediate Novel · ~150 pp · 

gutenberg.org/eboo
ks/17340

Galdos writes in clear, 

descriptive prose. 
Emotional story that 

keeps you turning 
pages. Great bridge to 
longer Spanish novels.

Leyendas 4 Gustavo Adolfo 
Becquer

Intermediate Legends/Short 
Stories · ~200 pp · 

gutenberg.org/eboo
ks/10814

Atmospheric short 
legends 4 gothic, 

romantic, mysterious. 
Each story is 10320 

pages. Rich vocabulary 
without overwhelming 
sentence length.

Dona Perfecta 4 Benito Perez 

Galdos

Intermediate3
Advanced

Novel · ~200 pp · 

gutenberg.org/eboo
ks/2462

Social commentary 

with sharp dialogue. 
Galdos is the Spanish 
Dickens 4 accessible 

prose, complex 
themes.

La Celestina 4 Fernando de 
Rojas

Advanced Tragicomedy/Drama 
· ~150 pp · 

gutenberg.org/eboo
ks/1619

Almost entirely 
dialogue 4 like reading 

a play. Forces you to 
process conversational 
Spanish at speed. A 

masterpiece.

Don Quijote de la Mancha 4 

Miguel de Cervantes

Advanced Novel · ~900 pp · 

gutenberg.org/eboo
ks/2000

The mountain. Rich 

vocabulary, humor, and 
the foundation of 

modern Spanish. Read 
it in chunks 4 each 
chapter is a standalone 

adventure.
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10 BOOKS

French Reading List

Title & Author Level Genre / Pages Why Read It

Contes de fees 4 Charles 

Perrault

Beginner3
Intermediate

Fairy Tales · ~80 pp · 

gutenberg.org/eboo
ks/17208

Cinderella, Sleeping 

Beauty, Little Red 
Riding Hood 4 stories 
you already know, in 

simple French. Familiar 
plots let you focus on 

language.

Les Fables de La Fontaine 4 

Jean de La Fontaine

Beginner3
Intermediate

Fables/Poetry · ~150 

pp · 
gutenberg.org/eboo
ks/17941

Short fables (132 pages 

each) with a moral. 
Simple vocabulary, 
rhythmic prose. Read 

one per day and build 
steady momentum.

Candide 4 Voltaire Intermediate Satire/Novella · ~100 
pp · 

gutenberg.org/eboo
ks/19942

Short, witty, fast-
paced. Voltaire's prose 

is remarkably clear for 
18th-century French. 
One of the most re-

readable books in any 
language.

Le Tour du monde en quatre-
vingts jours 4 Jules Verne

Intermediate Adventure · ~200 pp · 
gutenberg.org/eboo

ks/800

A page-turner 4 you 
want to know what 

happens next, which is 
the single best 
motivator to keep 

reading. Verne writes 
in clear, descriptive 

French.

Vingt mille lieues sous les mers 

4 Jules Verne

Intermediate Science Fiction · 

~350 pp · 
gutenberg.org/eboo

ks/5097

Captain Nemo and the 

Nautilus. Technical 
vocabulary mixed with 

adventure keeps things 
interesting.

Carmen 4 Prosper Merimee Intermediate Novella · ~60 pp · 
gutenberg.org/eboo
ks/2465

The story behind the 
opera 4 passionate, 
dramatic, and very 

short. You can finish it 
in one or two sittings.

Le Comte de Monte-Cristo 4 
Alexandre Dumas

Intermediate3
Advanced

Adventure · ~1200 pp 
· 

gutenberg.org/eboo
ks/17989

The ultimate revenge 
story. Yes, it's long 4 

but every chapter is a 
cliffhanger. Read it in 
chunks. The 

vocabulary you build 
here is enormous.

Les Miserables 4 Victor Hugo Advanced Novel · ~1500 pp · 
gutenberg.org/eboo

ks/135

Hugo's prose is 
powerful and 

emotional. Skip the 
digressions if you 
want. Jean Valjean's 

story alone is worth the 
vocabulary investment.

Madame Bovary 4 Gustave 
Flaubert

Advanced Novel · ~300 pp · 
gutenberg.org/eboo

ks/14155

Flaubert obsessed over 
every sentence 4 his 

French is precise and 
elegant. Slower 
reading, but the 

language payoff is 
exceptional.

Du cote de chez Swann 4 Marcel 
Proust

Advanced Novel · ~400 pp · 
gutenberg.org/eboo

ks/7178

The Everest of French 
prose. Long sentences 

that train you to hold 
complex structures in 
your head. The 

ultimate test of French 
reading fluency.
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10 BOOKS

German Reading List

Title & Author Level Genre / Pages Why Read It

Kinder- und Hausmarchen 4 
Brothers Grimm

Beginner3
Intermediate

Fairy Tales · ~300 pp 
· 

gutenberg.org/eboo
ks/2591

Stories you already 
know (Hansel and 

Gretel, Rapunzel, Snow 
White) in their original 

German. Short, simple, 
and endlessly re-
readable.

Struwwelpeter 4 Heinrich 
Hoffmann

Beginner Children's Stories · 
~30 pp · 

gutenberg.org/eboo
ks/12116

Classic German 
children's book with 

illustrations. Rhyming 
text makes vocabulary 

stick. You can read the 
whole thing in 20 
minutes.

Die Verwandlung 4 Franz Kafka Intermediate Novella · ~50 pp · 
gutenberg.org/eboo

ks/22367

Kafka's German is 
famously clear and 

precise. The 
Metamorphosis is 

short, strange, and 
impossible to put 
down.

Siddhartha 4 Hermann Hesse Intermediate Novel · ~120 pp · 
gutenberg.org/eboo

ks/2500

Meditative, simple 
prose. Short chapters. 

The spiritual themes 
keep you engaged 

while the vocabulary 
builds naturally.

Der Prozess 4 Franz Kafka Intermediate Novel · ~200 pp · 
gutenberg.org/eboo
ks/7849

The Trial 4 surreal and 
compelling. Kafka's 
straightforward 

sentence structure 
makes complex ideas 

accessible.

Die Leiden des jungen Werther 

4 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

Intermediate Epistolary Novel · 

~100 pp · 
gutenberg.org/eboo
ks/2407

Written as letters 4 

short, emotional, 
conversational. The 
book that made Goethe 

famous. Excellent for 
learning expressive 

German.

Also sprach Zarathustra 4 

Friedrich Nietzsche

Intermediate3
Advanced

Philosophy · ~300 pp 

· 
gutenberg.org/eboo
ks/7205

Nietzsche writes in a 

prophetic, rhythmic 
style. Not easy, but the 
prose is powerful and 

quotable. Great for 
building advanced 

vocabulary.

Die Rauber 4 Friedrich Schiller Intermediate3
Advanced

Drama · ~120 pp · 

gutenberg.org/eboo
ks/6782

A play 4 entirely 

dialogue. Fast reading, 
dramatic language. 
Schiller's prose is 

cleaner than Goethe's. 
Great bridge to 

advanced German.

Faust 4 Johann Wolfgang von 

Goethe

Advanced Drama/Poetry · ~200 

pp · 
gutenberg.org/eboo
ks/14591

Germany's greatest 

literary work. Poetic 
German that stretches 
your comprehension. 

Read alongside a 
translation for 

maximum benefit.

Effi Briest 4 Theodor Fontane Advanced Novel · ~300 pp · 

gutenberg.org/eboo
ks/5323

Often called the 

German Madame 
Bovary. Social realism 

with elegant prose. 
Rich vocabulary for 
describing emotions, 

society, and 
relationships.
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5 BOOKS

Italian Reading List

Title & Author Level Why Read It

Le avventure di Pinocchio 4 Carlo Collodi Beginner3
Intermediate

A classic story with simple prose and 

short chapters. The original Italian is 
richer and darker than the familiar 
version.

Novelle 4 Luigi Pirandello Intermediate Self-contained short stories with 

conversational Italian. Pirandello 
captures how Italians actually talk.

Il Decamerone 4 Giovanni Boccaccio Intermediate3
Advanced

A collection of short tales that you can 
read one at a time. Funny, vivid, and 
written in flowing Italian prose.

I Promessi Sposi 4 Alessandro Manzoni Advanced Italy's national novel with polished, 
foundational prose. If you can read this, 

you can read almost anything in Italian.

La Divina Commedia 4 Dante Alighieri Advanced The foundation of Italian literature. 

Start with Inferno and read alongside a 
parallel translation.
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10 BOOKS

Other Languages 4 Russian, Dutch, Swedish, 
Danish, Latin, Classical Chinese & Ancient Greek
Ten essential works spanning eight languages 4 from Dostoevsky's psychological intensity to Caesar's deliberately 
simple Latin, each chosen because it rewards the language learner.

Title & Author Language Genre / Pages Level Why Read It

Crime and Punishment 4 

Fyodor Dostoevsky

Russian Novel · ~400 pp · 

gutenberg.org/eb
ooks/58067

Advance
d

Dostoevsky's 

psychological intensity 
keeps you reading 
despite the difficulty. 

Long but broken into 
short, tense chapters.

War and Peace 4 Leo 
Tolstoy

Russian Novel · ~1200 pp · 
gutenberg.org/eb

ooks/57534

Advance
d

The ultimate Russian 
reading challenge. 

Tolstoy's prose is 
clearer than 
Dostoevsky's. Take it 

volume by volume.

Camera Obscura 4 
Hildebrand (Nicolaas Beets)

Dutch Short Stories · 
~250 pp · 
gutenberg.org/eb

ooks/13874

Interme
diate

Classic Dutch literature 
with humor and social 
observation. Short 

chapters make it 
manageable.

Max Havelaar 4 Multatuli Dutch Novel · ~300 pp · 
gutenberg.org/eb

ooks/11024

Interme
diate3
Advance
d

The most important 
Dutch novel ever 

written. Political, 
passionate, and 
surprisingly modern in 

style.

Gosta Berlings saga 4 

Selma Lagerlof

Swedish Novel · ~300 pp · 

gutenberg.org/eb
ooks/56450

Interme
diate

Nobel Prize-winning 

Swedish prose. 
Romantic, dramatic 

storytelling with rich 
but accessible 
vocabulary.

Niels Lyhne 4 Jens Peter 
Jacobsen

Danish Novel · ~200 pp · 
gutenberg.org/eb

ooks/12017

Interme
diate3
Advance
d

Beautifully written 
Danish. Rilke called it 

one of the greatest 
novels ever written. 

Poetic prose that 
rewards slow reading.

Commentarii de Bello 
Gallico 4 Julius Caesar

Latin History · ~200 pp · 
gutenberg.org/eb
ooks/10657

Interme
diate

Caesar wrote in 
deliberately simple 
Latin to be widely 

understood. The gold 
standard for Latin 

learners.

De Finibus Bonorum et 
Malorum 4 Cicero

Latin Philosophy · ~200 

pp · 
gutenberg.org/eb
ooks/14020

Advance
d

Cicero's philosophical 

Latin teaches you the 
full range of Latin 
sentence structure. 

The source of "Lorem 
Ipsum."

The Analects 4 Confucius Classical 
Chinese

Philosophy · ~100 
pp · 

gutenberg.org/eb
ooks/4094

Advance
d

Short, aphoristic 
passages. Each saying 

is 133 sentences. 
Perfect for building 
classical Chinese 

character recognition 
in small doses.

The Iliad 4 Homer Ancient 
Greek

Epic Poetry · ~400 
pp · 

gutenberg.org/eb
ooks/6130

Advance
d

The beginning of 
Western literature. 

Repetitive epithets and 
formulaic phrases 
actually help learners 4 

the same vocabulary 
patterns recur 

constantly.
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Difficulty Level Guide

Every book in this list is tagged with a difficulty level. Here's what each level means for a language learner 4 and how to 
use them strategically.

Beginner

Graded readers, children's 
books, and very short works. 
Expect simple sentence 

structures, high-frequency 
vocabulary, and familiar 

stories. Examples: A First 
Spanish Reader, 
Struwwelpeter.

Best for: First 036 months of 
study.

Intermediate

Short novels, novellas, and 
story collections. Natural 
prose with some unfamiliar 

vocabulary. You'll need to 
tolerate ambiguity. Examples: 

Die Verwandlung, Candide, 
Dom Casmurro.

Best for: 6 months32 years of 
study.

Advanced

Full-length literary novels, epic 
poetry, and philosophical texts. 
Complex sentence structures, 

archaic vocabulary, and dense 
prose. Examples: Don Quijote, 

Les Miserables, The Iliad.

Best for: 2+ years of study.

Pro tip: When in doubt, go one level easier than you think you need. Starting too hard kills motivation. A book 
you finish at 80% comprehension teaches more than a book you abandon at page 10.
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Your Complete Reading Map 4 All 50 Books at a 
Glance

Six languages. Fifty books. All free on Project Gutenberg.

Spanish Books

From graded readers to Don Quijote

French Books

From Perrault fairy tales to Proust

German Books

From Grimm to Goethe to Fontane

Italian Books

From Pinocchio to Dante's Inferno

Portuguese Books

From Machado de Assis to Camoes

Other Languages

Russian, Dutch, Swedish, Danish, Latin, Classical 

Chinese, Ancient Greek

Level UpRead 
Consistently

Start Easy

The fastest path to fluency isn't a perfect study plan 4 it's a book you actually finish. Start anywhere on this list. The 

only wrong move is not starting.
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Start Reading Today

All 50 of these books are available for free on Project Gutenberg 4 and every one of them is available in Decipher, our 

language learning e-reader that lets you tap any word to translate instantly while you read.

No streaks.

Read at your own pace, on your own schedule.

No ads.

A clean, distraction-free reading experience.

No subscription.

Free to download. Free to use.

Just you, a great book, and a language 
waiting to be learned.

Tap any word. Instant translation. Keep reading.

Download Decipher free on Google Play

Tap any word to translate instantly while you read. All 50 books. All free. All in one place.

Download Decipher on Google Play

Cadmus Lab AI LLC 4 Digital solutions designed with the real world in mind. cadmuslab.ai · @CadmusLab on YouTube

https://play.google.com/store
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