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Victoria Whish  

This 1960’s set novel about a girl from the 

North making it big in London brings to 

mind the recent TV series, ‘Cilla’ I could 

imagine Sheridan Smith making a fine 

job of playing Barbara Parker/Sophie 

Straw as she did Priscilla White/Cilla 

Black in a future film or TV version of the 

book. 

Nick Hornby does a fabulous job of 

bringing to life the world of sixties sitcom 

and the personalities and lives of the 

actors and writers that created such 

popular shows. The book even looks cool 

and groovy (I loved the additions of black 

and white photos of real people 

throughout the book that root the fictional 

characters firmly in this particular space 

and time) 

As well as Sophie, my other favourite 

character was the shy, self-effacing director; Dennis who gradually moves from 

the periphery of the story to centre stage. The scene where Sophie invites him to 

the opening night of ‘Hair’ is wonderful and you really feel for Dennis’s 

gaucheness when everyone else is letting it all hang out, so to speak! 

This is a joyous, life-affirming read of a world before political 

correctness and of rapid cultural and social change. Tune in, drop 

out and relax with this lovely book! 

 

 



Angie Rhodes 

What a breath of fresh air ‘Funny Girl’ is, from the first line I was hooked.  

Barbara Parker, Miss 1964 of Blackpool, wants more than anything to be like 

her favourite comedy star Lucille Ball, from the hit show ‘I Love Lucy’. 

Living with her dad in Blackpool and being stuck there forever was not in 

Barbara's dreams. So on the day of becoming Miss Blackpool she leaves and hot 

foots it to London. As soon as she arrives, she knows this is where she is meant 

to be. With a name change to Sophie Straw, she soon finds what she is looking 

for, great writers for the BBC, Tony, Bill, and Dennis, along with Clive, an actor 

who believes he too is destined for better things. 

Nick Hornby has written a novel that screams to be read and to be 

made into a TV series. A laugh a minute, it has everything you could 

wish for.  

Whilst reading it, you are so involved with the story, the hustle and bustle of 

lighting, cameras, scenes and make up ladies, you forget it's fiction.  

  

Verity Langley 

It is the 1960s. Barbara, a beautiful girl obsessed by the comedienne Lucille Ball, 

longs to leave the tight constraints of her Blackpool life and find her way 

making people laugh.  Winning a beauty competition and handing back the title 

five minutes later, she heads to London. After taking the stage name Sophie 

Straw, she meets a pair of talented writers and so her journey begins.  

Nick Hornby’s book was a revelation to me, having not read him 

before. The characters are just so likeable that it’s an easy journey to take with 

them. The dialogue between the characters is punchy, funny and unique, and 

you are introduced to a world that was changing at a rapid pace but yet you 

feel right at home there too. I can’t remember the last time I read a book in three 

nights but I was longing to see what happened - Sophie is just so believable. Her 

struggles are our struggles, even today.  Nick has captured something 

wonderful in Sophie - a simplicity and naivety that is immensely appealing. The 

writers though provide us with a more complex relationship as their lives start 

to imitate the show they have written for Sophie. 

I can’t say anything but that I loved it - I really did. I felt happy and I felt so 

very sad at one point. It’s appealing to men and women alike. Try it. I think you 

will feel the same! 



Rachel Hall 

I have long been an admirer of Nick Hornby's previous books, and, for me, no 

one can bring to life the defining features of a whole era like him.  Somehow 

managing to make remarkable insights and observations about the defining 

features of a period all within the setting of realistic dialogue, and characters 

who are entirely believable.  ‘Funny Girl’ sees the continuation of this talent, 

painting a vivid picture of London and the swinging 60s. 

I was not disappointed by this wonderful novel, which tells the story of a 

reluctant former Blackpool beauty queen, Barbara Parker, who craves making 

people laugh, just like her heroine, Lucille Ball.  Leaving her hometown and 

venturing to London in order to pursue this dream sees Barbara Parker become 

Sophie Straw, lead character in one of the nation’s most successful sitcoms with 

mass popular appeal.  As he series hits its peak and then inevitably finds itself 

bypassed by more edgier shows, we see how the characters involved handle this.  

Each faces their own challenges, from Dennis the producer, the writers Tony 

and Bill to Barbara's costar, Clive.  It seems that as the show begins to crumble 

and threatens to implode, their lives become ever more challenging forcing 

them to deal with long dormant emotions.  As each series of the show develops 

and its popularity wanes this novel becomes more emotional every step of the 

way. 

Hornby can capture an emotion in such succinct, beautiful language, never 

flowering with unnecessary lines.  He cuts straight to the chase incredibly well 

and you feel the emotions all the more for that.  As the author points out, 

nothing can stay good forever - we can all probably remember the time and 

place when everything felt perfect in our lives.  The joy in this book is seeing 

how the characters in the story bounce back. 

As a born and bred Londoner, I loved reading the story of an era in which my 

parents were both teenagers and reading about the TV shows and personalities 

of the time that had mass appeal, and the occasional photos were a really 

special touch.   

This majestic novel sees Hornby returning to his brilliant best, fizzing 

and crackling with comedy, yet managing to create endearing characters 

who you really do warm to, and making some really poignant and deep 

reflections along the way.  That Hornby can manage this is testament to his 

remarkable talent, and the tightness of the prose is something to admire.  A 

cleverly constructed novel which manages to evoke a whole era 

whilst also managing to portray characters who I genuinely adored! 



Sarah Musk 

A most enjoyable and entertaining book.  Very funny in parts and 

well-observed.  Sophie is a delight and you are rooting for her all the 

way through.  

This is an entertaining and funny book.  Sophie (or Barbara) who is the funny 

girl of the title is a smart, determined girl who unusually for the times (mid 

sixties) has ambitions to be a comedienne like Lucille Ball, who she hero 

worships.  The book chronicles Sophie's years in London working on a hit 

comedy TV show about a newly married couple. 

Nick Hornby, who writes as deftly and astutely as ever, brings to life the early 

days of television alongside real hit shows of the time such as ‘Till Death Do Us 

Part’.  He also tackles social issues of the time such as homosexuality and 

women's role in sixties society.  However, he writes in such an amusing, 

insightful way that it never becomes dull or laboured.  The writers of Sophie's 

show are very real people of the times struggling with their own issues and they 

both solve their problems in very different ways. 

Sophie is a delight and you are rooting for her all the way through to find her 

Mr Right even though she has some romantic mishaps along the way.  Fans of 

Nick Hornby, especially women, will not be disappointed by this book.  He has a 

great understanding about what motivates people and what make them tick 

and this is strongly illustrated in ‘Funny Girl’.  You will enjoy it. 

 

Sue Broom  

Fresh and vibrant, his writing has a natural flow to it.  I liked this 

book very much and would heartily recommend it.  

I am of an age with Nick Hornby - too young to do any swinging in the sixties 

but old enough to remember the sort of jolly TV sitcoms a whole family would 

sit down to watch together.  I was interested in his analysis of TV programming 

strategy and its progression towards the gritty drama made today.   

He has described the times so well in this book - the fun to be had moving to 

London and enjoying independence and moderate affluence in those carefree, 

non-PC, pre-recession days.  I was very taken with his characters (particularly 

the sparky Sophie) and with their interaction and dialogue.  Fresh and vibrant, 

his writing has a natural flow to it.  I liked this book very much and would 

heartily recommend it. 

 



Phylippa Smithson  

Oh dear.  We all have that 'bad day in the office' and ‘Funny Girl’ is 

evidence that Nick Hornby is no different to the rest of us!  

I just did not get what the book was trying to achieve.  Some of it was factual – 

insight into the 'old' BBC where everyone had to speak with a 'proper' accent 

(public school, home counties English) and 'lite entertainment' was very much 

controlled by the old dinosaurs who ran the organisation – yet in many ways it 

was a total fiction. 

It frustrated me that it was trying to combine both and certainly I found myself 

increasingly bored with the plot whichever route the story was going. 

I'll stop now and simple say: Nick, please keep to the fiction and don’t 

disappoint this (usually) very loyal reader again.  Thanks! 

 

Sheila Dale  

Good characters and an easy read.  

This is the first time I have read Nick Hornby and I enjoyed the book, finding it 

very easy to read. The characters were well drawn although I didn't feel we got 

an in depth look at any of them. To me, this has the feel of an autobiography as 

much as a novel. I enjoyed the info on the difficulties of writing a comedy series 

and setting it in the 60's gave it a good authentic feel. I'd classify this as holiday 

reading, lightweight and a page turner. 

 

Sarah Williams  

Pleasant, light read but not his best.  

I adored ‘High Fidelity’ and ‘About a Boy’ and have read both several times so I 

was excited about trying ‘Funny Girl’ but I'm afraid it just didn't do it for me. I 

found it hard to like the female lead and after reading a whole novel still don't 

feel that I really understand her. For a book called ‘Funny Girl’ there was a 

distinct lack of laughs. 

I did enjoy the characters of Tony and Bill and the first half of the book at least 

was quite charming. The sense of time and the highlight on the class struggle 

were well done but I feel others have done it better. 

If you enjoyed How to be Good and A Long Way Down then this is the book for 

you but if, like me, you miss the young and fresh Hornby then you might want 



to give this one a miss. 

 

Emma Barton  

This is a fantastically unique book telling the story of a 1960's Sit 

Com and the characters associated with its production.  

This book made me laugh out loud and I can't remember the last time (if ever) 

that's happened. It’s a really original story that focuses on the characters 

involved in the production of a 1960's Sit Com, from the TV stars to the writers 

and producer. It also follows their personal lives and the challenges modern, 

forward thinking women, divorcees and gay men faced in this era. 

I have seen a few films based on Nick Hornby books and could clearly visualise 

this book as a hilarious film while reading it. I would highly recommend this as 

a great story and an interesting study of lives in the UK during the rapidly 

changing 1960's. Brilliant! 

 

Sarah Harper  

A refreshingly funny story.  

‘Funny Girl’ is a refreshingly funny read.  The story of 1960’s Blackpool beauty 

queen Barbara and her journey to sitcom stardom is a breath of fresh air.  She 

was a feisty young woman who longed for a career in comedy like her heroine 

Lucille Ball.  But this was an era where female comedians were rare and 

Barbara needed skill and good fortune in order to succeed.  Her success in 

Barbara (and Jim) and rise as a household name was well deserved.  The 

writers and producers were witty and sharp.  They bounced ideas off each other 

and their interactions made me smile.  The story follows them all to the present 

day in order to see how their lives have turned out and this ties up all of the 

loose ends and fills in the gaps but it did make me feel slightly deflated.  It may 

have been preferable to leave the characters on a high, at the height of their 

success, but I guess life carries on and it was good to know how it turned out for 

them. 

I enjoyed ‘Funny Girl’.  It was an easy read which was very natural and totally 

believable.  It made me smile and I would definitely recommend it to others. 

 

 

 



Jane Nicol  

Being a child of the sixties I was immediately transported back to 

that exciting, wonderful time.  

The characters come to life as you read about a world changing after the 

austerity of the war years. Narrow views of the time are written about in a 

witty, easy style. You really come to love the characters and want the best for 

them. 

 As a child I would groan as my parents watched ‘I love Luc’y and ‘Bilko’, I think 

I would have loved Barbara (and Jim). 

 

Clair Chaytors  

A great read for fans of the sixties…  

This is the first book I’ve ever read by Nick and although I wasn’t that struck on 

the story I like his style of writing. I can imagine this book will greatly appeal to 

those who have had the fortune to be born into such an interesting era, that is 

the swinging sixties, but perhaps because I’m an eighties baby I couldn’t really 

appreciate the nostalgic attraction. 

Hornby’s writing is very light and funny and his characters are very easily 

drawn and likeable and I enjoyed witnessing younger characters who tried to 

make a path for themselves believing that there had to be something better out 

there for them, Barbara being a prime example of this. I also appreciated 

reading about characters who make an effort to go out and get what they want 

by working for it (an idea that generally tends to get lost by many in the current 

generation). I do think I will be reading another of Hornby’s books but most 

likely a more modern one. 

 

Jennifer Moville 

This is the story of Sophie Straw - not her real name - she has changed it to 

make people think she is a funny girl like her comedienne hero Lucille Ball. She 

knows of many men comedians on the TV but not many women and she wants 

to make people laugh too. 

 The story is set in the sixties in London and along the way to Sophie becoming 

what she has always wanted to do - become a funny TV star we meet a host of 

characters that are very easy for the reader to grow to love.  

Nick Hornby writes books that keep us all glued to the pages with 



more than a giggle or two along the way. 

 

Evelyn Love-Gajardo 

It is so long since I read anything by Nick Hornby that I wasn't sure what to 

expect. ‘Funny Girl’ is different from some of his other books, as this 

time the main character is female, but equally enjoyable. 

The book tells the story of Sophie Straw and her rise to fame as a sitcom actress 

in the 60s.We find out about the writers, actors and director involved in what 

becomes a hugely successful series. The book creates a vivid picture of the time 

in which its set, interspersed with real photos. It also gives a realistic insight 

into the process of creating a (fictional) TV sitcom. 

I enjoyed this book, as it brought back memories of watching TV sitcoms as a 

child in the 60s, in the days when they were actually funny. The characters were 

well drawn and you could almost think that they were based on real people. 

The book reaches a very satisfying conclusion, bringing the characters up to the 

present day. 

I would recommend it to anyone who enjoys a bit of nostalgia. 

 

Nicola Kingswell 

Life and death of a 1960’s sitcom.  

Given the title of the book, I expected this novel to be more focused on the 

heroine of the story Barbara/Sophie. Although Sophie is a central character to 

the story, it is the sitcom Barbara (and Jim) that is the epicentre. Set in the 

1960’s, Barbara Parker leaves her home town of Blackpool to seek fame as the 

new Lucille Ball in London. There she meets Tony and Bill, sitcom writers, 

Dennis the producer and Clive a fellow actor and the sitcom Barbara (and Jim) 

is born. The novel follows the evolution of the sitcom, how the general public 

initially takes it to heart, the constant striving to appease the BBC and the fans, 

while trying to develop the characters and storylines over several series. 

I really enjoyed the story and the characters. I thought the interaction between 

the characters was wittily observed. I liked how Sophie and Clive were expected 

to mirror Barbara and Jim in real life. The descriptions of London in the 

swinging 60’s were fun and interesting and I liked the references to popular 

culture and stars of the time. The photographs punctuating the text are a nice 

touch too. This is a really easy to read, funny, moving, heart-warming 



novel that stays with you long after the curtain has come down. 

 

Val Rowe  

Not Nick Hornby at his best.  

When Barbara Parker turns her back upon pursuing her life as Miss Blackpool 

1964 in her ambition to make people laugh, she enters the world of TV 

encountering a wealth of personalities who have a direct effect upon her 

personal and professional life. 

I have read all Nick Hornby's novels and was initially excited by the prospect of 

reading this one as it is set in the sixties. However, it just did not work for me at 

all and I struggled to complete it. 

The characters are skillfully described and the plot unravels at a 

good pace, although it is rather predictable. However, the mélange of 

fact and fiction confused me and I found the relationship between the characters 

irritating. The title of the novel seems weak and an unusual choice given the 

Barbara Streisand movie of the same name. Furthermore, the main character 

does not really seem to pursue her dream of wanting to make people laugh.   

It felt as if I was reading the setting of an animation and I was confused by 

whether or not the novel was meant to be a comedy. 

All in all I was disappointed. 

 

Julie Bertschin  

Based in the 1960's when art, television/radio entertainment and 

culture as a whole was changing so rapidly this novel immerses the 

reader in its time warp. Charming and funny, a very different read!  

Barbara is a young girl keen to leave Blackpool and make a name for herself, to 

be more like her heroine Lucille Ball.  Writers Tony and Bill are looking for 

something or someone to inspire their writing. When the two come together a 

series is born.  We travel through Barbara's life as she gets her first break and 

moves into the realms of the celebrity. A nostalgic look at the sixties and the 

whirlwind of change that came upon light entertainment during that decade.  

This book almost read like a biography with its pictures and snippets from 

sixties culture.  An entertaining read. 

 



Dana Captainino 

‘Funny Girl’ feels like an experiment - what starts out as an 

interesting idea, clearly well-researched and no doubt true to the 

period sadly fails to hit the mark.  Nick Hornby - a consistently excellent 

writer whose work is known for its keen observation of the truth of the human 

character and always smattered with a keen humour just does not work this 

time round. 

Set in the 1960s and the world of popular TV comedy the characters are all 

essential elements to the programme.  Sophie Straw was a winner of Miss 

Blackpool 1964 and has a compelling desire to be the British version of Lucille 

Ball and is the star of the weekly TV show.  Other characters are actors, writers 

and producers all involved in its production.  

There is a particularly interesting encounter with Prime Minister Harold 

Wilson at one point and a plot to raise his ratings through filming the show at 

No 10. 

Unfortunately though Nick Hornby fails to make us care enough about the 

characters for us to maintain full attention and the characters become more and 

more irritating as the story progresses. 

Where the well-known 1960s writers such as Nell Dunn and others can still hold 

the reader's interest through an authenticity allowed to those writing in the 

moment, this just does not work here. 

 

Sarah Hamid  

An entertaining read, with some moments of humour. It was 

interesting to learn about attitudes of the time (1960s) regarding relationships, 

homosexuality, and the role of women.  

This is story of Barbara, who wins Miss Blackpool 1964 but decides that this is 

not what she wants from life. She goes to London to pursue her dream of 

becoming a female comic. Her dream comes true, after a while, and she 

becomes the female lead in a sitcom on TV that becomes a household favourite. I 

read the first part of this novel with a mild interest in the characters but found 

myself being drawn in. I like this kind of novel where the characters become old 

and the reader gets to know the end of their stories. There were some genuinely 

funny moments lifting the story when it could have become rather maudlin. I 

think the book would appeal to people who were young themselves in the 1960s 

and also fans of David Nicholls. 


