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Syllabus for Reading Group  
 
 
WEEK 1:  Wednesday, February 28, 6-8 pm 
 
Children of Sisyphus, Orlando Patterson (1964) 

 
A bleak portrayal of life on the Dungle—the rubbish heap where the very poorest squat—
this beautifully poetic, existentialist novel turns an unwavering eye to life in the 
Jamaican ghetto. By interweaving the stories of Dinah, a prostitute who can never quite 
escape the circumstances of her life, and Brother Solomon, a respected Rastafarian leader 
who allows his followers to think that a ship is on its way to take them home to Ethiopia, 
this brutally poetic story creates intense and tragic characters who struggle to come to 
grips with the absurdity of life. As these downtrodden protagonists shed their illusions 
and expectations, they realize that there is no escape from meaninglessness, and 
eventually gain a special kind of dignity and stoic awareness about life and the universe. 



 
WEEK 2:  Wednesday, March 14, 6-8 pm 
 
Film, The Harder They Come, Directed by Perry Henzell (1973) 

 
Wishing to become a successful Reggae singer, a young Jamaican man finds himself tied 
to corrupt record producers and drug pushers. 

 
WEEK 3:  Wednesday, March 28, 6-8 pm 
 
Lionheart Gal:  Life Stories of Jamaican Women, Sistren Theatre Collective (1986) 

 
Since 1977 the women of Sistren have been exploring the lives of Caribbean women, 
from which they create plays, workshops and screen prints for presentation throughout 
the Caribbean and elsewhere. This book is based on testimonies from Sistren collected 
and edited by Honor Ford Smith into a vivid record of women's lives. The stories retain 
all the emotional depth of works of the imagination, yet they are at the same time 
invaluable records of oral history. Scholars of language, culture, politics and literature 
will need this book; the general reader will revel in it. 

 
WEEK 4:  Wednesday, April 11, 6-8 pm 
 
The True History of Paradise:  A Novel, Margaret Cezair-Thompson (1999) 
 

It is 1981. Jean Landing secretly plans to flee her beloved Jamaica–the only home her 
family has ever known, a place now rife with political turmoil. But before she can make 
her final preparations, she receives devastating news: Lana, her sister, is dead. The 
country’s state of emergency leaves no time to arrange a proper funeral. Even Jean’s 
mother, Monica, who hadn’t spoken to Lana in more than a decade, cannot fully embrace 
her grief. 

 
WEEK 5:  Wednesday, April 25, 6-8 pm 
 
A Brief History of Seven Killings, Marlon James (2014) 

 
On December 3, 1976, just before the Jamaican general election and two days before Bob 
Marley was to play the Smile Jamaica Concert to ease political tensions in Kingston, 
seven unnamed gunmen stormed the singer’s house, machine guns blazing. The attack 
wounded Marley, his wife, and his manager, and injured several others. Little was 
officially released about the gunmen, but rumors abounded regarding the assassins’ fates. 
A Brief History of Seven Killings is James’s fictional exploration of that dangerous and 
unstable time in Jamaica’s history and beyond. Deftly spanning decades and continents 
and peopled with a wide range of characters—assassins, drug dealers, journalists, and 
even ghosts—James brings to life the people who walked the streets of 1970s Kingston, 
who dominated the crack houses of 1980s New York, and who reemerged into a radically 
altered Jamaica of the 1990s. 



 
This Strange Land, Shara McCallum (2011)  
 

These poems probe the definition of Motherland. Shara McCallum homogenizes 
childhood memories of her native Jamaica with a revised understanding of danger and 
corruption, teasing out notions of history, language, motherhood, rupture, memory, and 
identity. She weaves new cloth of oral tradition, struggling to arrange a comfort zone 
within the foreign manufactures of suburbia. 

 
WEEK 6:  Wednesday, May 9, 6-8 pm 
 
Augustown, Kei Miller (2016) 
 

Set in the backlands of Jamaica, Augustown is a magical and haunting novel of one 
woman’s struggle to rise above the brutal vicissitudes of history, race, class, collective 
memory, violence, and myth. 


