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27TH ANNUALwas like my eureka moment. 
It wasn’t one person’s story. 
It was all of these different 
people telling the story in 
different voices. And that’s 
how it happened. It took four 
years to write, largely because 
I had only a narrow idea of 
how far it would go when I 
started.

How do you go about 
handling the violence in your 
novels? 
 
Violence and explicitness, in 
general, can be tricky. On one 
hand, there is a sort of tasteful 
violence that I find very false. 
If you read a story about 
violence or abuse and you 
were touched, you’re reading 
the wrong story. You’re 
supposed to be horrified. 
Violence is violent.  
 
It’s a very tricky line. You have 
to be careful because the 
response to relentless violence 
is not continued horror. You 
just get numb to it. In my 
books, I do believe violence 
should be violent but I don’t 
think I go to the point that it is 
unreadable.  
 
You have to take risks, not 
just with extreme violence, 
but also with joy. How do you 
write extreme happiness in a 
book without it coming across 
as maudlin and sentimental? 
How do you write love? It’s 
the same challenge. You’d be 
surprised—a kiss is really as 
hard to write as a stabbing. 

From Marlon James’ talk at the 
Fireside Reading Series (Jan. 
21, 2015).

What inspired you to write 
A Brief History of Seven 
Killings?

There’s always been a 
mystery about the men 
who tried to kill Marley. 
As a writer, I think one of 
the things that galvanizes 
me is to attempt to solve 
mysteries. These men 
fascinated me, but I also 
became very fascinated 
with the other people 
involved.  
 
One example that really 
inspired this was a Gay 
Telese essay called 
“Frank Sinatra has a 
Cold.” It’s probably one 
of the greatest pieces of 
journalism in the 20th 
century. Telese was in 
Miami and Sinatra refused 
to talk to him. Every time 
he tried to get an interview, 
Sinatra’s secretary would 
say, “Mr. Sinatra has a 
cold.” Whether it was 
inspiration or desperation, 
Telese hit upon the idea 
to interview everybody 
around Sinatra. Who is 
changing his sheets? Who 
is picking the song list? 
Who is the band manager? 
He built this entire portrait 
of Frank Sinatra through all 
of the people around him. 
It was one of the things 
that changed journalism 
and I’ve always been 
fascinated with that type 
of story.  

Marley doesn’t really 
ever appear in the book 
and, in fact, he isn’t even 
named. In the book he’s 
just called “the Singer.” It’s 
more about people who, 
in one way or another, 
were involved in the 
assassination attempt or 
just happened to be in the 
wrong place at the wrong 
time.

How long did it take you 
to write the book?

It’s funny. The first 
paragraph I ever wrote for 
this book is now on page 
458. The book had such 
a crazy genesis. I didn’t 
set out to write a novel—I 
actually set out to write 
a novella. I was trying to 
just go with who I fell in 
love with first. And, the 
first character I wrote was 
actually this gay Chicago 
hit man stranded in Miami 
who is there to kill a 
Jamaican. He has no idea 
why or what or when and 
he doesn’t care.  
 
I didn’t intend to write so 
many characters. What 
happened was that I kept 
starting these single-
person novels and they 
just would go nowhere. 
One day a friend asked 
me why I thought it had to 
be just one person’s story. 
She asked me how long 
it had been since I last 
read As I Lay Dying. I went 
back and read that and it 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

Described by the New York Times as “sweeping, 
mythic, over-the-top, colossal and dizzyingly 
complex,” James’ novel uses the 1976 assassination 
attempt on Bob Marley as a springboard to explore 
Jamaican society and culture. Told through multiple 
narrative voices ranging from gang members to 
C.I.A. operatives to those caught in the crossfire, A 
Brief History of Seven Killings takes the reader on an 
unforgettable journey through a tumultuous time in 
history. 

1. The novel’s structure invites the reader to play detective/
journalist. In this sense, did you feel akin to Rolling Stone 
journalist Alex Pierce when reading A Brief History of Seven 
Killings?

2. The majority of the characters in the novel are male, but 
it’s often Nina and her shape-shifting ways that readers are 
keen to discuss. Can her constant reinventing of herself, 
and her journey from Jamaica to America, be seen as 
belonging to any narrative tradition(s)?

3. The latter parts of the novel are set in the United States, 
but even before that, America has a pull on the characters 
whether politically or culturally. Discuss the place of 
America in the novel and its influence on the characters.

4. In A Brief History of Seven Killings, Bob Marley is referred 
to as just “the Singer”—he is a peripheral figure. Why do 
you think this is?

5. James employs the voices of multiple characters in this 
book. Do you feel there is one character that ties the novel 
together? 
 

6. Some characters have proper names, while others have 
nicknames. Consider the significance of this.

7. A Brief History of Seven Killings, for the most part, 
progresses chronologically, but would you describe the 
narrative as linear?

8. Do specific details and cultural references (e.g., names of 
real people, bands and television shows) add authenticity 
to James’ fictional creations?

9. Did you find the Jamaican patois alienating or immersive?

10. In an interview in the New York Times Marlon James has 
said that “history is always shaping everything.” How did 
your understanding of the assassination attempt and its 
aftermath alter as the novel progressed?

11. Did you find the ending satisfying?

Marlon James was born in Jamaica 
in 1970. He is also the author of The 
Book of Night Women, which won 
the 2010 Dayton Literary Peace Prize 
and a Minnesota Book Award. His first 
novel, John Crow’s Devil, was a finalist 
for the Los Angeles Times Book Prize 
and the Commonwealth Writers Prize, 
and was a New York Times Editor’s 
Choice. James teaches Creative 
Writing and English at Macalester 
College in Saint Paul, Minnesota.

Listen to Marlon James discuss A Brief History 
at the Fireside Reading Series on The Friends’ 

podcast: THEFRIENDS.ORG/PODCAST.

Marlon James accepts 
his award at the 27th 
Annual Minnesota Book 
Awards Gala on 
April 18, 2015.


