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Book descriptions

Bel Canto by Ann Patchett (2001)

An American opera singer, a Japanese industrialist, a French diplomat with skills in the kitchen, and a translator who falls in love with a Latin American terrorist are taken hostage by revolutionary terrorists in an unnamed Latin American embassy. Low comedy and high suspense, romance and tragedy blend in Patchett’s Orange Prize-winning novel, inspired by the actual seizure of the Japanese ambassador’s residence in Peru by Tupac Amaru guerillas in 1996.

People of the Book by Geraldine Brooks (2007)

Book restorer Hannah Heath’s project, the 500-year-old illuminated Sarajevo Haggedeh manuscript, is a repository of tragic episodes throughout human history: as a friend tells her, “this book has survived the same disaster over and over again,” referring to “this fear, this hate, this need to demonize ‘the other.’” As Heath unpacks the clues in the book that illuminate its history—an insect wing, a wine stain, a missing silver clasp—her life in Sarajevo at the end of the fratricidal Bosnian war enriches her own perspectives on humankind’s potential for violence and redemption.

Anil’s Ghost by Michael Ondaatje (2000)

Canadian novelist Michael Ondaatje explores his own Sri Lankan roots in his fourth novel, limning the violence of the conflict between the Tamil Tigers and the Sri Lankan state. Anil has fled her increasingly violent homeland to train in America as a forensic archaeologist. She comes to Sri Lanka on a UN mission after work in the killing fields of Guatemala’s “dirty war.” She is teamed with local archaeologist Sarath, whose Buddhist perspective and murky political connections balance her Western perspective on events. 

