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About the Book

The City is not unlike those on earth: it has parks and streets, stores and restaurants, garbage and homelessness --- all of 

the pleasures and problems of modern life. This City, however, is inhabited by the recently departed, who reside there 

only as long as they remain in the memories of the living. Among the current residents of this afterlife are Luka Sims, 

who prints the only newspaper in the City, with news from the other side; Coleman Kinzler, a vagrant who speaks the 

cautionary words of God; and Marion and Phillip Byrd, who find themselves falling in love again after decades of 

marriage.

On earth, Laura Byrd is trapped by extreme weather in an Antartic research station. She's alone and unable to contact the 

outside world: her radio is down and the power is failing. She's running out of supplies as quickly as she's running out of 

time.

Kevin Brockmeier interweaves these two stories in a spellbinding tale of human connection, self-preservation, and the 

future of mankind. The Brief History of the Dead is the work of a remarkably gifted writer.

Discussion Guide

1. The Brief History of the Dead is prefaced with a quote describing African societies that believe humans pass from 

being alive to living-dead, to dead. How does the author explore this idea throughout the novel?

2. The novel begins with a description of crossings to the city of the dead. What sense do you get of the city from the 

first chapter? What is the emotion created by opening with varied stories of the crossings, and particularly with the first 

story of the blind man? What is the significance of beginning and ending with the blind man, and how are he and Laura 

connected or separate from each other in their relationship to their respective worlds?
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3. "The stories people told about the crossing were as varied and elaborate as their ten billion lives, so much more 

particular than those other stories, the ones they told about their deaths." For many of the characters, telling the stories of 

their "crossing" is essential to their sense of self in the city of the dead. What are some of the different crossings like, and 

how does each character tell their story? What does the importance of these stories suggest about a transition from the 

world of the living to the city? Why are some people, like the blind man, unable to let go of their story?

4. "The city was not heaven, and it was not hell, and it was certainly not the world." How does the city operate and 

expand or contract? What is the thumping noise and how does it affect the characters? How is the city different from the 

world of the living, both in physical and emotional ways?

5. When Marion wonders what it means to exist in the city, Phillip replies that "the only thing we can do is stop asking 

impossible questions and just make the best of it." How do the different characters respond to their new lives in the city? 

What does it mean that some, like Bristow, take advantage of their situation and play a new role; in his case, switching 

from tollbooth operator to restaurant owner? Had dying changed Marion in the same way it changed Bristow? Or 

Phillip? What sort of stereotypes about dying does Brockmeier explore through his characters' rebirths in the city?

6. Much of The Brief History of the Dead is structured around memory and its role in Laura's survival and in the lives 

of those in the city. Are the memories of the living and the living-dead different? How do they function in the characters' 

lives, and do they change how each character experiences the world he or she exists in? What do you imagine the author 

is suggesting about the role of memory and the role of storytelling?

7. In many ways, Luka is the voice of the city of the dead. What does his character suggest about the role of the media in 

creating a world?

8. "How many people was any one human being likely to remember?" Puckett asks himself. Marion feels that the city is 

comprised of "hundreds of faces she could not quite place but was sure that she had seen somewhere before. What does 

the existence of the city of the dead suggest about the depth of everyday interactions? Laura believes that she is "no one 

special....When she died, there would be no one to remember her." How does the author explores the clichés of 

remembering the dead? What does Laura's remembered world look like? Does the strength of her memory affect the 

presence those in the city of the dead?

9. Minna creates her place in the world and in relationships by asking questions. "Which do you like better, the idea of 

the past or the idea of the future?" and "What do you think is better, this world or the other?" How does Luka respond to 

her questions? How might Marion respond? Coleman? The blind man?

01. How does The Brief History of the Dead address the idea of guilt? What is the role of Lindell Trimble in the book? 

What does it mean that, "To his last breath Lindell would continue to deny any responsibility for what happened." Why 

does the author create the absurd scene of Lindell with his trash can, making his lonely way through the snow?



11. Discuss the role of faith in the book. "But for every person who lost his faith, there was someone who held fast to it, 

and someone else again who adopted it." What is the meaning of the man who dies holding a red and blue envelope, and 

picks the wrong one? What does this story, the crossing stories, and the popularity of the Sims Sheet in times of change 

suggest about the characters deep need to know what will happen and has happened. Is there a difference in characters' 

need for knowledge? What is the role of Coleman Kinzler and his signs?

12. "At some point...you had to determine whether you were going to be the sort of person who held tight to every single 

thing that passed through your life, no matter how insignificant, or the sort of person who sets it all adrift." Laura thinks 

of herself as the kind who won't let go. Luka describes himself as someone who exists on the peripheries, an observer 

and not a participant. What effects might their different perspectives have on the kind of world their lives would create? 

How does the book explore ideas about living in the present and participating in life?

13. In many ways, the end of The Brief History of the Dead functions as the opening to new world of stories. What do 

you think comes after the city of the dead?

Author Bio
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children's novels CITY OF NAMES and GROOVES: A Kind of Mystery. His work has been translated into 17 

languages. He has published his stories in such venues as The New Yorker, The Georgia Review, McSweeney?s, 

Zoetrope, Tin House, The Oxford American, The Best American Short Stories, The Year?s Best Fantasy and Horror, and 

New Stories from the South. He has recieved the Borders Original Voices Award, three O. Henry Awards (one, a first 

prize), the PEN USA Award, a Guggenheim Fellowship, and an NEA Grant. In 2007, he was named one of Granta

magazine?s Best Young American Novelists He teaches frequently at the Iowa Writers? Workshop, and he lives in Little 
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