Best New Reads: Why Marlon James’s The Disappearers Is Causing a Stir
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Shoppers and readers are flocking to Marlon James’s latest, The Disappearers, a bold, polyphonic novel set in late‑’80s to early‑’90s Jamaica; critics praise its raw portrait of art, sexuality and violence, and it matters because it’s sparking conversations about homophobia, storytelling and how we reckon with painful histories.
Essential Takeaways
Setting and scope: The Disappearers unfolds in late‑1980s and early‑1990s Jamaica, following eight gay play actors after a brutal attack; the novel feels both intimate and epic.
Narrative voice: Critics note James’s polyphonic technique and close narration, which blends humour with brutality and gives characters distinct, lively voices.
Themes: Homophobia, artistic survival, revenge and authenticity are central, with critics calling the book a scorching, urgent work.
Tone and texture: Readers report a mix of dark comedy and visceral scenes; prose ranges from lyrical to streetwise and fast‑moving.
Practical note: The book asks readers to sit with discomfort , it’s not light beach reading, but it’s deeply rewarding for those who want challenging contemporary fiction.
A bold return that feels epic and intimate
Marlon James has returned with a novel that’s muscular and very alive, steering between tenderness and outright savagery. Reviewers in The Guardian and The Atlantic have pointed out how the book’s multiple voices create a chorus that pulls you through scenes that are often violent, sometimes hilarious, and always uneasy. For anyone who’s read James before, there’s that same appetite for big, ambitious storytelling, but matched here with a close focus on a small troupe of actors trying to survive.
Context matters: the story’s rooted in a Jamaica where homophobia is a daily threat, and many critics say the book reads almost like a document of cultural violence as much as a piece of fiction. If you like novels that demand attention and don’t apologise for discomfort, this one will sit with you long after the last page.
Why reviewers call it urgent and necessary
Critics across major outlets have been unanimous about the book’s urgency. The New Yorker, The Guardian and Kirkus Reviews all highlight how James doesn’t shy away from ugly truths; instead he uses lyricism and satire to expose them. That combination, beautiful sentences that describe terrible acts, creates tension that reviewers find electrifying.
This is one reason the book is being discussed beyond just literary circles: it taps into wider conversations about queer lives in hostile environments, the responsibilities of artists, and how violence can shape stories about identity. If you’re deciding whether to read it, expect sharp prose, moral complexity and moments that will prick you emotionally.
Characters, voice and the art of polyphony
James’s choice to tell the story through multiple, sometimes overlapping voices gives the novel a theatrical, almost performative texture, fitting, since the protagonists are actors. The effect is often that you feel a direct intimacy with individual characters, even while the narrative sweeps outward.
Practical reading tip: if you prefer linear, single‑perspective novels, give yourself time to adjust. Let the voices settle; the polyphonic style rewards patience by revealing different angles on the same events. Many reviewers note that humour and music, jazz and street rhyme, are woven throughout, which lightens and complicates the darker material.
The themes people are talking about , revenge, survival and art
At the heart of the novel are questions about revenge and survival, about what it takes to be authentic when the world is stacked against you. Review coverage emphasises that James interrogates the cost of staying true to oneself, especially when identity is criminalised or made dangerous by social norms.
This isn’t a neat morality play. The Disappearers asks its readers to sit with ambiguity: characters make messy choices, and you’re left to weigh them. For book groups or readers who like unpacking moral complexity, this novel lends itself to long conversations.
How The Disappearers fits into James’s work and the wider literary moment
If you’ve read James before, you’ll recognise his appetite for scope and experimentation; if this is your first, it’s a striking entry point. Critics compare the book’s ambition to his earlier, prizewinning work and place it in a broader trend of novels that use immersive, multi‑voice narratives to explore identity and violence.
Looking ahead, expect the book to be a touchstone in discussions about representation and literary daring this year. For readers, the takeaway is simple: this is a major novel that rewards engagement, not skimming.
It's a small stretch of a book that asks big questions and leaves an impression.
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