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The brutal, blood-filled images are commonplace on the front pages of the New York 
Times and in CNN broadcasts: civil wars, upheaval of old regimes, massive change, 
massive graves. Portraits of Africa’s sons fighting. 
  
“I’ve heard it said,” writer Maaza Mengiste begins, “that a revolution usually starts in the 
name of love. There’s a group of people who want to fight and sacrifice for the sake of 
something greater than them, for the betterment of a group of people. But in the midst of 
that, we get this violence and this death and chaos.” 
  
Mengiste’s debut novel, Beneath the Lion’s Gaze, depicts the civil unrest that began in 
Ethiopia in 1974, setting off a wave of killings and subsequent migration from the coun-
try. Set in Addis Ababa, the novel shows Emperor Haile Selassie being removed from 
power after a sixty-year reign while the Derg, a Marxist military group, seizes control of 
the country. The practices Selassie’s government is being removed for — imprisoning 
and murdering citizens without trials and allowing thousands of Ethiopians to go hungry 
— are ironically the same practices members of the Derg utilize to gain and maintain 
power.          
  
The Hailu family serves as a microcosm for Ethiopia — Dr. Hailu, his ailing wife, Selam, 
their sons: Dawit, the younger revolutionary college student; Yonas, the older college 
history professor; and their sons’s lovers: Sara, Yonas’s wife, and Lily, Dawit’s girlfriend.  
Their varied responses to the chaos devastating Ethiopia divides their family, enabling 
Mengiste to use their discord to illustrate how a country once united began to war 
against itself.  
  
“With books that come out about Africa or about revolution or civil war in Africa,” 
Mengiste says, “there’s a danger in people assuming that this violence — the chaos, the 
unrest — happens without any historical, political, or social context; that Africans are 
naturally inclined to fighting; that one day there’s peace, and the next day they’re turning 
in their neighbors and trying to kill them.” 
  
Mengiste’s book challenges this misconception by detailing the individual and collective 
journeys of the women and men who fought with and against the Derg, each begging 
empathetic understanding: 

“‘He made us tie them up and drive them away and shoot them.’ Mickey held 
his head, his voice was low, a trembling boy’s cry. ‘They kept asking me not 
to do it.’ Mickey’s hands were clasped tight around his head, squeezing so 
hard that Dawit was afraid he’d hurt himself. ‘They told me their wives’ 
names and how many children they had at home. We know them. They went 
to our school. Some were so old.’ He was shaking.” 

  
Mengiste’s time at the VONA (Voice of Our Nations Arts Foundation) writing workshop 



for writers of color equipped her to do this. “At VONA, people were very open about 
looking for things through the lens of a writer of color, and being able to say, ‘This may 
not work because you may be relying on stereotypical imagery.’ Those are things that 
you’re not going to hear in another workshop or MFA program where there are writers 
who are not of color.” 
  
The eleven page short story that Mengiste brought to Junot Diaz’s 2004 VONA fiction 
workshop, (the first she ever wrote about her native country), evolved into the 384 
paged book published in January 2010 by W. W. Norton & Company. Mengiste says, “I 
took the story to VONA. They had a lot of questions. I took it to my MFA classmates.  
They had a lot of questions. Eventually, I realized that I was actually writing a book.” 
  
Mengiste joins a group of writers whose families fled African countries in the wake of 
numerous civil wars. They are piecing together their pasts by crafting stories that fuse 
countries’ shameful war wounds with hushed family histories. 
  
“I’m writing stories that I want to read that I haven’t read yet. I’m writing about things that 
I feel are important to talk about, a part of my own history. I hadn’t read a book of fiction 
that dealt with this revolution to the extent that I was curious about,” Mengiste says. 

Her and her classmates’s incessant curiosity culminated in a book the New York Times 
writes is “an important novel, rich in compassion for its anguished characters.” 

That’s exactly what Mengiste hoped for when penning the novel. She adds, “I hope the 
book becomes just one way to start the dialogue between the children who remember 
parts of this time and their parents who hold all of the painful memories but don’t want to 
talk about it.” 
  
You can learn more about Maaza Mangiste and order a copy of Beneath the Lion’s 
Gaze at www.maazamengiste.com. 

http://www.maazamengiste.com/

