
 
 
Dear students, 
 
On Monday, August 30, as part of your orientation to Brown, you will participate in a 
seminar about a book that you and all new Brown students will read this summer. The book 
we have chosen is The Dew Breaker, by Edwidge Danticat (MFA ’93). It has been purchased 
for you by the Office of the Dean of the College and the Brown Alumni Association. Think 
of it as a welcome gift from Brown and your first official college reading assignment. 
 
The Dew Breaker is a novel about history, family, and the many different faces of truth. It 
relates the stories of a collection of expatriate Haitians now living in Brooklyn, and the story 
of Ka Bienaimé, a first-generation Haitian-American trying to make a living through her art. 
In a year when a devastating earthquake has made us all more aware of global inequalities 
and the darker legacy of Haiti’s 20th-century past, this novel poses a different challenge. Its 
opening sentence, “My father is gone,” becomes a metaphor for what the book itself is trying 
to embrace: a narrative about difference and loss, about the past and the future, in which we 
are asked to consider how histories are told and who has the power to tell them.  
 
We would like you to read the book and tell us your reactions. Why, do you think, does the 
novel introduce characters from so many different times and places? Which stories do you 
find credible? Which are confusing? What, in the end, does Danticat contribute to your 
vision of Haiti? Is there something about a novel—or about art in general—that can alter 
your understanding of the past and the present? Write up your thoughts in the form of a 
letter to your academic advisor. The letter should give your advisor a sense of who you are 
and the way you think. While you are introducing yourself, you should also talk a bit about 
your goals and aspirations for Brown. What will be your story in four years’ time? Can you 
imagine it? Please submit your letter online at www.brown.edu/college/secure/first_readings 
by August 2. We will make sure it gets into your advisor’s hands before your first advising 
appointment on August 31. 
 
I should mention that your letter will be read by a few other people, as well. First, the 
specialists in Brown’s Writing Center will read what you have written to get a sense of your 
strengths or weaknesses as a writer. We will also share a copy with the person who will be 
leading your seminar discussion on The Dew Breaker, and who may want to use your ideas as a 
starting point for the discussion. For both of these reasons, we ask that you give this first 
college assignment some careful attention and thought. 
 
When you arrive on campus, you will receive information about the time and location of 
your seminar on The Dew Breaker, and the name of your discussion leader. We hope this 
opportunity to meet new friends and discuss ideas will make your orientation to Brown even 
more meaningful. So enjoy your reading, and don’t forget to bring your book when you 
come to Brown in September! 
 
All my best, 

 
Katherine Bergeron 
Dean of the College 
Professor of Music 

http://www.brown.edu/college/secure/first_readings

