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State of Wonder 
by Ann Patchett 

 

 

About the Book 

 

Dr. Marina Singh, a research scientist with a Minnesota pharmaceutical company, is sent to 

Brazil to track down her former mentor, Dr. Annick Swenson, who seems to have all but 

disappeared in the Amazon while working on what is destined to be an extremely valuable new 

drug, the development of which has already cost the company a fortune. Nothing about Marina's 

assignment is easy: not only does no one know where Dr. Swenson is, but the last person who 

was sent to find her, Marina's research partner Anders Eckman, died before he could complete 

his mission. Plagued by trepidation, Marina embarks on an odyssey into the insect-infested 

jungle in hopes of finding her former mentor as well as answers to several troubling questions 

about her friend's death, the state of her company's future, and her own past.  

Once found, Dr. Swenson, now in her seventies, is as ruthless and uncompromising as she ever 

was back in the days of Grand Rounds at Johns Hopkins. With a combination of science and 

subterfuge, she dominates her research team and the natives she is studying with the force of an 

imperial ruler. But while she is as threatening as anything the jungle has to offer, the greatest 

sacrifices to be made are the ones Dr. Swenson asks of herself, and will ultimately ask of Marina, 

who finds she may still be unable to live up to her teacher's expectations.  

In a narrative replete with poison arrows, devouring snakes, and a neighboring tribe of cannibals, 

State of Wonder is a world unto itself, where unlikely beauty stands beside unimaginable loss. It 

is a tale that leads the reader into the very heart of darkness, and then shows us what lies on the 

other side.  

 

 

Praise for the Book 
 

“Expect miracles when you read Ann Patchett’s fiction.” 

——New York Times Book Review 

 

“Patchett’s best novel…exciting and unexpected….The wonder of State of Wonder is 

that Patchett poses exxential philosophical and bioethical arguments in a stroty that still 

speeds along like a literary thriller, reaching a tremendous, deeply emotional crescendo.” 

—Time 
 

 

Courtesy of HarperCollins Publishers 
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PERSONAL INFORMATION:  

Born December 2, 1963, in Los Angeles, CA; daughter of Frank (a police captain) and Jeanne 
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Center, Provincetown, RI, 1990-91; Mary Ingrahm Bunting fellowship, 1993; Janet Heidinger 
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WRITINGS: 

 Truth and Beauty: A Friendship (memoir), HarperCollins (New York, NY), 2004. 

 (Editor, with series editor Katrina Kenison) The Best American Short Stories 2006, 

Houghton Mifflin (Boston, MA), 2006. 

 What Now?, HarperCollins Publishers (New York, NY), 2008. 

NOVELS 

 The Patron Saint of Liars, Houghton Mifflin (Boston, MA), 1992. 

 Taft, Houghton Mifflin (Boston, MA), 1994. 

 The Magician's Assistant, Harcourt (New York, NY), 1997. 

 Bel Canto, HarperCollins (New York, NY), 2001. 

 Run, HarperCollins Publishers (New York, NY), 2007. 

 State of Wonder, HarperCollins (New York, NY), 2011. 

Work represented in anthologies, including Twenty under Thirty, edited by Debra Spark, 

Scribner (New York, NY), 1987; Twenty for the Nineties, edited by Monica Wood, J. Weston 

Walch (Portland, ME), 1992; and The Anthology of the Fine Arts Work Center, Sheepshead 
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Outside, and Vogue. Editor, Sarah Lawrence Review, 1983-84; fiction editor, Shankpainter, 

1990-91. 

  

MEDIA ADAPTATIONS:  

The story "All Little Colored Children Should Learn to Play Harmonica" was adapted as a play; 

The Patron Saint of Liars was filmed for television by CBS, 1997. 

  

Sidelights 

Author Ann Patchett has been hailed as one of the most interesting and unconventional writers of 

her generation. Patchett's power as a writer seems to derive from her unusual ability to make 

believable the voices of a sweeping array of characters. In 1984, on her twenty-first birthday, 

Patchett published her first story, "All Little Colored Children Should Learn to Play Harmonica," 

a narrative set in the 1940s about a black family with eight children. Patchett, a white woman 

from Nashville, Tennessee, had actually written the story two years earlier when she was a 

sophomore at New York's Sarah Lawrence College. "Because I was nineteen, I had the courage 

and confidence to approach such subject matter with authority," she told Elizabeth Bernstein in 

an interview for Publishers Weekly. Patchett described the origins of her diverse characters as 

occurring in moments of fantasy. "I never thought it was strange to pick these topics," she 
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recounted to Bernstein. "I just really believe that using your imagination is the one time in your 

life you can really go anywhere." 

The Patron Saint of Liars, Patchett's first novel, shows such imagination. It tells the story of a 

young pregnant woman who flees from a dull marriage, driving across the country to find a new, 

different, and unexpected sense of family at St. Elizabeth's, a Roman Catholic home for unwed 

mothers in Kentucky. Critics pointed out that the novel may strain belief at times, in particular 

because it provides no contextual sense of hotly debated social issues surrounding marriage and 

reproduction in the Catholic Church. However, as Alice McDermott, reviewing the novel in the 

New York Times Book Review, pointed out, Patchett's project is to write "a made up story of an 

enchanted place." Comparing The Patron Saint of Liars to a fairy tale, McDermott explained that 

"the world of St. Elizabeth's, and of the novel itself, ... retains some sense of the miraculous, of a 

genuine, if unanticipated, power to heal." 

Patchett's next novel, Taft, also received critical praise, though reviewers' opinions differed as to 

whether or not this work exceeded Patchett's achievement in The Patron Saint of Liars.Taft 's 

action centers around a Memphis blues bar called Muddy's. The black, middle-aged bartender, 

Nickel, who narrates the story, becomes imaginatively and practically entangled in the life of a 

white working-class teenager, Fay Taft, and that of her family. Focusing on their relationship, 

Patchett weaves a multilayered narrative about unconventional kinds of love and improvisational 

familial ties. 

In her critically acclaimed third novel, The Magician's Assistant, Patchett continues to explore 

the themes of unorthodox love, abandonment, and transcendence and the surprising places 

people go to feel at home. The protagonist and title character, Sabine, has long been in love with 

the gay magician she assists. As the narrative opens, Parsifal, the magician, who is afflicted with 

AIDS, dies suddenly from a stroke. Sabine and Parsifal had entered into an unusual marriage, 

and upon his death, she is embraced by his family, which she had not known existed. Sabine 

meets her estranged in-laws, and together they try to put together the pieces of Parsifal's past. As 

Sabine shares her grief, she finds a hint of redemption and a way to transform herself. Veronica 

Chambers, reviewing The Magician's Assistant for Newsweek, called it "a '90s love story 

wrought with all the grace and classic charm of a 19th-century novel." 

By the time her fourth novel was released, Patchett had earned a reputation for quality fiction, 

and that reputation was sealed with the publication of Bel Canto. Loosely based on a real-life 

1996 hostage crisis in Lima, Peru, Bel Canto--an opera term that means "fine singing"--takes 

place in an unnamed South American country where the vice presidential palace is the setting for 

a birthday reception honoring a prominent businessman, the chairman of a huge Japanese 

electronics concern. "The poor host country was throwing a birthday party of unreasonable 

expense, hoping that Hosokawa might help with training, trade, a factory--something that will 

make it look like the nation is moving away from drug trafficking," according to Seattle Times 

contributor Valerie Ryan. One of the star guests at this party is Roxane Cross, a revered 

American opera soprano who has agreed to perform for her biggest fan, Hosokawa. As the lights 

dim following her aria, the peace is shattered by the invasion of terrorists. The electronics 

tycoon, the diva, the vice president and sixty dignitaries are taken hostage. "In a marvelously 
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loopy touch," noted David Kipen in the San Francisco Chronicle, "the president has begged off 

to watch his favorite telenovela." Negotiations reach a stalemate, but inside the mansion, 

hostages and guerillas are oblivious to the action. Instead, as the siege stretches to four-and-a-

half months, hostages and terrorists form bonds of friendship and even love inside the mansion; 

"pretty soon, nobody wants to kill anybody," Kipen observed. However, some characters are not 

destined to survive. 

Thematically, Bel Canto is "similar to my other works in that people are thrown together by 

circumstance," Patchett told David Podgurski in a Milwaukee Journal Sentinel interview. "But I 

wanted to write a truly omniscient third-person narrative, a 'Russian' novel." The author 

continued: "I wanted all of the drama as I saw it unfold on television--it seemed so operatic--and 

to have all that and yet keep it within a narrative that wasn't a potboiler." 

Bel Canto received positive notices from many reviewers, among them Salon.com 's Laura 

Miller. "With this scenario, you'd expect [Bel Canto] to be populated by the kind of romantic 

figures found in books and movies like Chocolat, cartoonish outlines that invite the reader to 

stop inside and fancy herself the embodiment of, say, Joyous Sensuality or the Human Spirit. 

Instead, the characters Patchett has created are just that, characters; they're not empty enough to 

'identify' with." Guardian contributor Alex Clark applauded Patchett's range. "With bravura 

confidence and inventiveness she varies her pace to encompass both lightning flashes of brutality 

and terror and long stretches of incarcerated ennui," he wrote. "The novel's sensibilities extend 

from the sly wit of observational humor to subtle, mournful insights into the nature of yearning 

and desire." 

What was it about the real-life crisis that inspired Patchett's interest in a fictional retelling? In an 

essay on the BookPage Web site, she recalled her absorption in the unfolding events of 1996: 

"Very few disasters happen in slow motion: plane crashes, school shootings, earthquakes--by the 

time we hear about them, they're usually over. But the story in Lima stretched on, one month, 

two, three." During that time, she added, "I couldn't stop thinking about these people. There is no 

such thing as a good kidnapping, but I heard the hostages played chess with their captors. I heard 

they played soccer. There were rumors of large pizza orders." To Patchett, the story had "all 

elements I was interested in: the construction of family, the displacement from home, a life that 

was at once dangerous and completely benign." 

Following the death in 2002 of Lucy Grealy, Patchett's long-time friend and author of 

Autobiography of a Face, Patchett wrote the memoir Truth and Beauty: A Friendship. In an 

interview with Publishers Weekly contributor Elizabeth Millard, the author explained: "I give 

talks about my belief in fiction and the importance of the imagination, and I always say that one 

thing about my novels is that ... I'm not a character in my books and I like that." Shortly after the 

death of her emotionally troubled friend, however, in an attempt to deal with her grief, Patchett 

wrote a piece for New York magazine and found herself wanting to write more; Truth and Beauty 

was the result. "When I look back now," she told Millard, "I think it really was a way to sit shiva 

for a year, to stay on her grave and be unwilling to get up and go on with my life." The author 

continued, noting that "going over the good times we had together, because things ended on a 

very bad note, I think it really gave me all the time I needed to feel terrible and to celebrate her. I 
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feel it would be melodramatic to say the book saved my life, but it certainly put me in a better 

place." Jennifer Reese described Truth and Beauty in Entertainment Weekly as a "powerful ... 

portrait of a fascinating, understandably tormented woman--and of a great friendship.... Patchett's 

voice--perfectly modulated, lucid, and steady ... makes it both true and beautiful." Donna 

Seaman, writing for Booklist, called it "dazzling in its psychological interpretations, piquant in 

its wit, candid in its self-portraiture, and gracefully balanced between emotion and reason." 

Patchett also served as guest editor of The Best American Short Stories 2006. The collection 

features twenty short stories from a wide range of American writers, from well-known popular 

writers such as Tobias Wolff, Ann Beattie, and Alice Munro to lesser-known writers such as 

Jack Livings, Aleksandar Hemon, and Katherine Bell. "Where a short-story collection by a 

single author tends to repeat patterns, rhythms and themes, there's a much greater sense of 

serendipity and surprise here," wrote a Kirkus Reviews contributor. Ellen Loughran, writing in 

Booklist, noted that the author's "introduction provides a graceful entry into the main event." 

Most of Patchett's next novel, Run takes place over a weekend. It features protagonist Bernard 

Doyle, a widower whose wife, Bernadette, died of cancer sixteen years earlier, and the father of 

three sons, two of whom are adopted. Bernard's natural son, Sullivan, dragged Bernard into a 

scandal that cost him his political career, but Bernard continues to practice law in Boston. His 

adopted black sons are twenty-year-old Teddy, a dreamer who is leaning toward the priesthood, 

and Tip, one year older, who is studying at Harvard with the intention of becoming an 

ichthyologist. They are named for Massachusetts Democrats Ted Kennedy and Tip O'Neill. 

As the novel begins it is snowing, and Bernard, who would like his sons to enter politics, has 

invited Tip and Teddy to a Jesse Jackson lecture. The reluctant brothers purposely arrive late, but 

Bernard wins out, as he lied about the start time of the event, saying that it was earlier than it 

actually is. Tip resents his father's efforts, and following the lecture, when Bernard asks them to 

attend the reception, he expresses his anger, steps off a curb, and is knocked to the ground by 

Tennessee Alice Moser, a black woman from the poor Roxbury neighborhood. Alice is hit by the 

SUV that threatened to collide with Tip, and she is rushed to the hospital with serious injuries. 

The Doyles accompany Tennessee's eleven-year-old daughter Kenya to the hospital, then take 

her home with them. As the story unfolds it becomes apparent that Tennessee has been 

connected to the family for many years, as has Kenya for her short life. 

Central to the story is a wooden statue of the Virgin Mary, a family heirloom with a dark past 

from Ireland. Mary so closely resembles Bernadette that placed in the boys' room, she seemed to 

watch over them. New York Times Book Review contributor Leah Hager Cohen noted that themes 

include: "Absent mothers who are not entirely absent; present mothers who are not what they 

appear to be." Cohen noted the issues introduced from the beginning of the novel, including 

Boston's volatile political and racial history, interracial adoption and the closeness and divides 

that occur within families. 

Cohen commented on a number of questions she felt are not answered by Patchett, including 

why a healthy and intelligent black mother would give up her sons for adoption. "What does it 

mean when a white politician adopts black sons in a city where many black constituents live in 
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poverty? How has their upbringing informed Tip and Teddy's sense of themselves as black men? 

If Patchett had exhumed her characters' motivations more thoroughly, she might have persuaded 

readers of the circumstances that led to such a choice. And in so doing she might have elicited 

deeper sympathy and interest." An Economist reviewer wrote: "The novel is well plotted and Ms 

Patchett's universally sympathetic portraiture produces engaging characters. The writing is 

seamlessly smooth but never ostentatious, pushing story to the fore." Publishers Weekly 

contributor Andrew O'Hagan, wrote that the book "is lovely to read and is satisfyingly bold in its 

attempt to say something patient and true about family." Janet Maslin, also writing in the New 

York Times Book Review, wrote that Run "shimmers with its author's rarefied eloquence, and 

with the deep resonance of her insights." 
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Author Interview 
 

Q: Why did you decide to compress the action of this novel into twenty-four hours, an 

exceedingly short period of time by novel standards? 
A: For all of the characters in the book this car accident set in motion a series of life-changing 

events. They were all so overwhelmed by what was happening that I never found a point at 

which I could take a break from the action and say, "Three days later . . . " Because Sullivan has 

jet lag and Tennessee is in the hospital, their sense of time is shaken up. It meant that at least one 

of the characters was awake through the entire 24 hour period. By switching the point of view 

from person to person I could keep the story going around the clock. 

Q: How did you prepare as an author for Tip's encyclopedic knowledge of fishes? Is 

ichthyology a private interest of yours? 
A: No, I'm not a closet ichthyologist. I read a lot of evolutionary biology and books about fishes 

to prepare. Karsten Hartel at the Museum for Contemporary Zoology at Harvard, and Jack 

Baughman, an old friend of mine who had studied ichthyology in college, were both extremely 

helpful to me. 

Q: If you had to isolate one of the characters from Run as the book's protagonist, which 

would it be, and why? 
A: The book really started with the character of Tip because I had always wanted to write about 

someone who was very smart and obsessed with fishes. I don't think that Tip is necessarily the 

protagonist but for me he's the emotional center of the story. 

Q: How does the process of writing your fifth novel differ from the process of writing your 

first? 
A: I understand my own process now. I know how long it takes me to get started. I know there 

will be long stretches when I think that what I'm writing is awful. I know how to ignore the 

voices in my head that tell me to dump the whole book and go get a regular job. When I wrote 

my first book I was tortured by all of my doubts. Now the doubts come and I just think, oh, you 

again. 

Q: Can you describe how the book's central idea— that of how political responsibility plays 

out in the smallest and most intimate scale of family life—first came to you? 
A: I keep reading the newspaper and looking at all of the hardships in the world and it makes me 

think about issues of sacrifice and social responsibility. I wonder about the idea of being so 

privileged that a person as smart as Tip would want to spend his days in the basement of a 

museum or someone as kind as Teddy wouldn't get farther than his uncle's room in a nursing 

home. Do we have a moral obligation to use our gifts to help people? Doyle has very clear ideas 

about this, both for himself and for his sons, but when he's asked to take in a stranger (and a 

pretty appealing little stranger at that) he doesn't want to do it. These aren't questions that have a 

right and wrong answer, but I think they are ideas worth struggling with. 

Courtesy of HarperCollins Publishers 
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Discussion Questions 

 

Questions for Discussion 

1. How would you describe Marina Singh? How has the past shaped her character? Discuss 

the anxieties that are manifested in her dreams.  

2. “Marina was from Minnesota. No one ever believed that. At the point when she could 

have taken a job anywhere she came back because she loved it here. This landscape was 

the one she understood, all prairie and sky.” What does this description say about the 

character?  

3. Talk about Marina’s relationship with her boss, Mr. Fox. Would you call what they share 

love? Do they have a future? Why does he want Marina to go to the Amazon? What 

propels her to agree?  

4. What drew Marina to her old mentor, Annik Swenson? Compare and contrast the two 

women. How does Annick see Marina? Barbara Bovender, one of Annik’s 

caretakers/gatekeepers tells Marina, “She’s such a force of nature. . . . a woman 

completely fearless, someone who sees the world without limitations.” Is this a fair 

assessment of Annik? How would you describe her? How has the elderly doctor’s past 

shaped the person she is and the choices she has made?  

5. Describe the arc of Marina and Annik’s relationship from the novel’s beginning to its 

end. Do you like these women? Did your opinion of them change as the story unfolded? 

Why didn’t Marina ever tell anyone the full story of her early experience with Annick?  

6. Consider Annik’s research in the Amazon. Should women of any age be able to have 

children? What are the benefits and the downsides? Why does this ability seem to work 

in the Lakashi culture? What impact does this research ultimately have on Marina? 

Whether you are a man or woman, would you want to have a child in your fifties or 

sixties? How far should modern science go to “improve” on nature?  

7. In talking about her experiences with the indigenous people, Annik explains, “the 

question is whether or not you choose to disturb the world around you; or if you choose 

to go on as if you had never arrived. “ How does Marina respond to this? Did Annik 

practice what she preached? How do these women’s early choices impact later events and 

decisions? How does Annik’s statement extend beyond the Amazon to the wider world? 

Would you rather make a “disturbance” in life, or go along quietly?  

8. Talk about the Lakashi people and the researchers. How do they get along? Though the 

scientists try not to interfere with the natives’ way of life, how does their being there 

impact the Lakashi? What influence do the Lakashi have on the scientists?  
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9. Would you be able to live in the jungle as the researchers and natives do? Is there an 

appeal to going back to nature; from being removed from the western constraints of time 

and our modern technological society?  

10. What role does nature and the natural world—the jungle, the Amazon River—play in 

Marina’s story? How does the environment influence the characters—Marina, Annik, 

Milton, Anders, Easter, and the others? Annik warns Marina, “It’s difficult to trust 

yourself in the jungle. Some people gain their bearings over time but for others that 

adjustment never comes.” Did Marina ultimately “gain her bearings”?  

11. Marina travels into hell, into her own Conradian “heart of darkness.” What keeps her in 

the jungle longer than she’d ever thought she’d stay? How does this journey transform 

her and her view of herself and the world? Will she ever return—and does she need to?  

12. What is your opinion of the choices Marina made regarding Easter? What role did the 

boy play in the story? Do you think Marina will ever have the child—one like Easter—

that she wants?  

13. What do you think happens to Marina after she returns home?  

14. State of Wonder is rich in symbolism. Identify a few—for example, Eden Prairie 

(Marina’s Minnesota home), Easter (the young deaf native boy), Milton (the Brazilian 

guide)—and talk about how Ann Patchett uses them to deepen the story.  

15. State of Wonder raises questions of morality and principle, civilization, culture, love, and 

science. Choose a few events from the book to explore some of these themes.  

16. What is the significance of the novel’s title, State of Wonder?  

 
Courtesy of HarperCollins Publishers 

 

 


