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About the book… 

 

 

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. 

 

About the author… http://www.bookbrowse.com 

   

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  

 

 

 
 

 

 

Ann Patchett was born in Los Angeles in 1963 and raised 
in Nashville. She attended Sarah Lawrence College and 

the University of Iowa Writers' Workshop. In 1990, she 
won a residential fellowship to the Fine Arts Work Center 

in Provincetown, Massachusetts, where she wrote her first 
novel, The Patron Saint of Liars. It was named a New York 
Times Notable Book for 1992. In 1993, she received a 

Bunting Fellowship from the Mary Ingrahm Bunting 
Institute at Radcliffe College.  
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Patchett's second novel, Taft, was awarded the Janet Heidinger Kafka Prize for the best 
work of fiction in 1994. Her third novel, The Magician's Assistant, was short-listed for 

England's Orange Prize and earned her a Guggenheim Fellowship.  
 

Her next novel, Bel Canto, won both the PEN/Faulkner Award and the Orange Prize in 
2002, and was a finalist for the National Book Critics Circle Award. It was named the Book 
Sense Book of the Year. It sold over a million copies in the United States and has been 

translated into thirty languages. In 2004, Patchett published Truth & Beauty, a memoir of 
her friendship with the writer Lucy Grealy. It was named one of the Best Books of the 

Year by the Chicago Tribune, the San Francisco Chronicle, and Entertainment Weekly. 
Truth & Beauty was also a finalist for the Los Angeles Times Book Prize and won the 
Chicago Tribune's Heartland Prize, the Harold D. Vursell Memorial Award from the 

American Academy of Arts and Letters, and the Alex Award from the American Library 
Association. Patchett is also the author of Run, What Now?, and State of Wonder.  

 
She was the editor for Best American Short Stories 2006. 
Patchett has written for numerous publications, including the New York Times Magazine, 

Harper's Magazine, The Atlantic, the Washington Post, Gourmet, and Vogue. She lives in 
Nashville, Tennessee with her husband, Karl VanDevender.   Her mother is the author 

Jeanne Ray, a former nurse and now bestselling novelist of books such as Julie and 
Romeo, Step-Ball-Change and Eat Cake.  

 

Reviews 

Booklist 

Marina Singh gave up a career as a doctor after botching an emergency delivery as an 
intern, opting instead for the more orderly world of research for a pharmaceutical 
company. When office colleague Anders Eckman, sent to the Amazon to check on the 

work of a field team, is reported dead, Marina is asked by her company's CEO to complete 
Anders' task and to locate his body. What Marina finds in the sweltering, insect-infested 

jungles of the Amazon shakes her to her core. For the team is headed by esteemed 
scientist Annick Swenson, the woman who oversaw Marina's residency and who is now 
intent on keeping the team's progress on a miracle drug completely under wraps. Marina's 

jungle odyssey includes exotic encounters with cannibals and snakes, a knotty ethical 
dilemma about the basic tenets of scientific research, and joyous interactions with the 

exuberant people of the Lakashi tribe, who live on the compound. In fluid and remarkably 
atmospheric prose, Patchett captures not only the sights and sounds of the chaotic jungle 
environment but also the struggle and sacrifice of dedicated scientists. HIGH-DEMAND 

BACKSTORY: The award-winning, New York Times best-selling author's latest novel is 
being supported with an author tour, a national advertising campaign, blogger outreach, 

and a reading-group guide. 
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Library Journal 

In this superbly rendered novel, Patchett (Run) takes the reader into the primitive world 
of the Amazon in Brazil. Pharmacologist Marina Singh from Minnesota works for the 

pharmaceutical company Vogel. Her colleague Anders Eckman dies in the jungle while 
trying to locate Dr. Annick Swenson, who has been working on a fertility drug for Vogel by 

studying the Lakashi people, whose women bear children into old age. Marina's journey to 
the Amazon to find the uncommunicative and intimidating Dr. Swenson and to discover 

the details of Anders's death is fraught with poisonous snakes and poisonous memories, 
malarial mosquitoes and sickening losses, but her time among the Lakashi tribe is 
transformative. VERDICT Not a sentimental view of a primitive people, Patchett's portrayal 

is as wonderful as it is frightening and foreign. Patchett exhibits an extraordinary ability to 
bring the horrors and the wonders of the Amazon jungle to life, and her singular 

characters are wonderfully drawn. Readers who enjoy exotic locales will especially be 
interested, but all will find this story powerful and captivating. 

 

BookPage Reviews (http://www.bookpage.com) 

Exotic setting frames a tale of intrigue  

We recently made a call to Ann Patchett at her favorite spot on the globe—the handsome 

red brick house she shares with her husband on a tree-lined street in Nashville. The first 
part of our conversation is taken up with talk of dogs; Rose, Patchett’s great love and the 
subject of several essays, is now 15 years old. 

The author admits to carrying the dog in a baby sling on walks since the terrier mix lost 
the use of her back legs. “It makes me feel like an insane person, but I couldn’t do the 
stroller,” Patchett says with a laugh. We all have our limits. (Friend and fellow writer 

Donna Tartt, who has an ancient paraplegic pug, has been hugely supportive, offering 
empathy and advice on physical therapy.) 

This world of charming homes and coddled pets could not be farther from the exotic one 

Patchett conjures up in her latest and possibly finest novel to date, State of Wonder. 

A woman’s search for her mentor in the South American jungle leads to a shocking 
discovery. 

Set deep in the heart of the Amazonian jungle, State of Wonder tells the story of Dr. 

Marina Singh, a research scientist with a Minnesota pharmaceutical company dispatched 
to Brazil to track down her former mentor, Dr. Annick Swenson. The enigmatic and elusive 
Swenson, who has virtually disappeared while working on a potentially valuable new drug, 

does not, however, want to be found; the last person sent to look for her, Marina’s 
research partner and friend Anders Eckman, died in the process. Hoping to find clues 

about Anders’ death, Marina reluctantly sets out on a fact-finding mission that will alter 
the course of her life. 
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Patchett points out that she wrote State of Wonder “much, much more quickly” than any 
of her five previous novels. “When I finished Run, which was a book that took me for-

bloody-ever, I didn’t have an idea for a book, and that’s really rare,” she says. A 
conversation with friends changed all that. In 2008, she and her husband were having 

dinner with Edgar Meyer, the acclaimed Nashville double bass player, and his wife. 
Patchett and Meyer were bemoaning the fact that they were spending too much time on 
the road and not enough time at the desk. Patchett recalls, “Edgar said, ‘You know, I had 

this revelation. I put a notebook at the door to my studio, and I clock in, and I clock out. 

I’ve discovered that the more hours I spend trying to write, the more I write.’ ” Patchett 

exclaims, with feigned amazement, “And I thought, wow! What a great idea! I’ve never 
done that . . . so I made a pledge to write every day and finished the book about a year 

later.” 

At the outset, Patchett knew she wanted to explore a specific kind of relationship, though 
she wasn’t sure what it would look like. The jungle setting she opted for may be foreign, 
but relationships are familiar terrain for Patchett, an expert on the intimacies between 

people and the language of the heart. “I wanted to write about the relationship between a 
teacher and a student once they had grown up, a student who did everything in her life to 

please the teacher and to shape herself like the teacher, but the teacher has no idea who 
the student is, which is a very common scenario—it was a common scenario for me as a 
student and for me as a teacher. So that was the central relationship and then from there 

. . .” 

Well, from there, let’s just say the narrative takes flight—like a big, scary and strangely 
beautiful insect you might find in the Amazon. The intricate plot lines twist and turn as the 

characters encounter poison arrows, anacondas and even a tribe of cannibals. The most 
threatening thing Singh confronts, however, might be Swenson herself—as formidable 

now in her 70s as she was during Singh’s student days at Johns Hopkins. The adventure 
reaches a fever pitch when she learns that Swenson’s initial assignment, to develop an 
antimalarial drug, has led to a discovery that could have a profound effect on Western 

society. 

South America was also the setting for Bel Canto, Patchett’s most successful novel to 
date, which won both the PEN/Faulkner Award and the UK’s Orange Prize in 2002 and has 

sold more than a million copies. Asked if that continent holds a certain allure for her, 
Patchett explains, “Malaria may be more obvious in Africa or India, but I couldn’t figure 
out a way to develop a drug in those places. I thought, oh, I can’t write another book set 

in South America because it would be seen as cashing in on Bel Canto. Then I thought, 
who cares? It’s a big continent. Plus, I never actually say in Bel Canto that it’s in South 

America.” 
Her lush descriptions of the jungle are so finely wrought, you can almost feel the dense, 

humid air. Patchett says her research did lead her to visit part of South America—though 
not the area she recreates in the novel. She had planned to go to Manaus, where Singh 
lands before heading into the jungle, to see friend and celebrated soprano Renée Fleming 

perform at the opera house there, but the trip fell through when Fleming’s schedule 
changed. Instead she watched the opening scene of Werner Herzog’s film Fitzcarraldo 

“about 300 times” to familiarize herself with the Manaus opera house where a dramatic 

http://www.aadl.org/catalog/record/1175837
http://www.aadl.org/catalog/record/1175837
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scene from the book takes place. In the movie, as in the novel, the opera house is “the 
only thing that’s keeping anybody sane,” she says. 

Patchett writes so convincingly about the Lakashi, the tribe being studied by Dr. Swenson 

and her team, that one assumes they must actually exist. (They don’t. Elsewhere, 
Patchett has remarked that she named the tribe after her favorite cereal.) “People ask, 

where are the Lakashi? How did you find them? And I’m like, are you out of your mind?” 
she laughs. 

Though many details in the book came from her own rich imaginings, Patchett did rely on 

her husband, Karl VanDevender, an internist, as well as other doctor friends, to make 
sure the pharmaceutical elements of the novel were scientifically accurate. “Karl and I 
talked about building that world . . . how can you be developing a drug and find another 

one in the process?” Patchett recalls. “That’s what we sit around and talk about in the 
evenings.” 

Though the book is neither an indictment of the profit-driven drug industry nor a treatise 

on medical ethics, it raises profound questions about morality, life and death. Witnessing 
Swenson’s unorthodox approach and willingness to make extreme sacrifices in the name 
of science, Singh is forced to search her own heart for what truth lies there—as the reader 

is forced to recalibrate his or her own moral compass. 

With these themes and narrative structure, comparisons to Heart of Darkness are 
inevitable. “It’s funny because when I wrote this book I was trying to do something 

modeled on The Ambassadors, my very favorite Henry James novel, which is about 
someone who goes to Paris to bring back the errant son of someone he works with,” 

Patchett says. “Somehow the lines crossed along the way, and I kept thinking, this is 
really seeming a lot more like Heart of Darkness than The Ambassadors. But you know, 
it’s one of those archetypal themes—character A is dispatched to bring back character B. . 

. . You’re going to find the other, but what you find is yourself.” 

Of the book’s dramatic, somewhat cryptic conclusion, Patchett says, “One of my great 
goals in the book is to turn the reader out, to have an interactive story where you have to 

draw conclusions that will lead you forward. I want people to stretch.” Which is exactly 
what happens. This story lingers, uncoiling itself like a snake, its revelations coming days 
after the last page is turned. It is a journey into the heart of darkness, but one that offers 

a glimpse of what lies beyond. 

 

Kirkus Reviews 

A pharmacologist travels into the Amazonian heart of darkness in this spellbinder from 

bestselling author Patchett (Run, 2007, etc.).  

Marina Singh is dispatched from the Vogel pharmaceutical company to Brazil to find out 
what happened to her colleague Anders Eckman, whose death was announced in a curt 
letter from Annick Swenson. Anders had been sent to check on Dr. Swenson's top-secret 

http://www.aadl.org/catalog/record/1087253
http://www.aadl.org/catalog/record/1035998
http://www.aadl.org/catalog/record/1292588
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research project among the Lakashi tribe, whose women continue to bear children into 
their 60s and 70s. If a fertility drug can be derived from whatever these women are 

ingesting, the potential rewards are so enormous that Swenson has been pursuing her 
work for years with scant oversight from Vogel; the company doesn't even know exactly 

where she is in the Amazon. Marina, who went into pharmacology after making a 
disastrous mistake as an obstetrics resident under Dr. Swenson's supervision, really 
doesn't want to see this intimidating woman again, but she feels an obligation to her 

friend Anders and his grief-stricken wife. So she goes to Manaus, seeking clues to Dr. 
Swenson's location in the jungle. By the time the doctor turns up unexpectedly, Patchett 

has skillfully crafted a portrait from Marina's memories and subordinates' comments that 
gives Swenson the dark eminence of Joseph Conrad's Mr. Kurtz. Engaged like Kurtz in 
godlike pursuits among the natives, Swenson is performing some highly unorthodox 

experiments, the ramifications of which have even more possibilities than Vogel imagines. 
Indeed, the multiple and highly dramatic developments that ensue once Marina gets to 

the Lakashi village might seem ridiculous, if Patchett had not created such credible 
characters and a dreamlike milieu in which anything seems possible. Nail-biting action 
scenes include a young boy's near-mortal crushing by a 15-foot anaconda, whose head 

Marina lops off with a machete; they're balanced by contemplative moments that give this 
gripping novel spiritual and metaphysical depth, right down to the final startling plot twist. 

Thrilling, disturbing and moving in equal measures—even better than Patchett's 

breakthrough Bel Canto 

 

Publishers Weekly 

Patchett (Bel Canto) is a master storyteller who has an entertaining habit of dropping 
ordinary people into extraordinary and exotic circumstances to see what they're made of. 

In this expansive page-turner, Marina Singh, a big pharma researcher, is sent by her 
married boss/lover to the deepest, darkest corner of the Amazon to investigate the death 

of her colleague, Anders Eckman, who had been dispatched to check on the progress of 
the incommunicado Dr. Annick Swenson, a rogue scientist on the cusp of developing a 
fertility drug that could rock the medical profession (and reap enormous profits). After 

arriving in Manaus, Marina travels into her own heart of darkness, finding Dr. Swenson's 
camp among the Lakashi, a gentle but enigmatic tribe whose women go on bearing 

children until the end of their lives. As Marina settles in, she goes native, losing 
everything she had held on to so dearly in her prescribed Midwestern life, shedding 
clothing, technology, old loves, and modern medicine in order to find herself. Patchett's 

fluid prose dissolves in the suspense of this out-there adventure, a juggernaut of a trip to 
the crossroads of science, ethics, and commerce that readers will hate to see end. 
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Discussion questions (http://www.harpercollins.com) 

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?  

 

Readalikes (NoveList) 

Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad 
Marlowe sails down the Congo in search of Kurtz, a company agent who has, according to 
rumors, become insane in the jungle isolation 
 
 

The White Mary by Kira Salak 
War reporter Marika Vecera learns that her long-time hero, Pulitzer Prize-winning 

journalist Robert Lewis, has committed suicide and sets out to write his biography, only to 
hear rumors that he may still be alive in Papua New Guinea 
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The Island of Dr. Moreau by H.G. Wells 
The sole survivor of a shipwreck, Edward Prendick, a young naturalist, finds himself 

stranded on a remote Pacific island run by the sinister Dr. Moreau, a mad scientist intent 
on creating a strain of beast men 

 

An Obvious Enchantment by Tucker Malarkey 

A woman heads to Africa in search of her professor, who mysteriously vanished while 
researching an ancient African legend about a mythical king, and uncovers romance, 

mystery, crime, and magic along the way 

 

Never Change by Elizabeth Berg 
Myra Lipinsky, a 51-year old visiting nurse, has been content to be a self-appointed 

spinster--until a man she adored in high school is struck by an incurable illness and 
returns to New England to spend what time he has left. 
 

 
The Tattoo Artist by Jill Ciment 

Sara Ehrenreich, an acclaimed American painter who has spent the past thirty years living 
on a remote South Pacific island, returns to New York in the 1970s, in a novel that reveals 
the story of her life through flashbacks. 
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