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About this Guide 
 
The following author biography and list of questions about Darwin’s Wink are intended as 
resources to aid individual readers and book groups who would like to learn more about the 
author and this novel. We hope that this guide will provide you a starting place for discussion, 
and suggest a variety of perspectives from which you might approach Darwin’s Wink. 
 
About the Book 
 
On an island off the coast of Mauritius, two naturalists fight to save a rare species of bird, 
discovering each other in the process. Both are haunted by old ghosts: Fran mourns the 
mysterious death of her Mauritian lover; Christian, a former Red Cross worker, has recently left 
the Bosnian war after the disappearance of the woman he loves. As they slowly learn to trust 
again, the two must also contend with strange attacks on the island which put their greatest 
accomplishments in peril. 
 
“Dreamy, lushly written . . . [A] rich emotional palette . . . Anderson captures the expansive 
beauty of Mauritius and the nuances of human character with languid, sensual . . . prose.” 

—Publishers Weekly 

 



 
“A love story, a war story, an ecological adventure, and a treatise on the fragility of life—
Darwin’s Wink has it all. The writing is so incantatory that it almost floats off the page. A 
beautiful book.” 

—Molly Giles, author of Iron Shoes 
 
“Written in a prose so concise and clear that it could be poetry. Perfect, perfect, perfect.” 

—Greg Sarris, author of Watermelon Nights 
 
“A delicately observed, beautifully written, unusual story.” 

—Lynn Freed, author of House of Women 
 
About the Author 
 
Alison Anderson has lived in Switzerland, Greece, France, and Croatia, and is now based in 
Northern California. She is a recent NEA grant recipient for literary translation. Her novel 
Hidden Latitudes, which was based on a sailing trip on a thirty-foot ketch, was a San Francisco 
Chronicle Best Book of the Year. 
 
Discussion Questions 
 
1. How do you interpret the title, Darwin’s Wink? How does it apply to the novel—to which 

events?  

2. How does Fran see herself within the scheme of evolution, survival of the fittest, etc.? Do 
you agree with her own self-image? In what way do events in the novel prove her wrong—or 
right? 

3. The novel begins with two epigraphs, one a riddle, the other a quote from Charles Darwin’s 
On The Origin of Species. How do they relate to the story, and why do you think the author 
juxtaposed them? 

4. There are five different love stories throughout the novel: Fran and Peter, Fran and Satish, 
Christian and Nermina, Christian and Asmita, and Christian and Fran. What aspect of love 
and/or relationships does each of these stories illustrate and, ultimately, which do you think 
was the most satisfying, and why? What do you think the author was trying to show with all 
these very different types of relationships? 

5. Christian became disillusioned with his work for the ICRC but continued for Nermina’s sake, 
until she disappeared. What do you know of humanitarian workers, and to what degree do 
you think they should remain distant from the people they are trying to help?  

6. At one point, Fran, even though she has not read it, considers destroying the postcard from 
Dubravaka telling Christian that Nermina is alive. Do you lose sympathy for her at this 
point? Was that deeply dishonest of her, or do you think we are all guilty of such minute acts 
of “survival?” How do you think the story would have evolved had she destroyed the 
postcard? 

 



7. Discuss this excerpt from page 253: 

 
With such evidence before her, wonders Fran, is she doomed to suffer from 
solitude, or is it a place she can tame after all? Of course the illusion of society, 
of continuity—pairing, mating, families—is another of Nature’s clever tools. 
Ah yes, Mr. D, it’s all about reproduction, ensuring the survival of the species. 

She smiles to herself. A consolation, that: she feels less lonely already. 
Isn’t loneliness, after all, a human construct, arising from that same illusion—
its counterpart, its secret fear, its shadow? If thou dost not go forth and 
multiply, thou shalt be one, and alone. 

 
How do each of the characters illustrate an aspect of solitude, or of life in society? Did the 
novel give you a better understanding of solitude and aloneness, or do you feel that human 
beings must be together to be fully alive? 

8. Christian, on page 99 and then again on page 255, dreams of taking revenge on Vlatkovic, 
first personally, then through the workings of an international tribunal. What do you know 
about the International War Crimes Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia? Do you believe that 
such institutions are necessary and helpful for dealing with individuals like Vlatkovic?  

9. How is the theme of life on an island illustrated in Darwin’s Wink? How do Fran and 
Christian see their separate lives on the island? Do you think there is something intrinsically 
different about life on an island versus life on a continent? 

10. The mourner-bird is on the verge of extinction in the novel: do you think it has a chance to 
survive, given Fran’s devotion? Naturalist Carl Jones saved the Mauritian kestrel from 
extinction, but every week new species are added to the endangered list. How did you 
understand the quote “altruism destroys Darwinism?” Should species be allowed to succumb 
to evolution—and possibly extinction—or must humans do whatever they can to rescue 
endangered species? 

11. How is the dilemma between development and preservation illustrated in the novel? How do 
you understand the plight of someone like Jean-Baptiste? 

12. At one point Fran imagines taking Satish to California: 

She wanted to be able to give to [Satish], but what her country had to offer, for 
all its beauty and grandeur, was not something Satish either needed or wanted. 
California was strong, vital, brutal—it could crush souls. Vast as it was, 34 
million people competed there for space and survival, for success. The 
simplicity of mere existence was absent; respectable poverty, saved by dignity, 
was absent. Satish would sense this, and question it; would feel beholden to 
Fran for everything. 

How do you understand these remarks? Do you agree with Fran? What do you think would have 
happened to them if they had gone to California? 

13. How did you feel at the book’s conclusion? Do you think Fran made the right choice—did 
she even have a choice? 
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