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Bangkok Wakes to Rain
A missionary doctor pines for his native New England even
as he succumbs to the vibrant chaos of nineteenth-century
Siam. A post-World War II society woman marries, mothers,
and holds court, little suspecting her solitary fate. A jazz
pianist in the age of rock, haunted by his own ghosts, is
summoned to appease the house’s resident spirits. In the
present, a young woman tries to outpace the long shadow of
her political past. And in a New Krungthep yet to come,
savvy teenagers row tourists past landmarks of the drowned
old city they themselves do not remember. Time collapses as
these lives collide and converge, linked by the forces
voraciously making and remaking the amphibious,
ever-morphing capital itself. Bangkok Wakes to Rain is an
elegy for what time erases and a love song to all that
persists, yearning, into the unknowable future.

Pitchaya Sudbanthad grew up in Thailand, Saudi Arabia, and the American South. He’s a
contributing writer at The Morning News and has received fellowships in fiction writing from the
New York Foundation for the Arts (NYFA) and the MacDowell Colony.

Discussion Questions
1. How does climate change contribute to the arc of the novel, and to the city of Bangkok

itself?

2. Bangkok Wakes to Rain imagines a near future in ecological distress. The novel
explores the physical, tangible costs of climate change (e.g., the destruction of a city),
but also intangible costs, such as the impact on spirituality and culture. What else is lost
in the novel? Can we see examples of this happening in today’s world?

3. Bangkok Wakes to Rain fictionalizes how politics can impact a city’s resilience to climate
change. How do politics impact Bangkok’s environment and resilience to climate change
in the novel? Bangkok is not the only city threatened with flooding and being under water
within this century. How do politics impact your own hometown’s environment and
resilience strategy?

4. Does the future Bangkok described in the book, transformed by climate change,
represent resilience or inevitable destruction to you?

*Book and author description from Penguin Random House.

https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/566672/bangkok-wakes-to-rain-by-pitchaya-sudbanthad/


5. How do you think future readers will understand the author’s rich descriptions of such a
diverse array of foods and animals? When you read books describing now extinct
species (e.g., the dodo bird), what feelings do these representations raise for you? Will
our present day ecological diversity one day be viewed as mythical or unrecognizable to
future generations?

6. Nee and Nok have different swimming abilities, and therefore have different relationships
with water. What do these abilities foreshadow and/or suggest about each character?

7. What role(s) does native food play for the characters throughout the novel? What does
the loss of native food mean for the characters? How does this relate to the novel’s
preoccupation with the intangible costs of climate change: culture, relationships,
memory, history?

8. What is the difference between globalization and colonization? Both greatly impact the
characters and the city of Bangkok. How? How do each contribute to climate change
and/or hamper our ability to tackle this global challenge?

What to Read, Watch, and Try Next
● The Blind Earthworm in the Labyrinth, fiction by Veeraporn Nitiprapha
● Why We Swim, nonfiction by Bonnie Tsui
● The Old Drift, fiction by Namwali Serpell
● Brave Blue World, documentary with Matt Damon, Liam Neeson, and Jaden Smith
● Seaspiracy, documentary directed by Ali Tabrizi
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