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The feeling reminded her of something vital – not of youth, exactly, but of the 
urgency of youth – and she was reluctant to give it up.

Fiona McFarlane, The Night Guest
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SYNOPSIS
Elderly widow Ruth is alone in her isolated New 
South Wales beach house. Her sensible husband, 
Harry, who walked every day for good health, is 
dead. Her two sons don’t live close enough to visit 
regularly. Ruth is left with very little but the sense 
that her brain is somehow failing her, and a series  
of memories from a time when her life felt sharper, 
more vibrant.

One night Ruth is visited by a tiger. She can hear it 
creeping through the house, predatory, sweaty and 
foreign. The presence of this prowling guest turns 
her house into the jungle of her colonial youth. In 
the morning when she wakes, the tiger is gone, but 
Ruth is convinced that she can see evidence of its 
visit. In the wake of this unsettling incident, Ruth 
is surprised by a second guest, this time a woman, 
Frida, who sweeps into the house and announces that 
she has been sent by the government to care for Ruth. 
Ruth has the unsettling feeling that she has forgotten 
something, and though she means to check up on 
Frida, the moment to do so passes, and Ruth soon 
finds herself succumbing to Frida’s new position in 
her house.

Frida’s presence takes up a great deal of space, leaving 
little room for Ruth’s own uncertain thoughts. 
Frida is a dominant character, and in her increasing 
uncertainty, Ruth starts to rely on her more and 
more. The reader, in turn, becomes uncertain of what 
is truth or lies, and of where the real danger exists. 
Ruth’s sense of reality becomes increasingly blurred, 
and by the time she realises that Frida is taking 

advantage of her, she is stuck in a relationship that she 
craves as much as she longs to escape it.

Ruth’s reality is very much the focus of the book, and 
in this eerie house filled with unwanted guests, both 
real and imagined, she finds herself casting her mind 
back more and more to a romance from her childhood 
in Fiji. When she makes contact with Richard and 
he comes to stay, the romance and trust that grows 
quickly between them is a welcome relief, and there 
is hope that this may provide Ruth’s escape. But this 
book is as much about Ruth’s inability to be saved as 
it is about her need of saving. When George, Frida’s 
partner in crime, double-crosses her and leaves her 
stranded with Ruth, there is a beautiful, belated, 
moment of genuine understanding between the 
two women. 

Ruth, Frida and the tiger are inextricably linked, and 
as their lives are connected, so are their deaths. In a 
final act of manipulation – or perhaps real kindness 
– Frida chases the tiger around the house and kills it. 
When she later kills herself, these moments become 
joined in self-awareness and sorrow. Ruth is the last 
to die, leaving behind her cats as she calmly follows 
the tiger.

AUTHOR BACKGROUND
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Texas at Austin, where she was a Michener Fellow. 
Her work has been published in Zoetrope: All-Story, 
Southerly, The Best Australian Stories and the New 
Yorker, and she has received fellowships from the Fine 
Arts Work Center in Provincetown, Phillips Exeter 
Academy, and the Australia Council for the Arts. 
The Night Guest, her debut novel, has sold into fifteen 
territories around the world. She lives in Sydney.

www.thestellaprize.com.au/2014/04/the-stella-
interview-fiona-mcfarlane/

THEMES
Identity 
Loneliness 
Dementia 
Love 
Family 
Life/death 
Colonialism 
Memory 
Isolation 
Forgiveness 
Manipulation 
Fear 
Language 
Reality

LINKS TO THE  
AUSTRALIAN CURRICULUM
Alongside basic literacy skills and critical and 
creative thinking, The Night Guest poses many 
ethical questions to students asking them to consider 
their treatment of others, care of the elderly as well as 
the manipulation of someone in a trusting position. 
The study of this text therefore supports the general 
capability of ethical understanding, which 
encourages students to ‘appreciate and develop greater 
empathy for the rights and opinions of others’.

READING QUESTIONS
 ✦ In what ways are both Ruth and Frida 

untrustworthy?

 ✦ What does the tiger symbolise?

 ✦ How do each of the characters find redemption – 
if they do at all?

 ✦ How does Fiona McFarlane manage to cross 
several genres in the book? What is the overall 
effect of this?

 ✦ Why doesn’t Ruth reach out to her sons or 
Ellen Gibson for help?

 ✦ Why is Ellen Gibson suspicious that something 
is wrong?

 ✦ In many interviews (links below), Fiona 
McFarlane talks about her inspiration for 
the tiger. What is it? How does she show this 
in the book?

 ✦ Is Frida a bad character? What desires is  
she driven by?

 ✦ How are the descriptions of Frida’s and Ruth’s 
respective physicality used to enhance the way  
we feel about them as characters?

 ✦ Does Ruth believe that the tiger is real?

 ✦ What are the attitudes of Ruth’s sons towards her? 
Why do you think this is? How does this impact 
on their treatment of her?

 ✦ What does Richard represent for Ruth?

 ✦ How are the descriptions of the physical landscape 
used to enhance the sense of isolation and danger, 
as well as the plausibility of the tiger?

 ✦ How are Ruth’s feelings towards her childhood 
different in the present and in the past? 

 ✦ Why do you think Ruth has recently started 
turning to her childhood more and more for 
comfort?

 ✦ Why does Ruth enjoy swearing? Is there a pattern 
in the times that she feels like swearing?

 ✦ How does Frida manipulate Ruth?

 ✦ What are Ruth’s fears?

 ✦ What are Frida’s fears?

 ✦ What is colonialism? If you’re not sure, look it 
up and see what information you can find. What 
imagery in the book supports this theme?
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 ✦ What similarities can you find between the idea 
of colonialism and Ruth’s relationship with Frida? 
How does this relate to Ruth’s childhood in Fiji?

EXTENSION ACTIVITIES
1. Try writing a chapter from the book in the 
voice of one of the other characters (e.g. Frida, 
Ellen Gibson, Jeffrey or Richard). Really try to put 
yourself in the shoes of this character by writing 
down everything you know about them from the 
text and then creating a character description based 
on their actions. Discuss in pairs or groups how 
rewriting the scene has changed your interpretation 
of it and of the characters.

2. How does Frida’s treatment of Ruth make you 
feel? How does it change? As a reader, how would 
you like Ruth to respond? Write a scene where Ruth 
responds differently. Read or perform these in class, 
and discuss the impact of the changes. How would 
Ruth reacting differently change the rest of the book?

3. At the end of each chapter write a short passage 
or some dot points with your observations on how 
Ruth and Frida have both changed. Consider things 
such as:

 ✦ their physical descriptions

 ✦ the language they use

 ✦ their actions towards each other

 ✦ who is given most of the dominant action 
in the scene

At the end of the book, share your observations 
with the rest of the class. Discuss where you felt 
differently from someone else. What note did you feel 
the relationship between the two women ultimately 
ended on?

Imagine a graph of their relationship – what is 
the shape of it? Does it go up and down fairly 
consistently, or does it always favour one character? 
What are the high points and low points?
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