
 

  

ENGLISH: TEXT RESPONSE 
 
‘Year of Wonders shows how a crisis can bring out the best and the worst in human beings.’ 
Discuss. 
 
 
The novel Year of Wonders shows how a disease such as the bubonic plague can take a town 
hostage, both literally and figuratively. A time of chaos and crisis in Eyam, remote from political 
turmoil of their day, brings out much of what is best and worst in human nature. For some, their 
response to the daily toll of death and suffering is a chance to show their true nobility and resolve. 
For others, the dark side to human nature: self-seeking, selfish behaviour and the need to blame 
others is most evident. Additionally, the same person who shows great generosity in one light, may 
be found wanting in another. Michael Mompellion is noble in his public response to the crisis, yet 
diminished in his private response to loss of faith. Anna rises to meet the needs of the villagers 
when they most need her, yet lapse into despair when confronted by the loss of her children. Brooks 
shows how response to crisis in one’s personal life can lead to despair and self-harm. 
 
For some people, a time of crisis is a chance to show the more generous and altruistic side to their 
nature. The female protagonists such as Anna and Elinor highlight the true philanthropy of human 
beings in the face of adversity. After the Gowdies’ deaths, Anna preserves their legacy and 
continues their work of healing and midwifery. She overcomes her own personal negative 
experiences of childbirth and becomes the most indispensable member of Eyam after the late 
Gowdies. Elinor and Anna (under Elinor’s tutelage), enter the houses marked with sickness and 
disease to bring what happiness they can to the dying members of their town. Their continuation of 
the Gowdies natural practices to illness could see them branded as witches and “hag[s]” the same 
way Anys and Mem were, yet they continued to seek knowledge of herbs and different methods of 
treatment that deviated from the spiritual and religious practices that dominated the way of life in the 
17th century. However it is not solely the protagonists that prove to be selfless throughout the Year.  
When the Bradford’s cook Maggie Cantwell visits the neighbouring town and gets attacked, Brand 
returns to Eyam when he could have easily escaped and saved himself. He chooses to rescue 
Maggie out of love and friendship rather than to leave her to die due to the violence of the panic and 
fear caused by the Plague. 
 
Not all people respond in such noble ways; many human beings show their most selfish and callous 
sides to their natures when chaos reigns all around them. Possibly the best example of real 
selfishness is the fleeing of the Bradford family. They leave town based on pathetic rationalizations 
only to save themselves, rather than rising above their selfishness and stepping out to lead the town 
to meet their role in society. Fear “took each of [the villagers] differently” and divided the community. 
It led to a weakened sense of morality in some and hence others chose their own self-interest over 
the community and took advantage of the weaker members of society. Interestingly, Anna, who is 
the heroin of the story, comes from a “brute of a father” who, while his daughter is essentially saving 
the village, takes up the role of town gravedigger only to rob families of whatever wealth they have 
left. He even attempts to steal a family’s silverware when they haven’t even been claimed by 
sickness yet. His wife, Anna’s stepmother, Aphra exploits the superstitious fear of town healer Anys 
and also takes the villagers’ money for her own benefit. The villagers’ panic facilitated their fear and 
through fear, both common sense and the humanity of individuals was easily lost. 
 
Not only can people be coldly self-seeking and calculating in the face of adversity; they can also 
strike out blindly and irrationally from the depth of their fears. During the early onset of the Plague, 
villagers were driven mad by fear and looked for scapegoats. This scapegoating led to the brutal 
murder of Anys and the facilitation of her aunt, Mem’s, death. Both these women were invaluable to 
the life of the village and their deaths marked the breakdown of the social framework that held Eyam 
together. John Gordon’s reaction was perhaps the most extreme. He “kept the Plague from his 
door” by his actions of self-flagellation, self-harm and starvation, also forcing his wife to starve with 
him. He felt he had to appease his God and drive pestilence from his body. Other members of a  



 

  

community once driven by faith and religion resorted to superstition and fears despite the fact that 
they “do not [themselves] believe it”. This simply shows that human beings can act out in sheer 
panic and cause them to lose their sense of morality and judgement during times of pain and 
suffering. 
 
Moreover, a person who responds with great tenacity and courage to a crisis, can be found wanting 
in another light. Michael Mompellion’s loss of faith after Elinor’s death was understandable and 
natural, however his response to his loss was dramatic. He sought to take selfish pleasures such as 
his sexual relationship with Anna, as a way to mask his personal pain. Anna also experiences a 
moment of selfish indulgence when she seeks death and the oblivion of the poppy in the Gowdies’ 
cottage. Jane Martin, once a strong Puritan woman, lost her family, and therefore her faith, and 
became a drunken bawd. Although some, like Anna, found the strength to rise above their own pain 
and become the inspiration for the rest of the town, others did not exhibit the same resolve and 
ultimately fell victim to the crisis.  
 
A time of change can be seen as an opportunity for the stronger members of society to display their 
generosity and self-sacrifice, but for others, it is a turning point in their lives when their darkest 
natures are brought into view. For the weaker members of Eyam, it saw people respond to the crisis 
in foolish ways, facilitated by their panic. The more cunning members of the town saw this as an 
opportunity to exploit their loss of common sense and immorally take advantage of others’ pain and 
suffering. For many characters such as Michael Mompellion and Anna, while their public selves are 
the leading inspiration for the life of the village, their private selves are struggling with their own 
personal pain. Year of Wonders portrays the different ways human beings react to crisis and how it 
can bring out not only a person’s clarity of purpose, but also their own self-interest over the 
community’s. 
 


