
ENGLISH: YEAR OF WONDERS 
 
There is more than one type of sacrifice in Year of Wonders. Discuss. 
 
 
As the rector of the small and isolated village in remote England, Michael Mompellion, sits in a 
darkened room, too forlorn to find any enjoyment from life and manifests an image of a person 
drained by the prolonged battle against the unforgiving plague. Within the novel, Year of Wonders, 
Geraldine Brooks recreates the events of 1666 and the dire consequences of the Bubonic Plague. 
While he has never demonstrated any symptoms of the illness himself, his lethargy is emblematic of 
the impact, which the plague has exerted on minds rather than through the physical decline and 
death that has afflicted so many victims. Through the historical narrative, Brooks pays particular 
attention to ‘every kind of sacrifice’ the community and many characters were forced to endure. In 
the face of seemingly overwhelming sacrifice of and abandonment of former beliefs and sanity, 
there emerge ‘wonders’ and personal triumphs within this ‘grim season’.   
 
Desperation pushes some into lunacy and this leads to a falter in the faith in conventional religion. 
Such heavy Puritan influence and the dramatic political Restoration of King Charles II that was 
taking place in London, caused instability and thus vulnerability within the microcosm. The villager’s 
actions are defined by their religion as they ‘trust in God to perform his wonders’ and the absence of 
divine intervention through the growth of the ‘pestilence’ saw feelings of angst and uncharacteristic 
behaviours evolve. The fear of the invisible and the unknown manifests itself in the form of a mob 
mentality as the largely uneducated villagers cast the Gowdies as scapegoats, accusing them of 
witchcraft. Brooks includes the use of darkness to portray the ‘desperate and credulous’ era as well 
as the aspect of the unfamiliar, portrayed through the motif. Anna ‘had been taught’ to view the 
world in ‘black and white’ showing the limited scope of understanding or insight into the workings of 
the world beyond the ‘grand celestial design’ of God, portraying the susceptibility of the town to self-
destruction. It is through such lapse of judgement that all medical defences of ‘physick’ against the 
plague were sacrificed and the social framework that holds Eyam together.  
 
With the villagers decision to isolate themselves to prevent further spread of the plague, the town 
becomes a disorderly hamlet, in which the effects of the ‘pestilence’ cause for sacrifice of rational 
thinking. The plague itself is used as a symbolic representation of the spread of not only disease but 
of ‘foolish’ and ‘poisonous’ thought. The people of the plague village turn towards witchcraft and 
spells when ‘all of which I do believe has failed [them]’, intentionally turning away from the belief in 
the promise that ‘God will have [them] shine’. Kate Talbot buys the ABRACADABRA spell from the 
‘ghost of Anys Gowdie’, questioning ‘why does God rack [her husband] so?’ Such a comparison can 
be made for ‘tight lipped’ Jane Martin, who was ‘cooler than a ley wall’ and then moved to become 
an ‘alehouse haunter’ as a result of seeing her ‘family into the ground’. Therefore, it is evident that 
crisis facilitates a change in thinking and encourages individuals to re-examine existing beliefs, 
finding comfort down new paths.  
 
It can be said that the town of Eyam, through their self-quarantine, sacrificed their freedom. Through 
the plague year, Michael Mompellion ‘naturally’ took charge and promised the village that ‘none 
should die alone’ if they remained within the ‘wide green’ walls. In instigating the quarantine to 
prevent ‘the seeds of the plague…bring sown far and wide’, Mompellion bears immense guilt over 
leading the villagers ‘to their doom’. Despite adhering to the word of God and genuinely believing 
that he was doing the right thing, his actions prove futile as ‘for every one of [them] who walked 
upon this Earth, two of [them] lay under it’. It is though a juxtaposition of the motif of apples that 
Brooks portrays the progression of how Eyam is a literal symbol of death. Once a sign of sweetness 
and abundance, apples are now associated in Anna’s mind with ‘sickrooms’ that make her ‘gag’.  
Brooks uses vivid descriptions of the ‘exhausted tumour in his body’ and his ‘haggard’ face to show 
the physical sacrifices that Mompellion makes and which eventually drive him to turn away from his 
religious certainty. He then develops a debauched attitude and telling Anna that ‘I have learnt at last 
to do as I please’. Undoubtedly, the rector chooses to turn away from the Bible, as shown through  
  



the deliberate dropping of the book with a ‘dull thud’ as well as remaining closed when Anna attends 
to him. It is through such acts of nobility to support the ‘plague scourged village’ that the people of 
Eyam consequentially surrendered their happiness, their lives and their sanity.  
 
Fragility causes madness to spread and this instigates the sacrifice of former morals and beliefs. 
Jon Gordon becomes a flagellant and with this succumbs to the ‘devil whispers’ of ‘wickedness’ in 
an attempt to ‘ally God’s wrath’. Although Anna says that she has earned an ‘undeserving names in 
religious devotion’, she seems to turn away even from her own value of a ‘clear mind’, to seek 
refuge in the poppy of Lethe, that she steals from the whisket of Mrs Mompellion. It is with this, that 
Anna is able to escape the realities of her pain and dream of ‘winged horses flying [her] over a sky 
of black velvet’ and a ‘shining city of fantastic towers’. Brooks uses this to project Anna’s profundity 
of suffering and foreshadows the outcomes of Anna’s altruistic motivations to help the town with 
‘confinements’, of the place Anna will end up fleeing to, moving away from ‘death and towards life’. 
The ‘spread’ of ‘madness like the disease among [them] provokes the sacrifice of former principles 
and perceptions of what is morally right and shows the cracks in some characters.   
 
It is with such sacrifice of religious belief in hand with the restoration of King Charles II, that scientific 
knowledge began to take a focus within London society. Anna was able to discover how things 
‘stood in the world’, due to the need for herb knowledge, her and Elinor buried themselves in 
‘Avicenna’s Cannon of Medicine’, to help ‘bolster the defences of the well’. It is with such 
experiences of personal pain and suffering that Anna is prompted to reject the narrow roles 
proscribed to women of the 17th century. From ‘humble’ beginnings, she embarks on the path of 
enlightened thought, becoming the ‘next in a long line of women’ to care from Eyam, embracing the 
controversial remedies of the ‘ancient ones’. To venture to Oran, Anna sacrificed what she knew to 
be safe, to ‘live a life amongst wonders’ to start someplace new, rewarded for her immense 
kindness and great loss over the plague year.  
 


