
 
‘Year of Wonders demonstrates the sinister side of religious fervour’. Discuss. 
 

 
Religion plays a significant role in Geraldine Brooks’ Year of Wonders, as it forms a central part of 
the lives of Eyam’s population. The church is a stable habit in many peoples’ lives, with the Sunday 
services proving to be a comfort-bringing constant during the Plague Year. Religion provides 
meaning to the lives of many villagers, and allowed many to find solace during the “hard reality” of 
the plague. However for some, including the Rector himself, religious fervour brings about great 
destruction. Other villagers too display extreme practices of religion, while some turn away from 
Christianity, choosing to believe in superstition and devil worship – which also displays a sinister 
side of strong beliefs.  
 
The Rector, Michael Mompellion, is seen as the religious role model in the village. As a charismatic 
and altruistic leader, Michael uses his faith to bring hope to those around him when faced by the 
destruction of the plague. His “sermons of love and understanding” along with his voice full of “light 
and dark”, “intoxicate” the villagers as he shares his ardent faith. However, it is revealed that 
Michael’s religious zeal shows a darker aspect to his personality. Brooks parallels Mompellion’s 
voice of “light and dark” with his multi faceted personality. When sharing her story with Anna, Elinor 
reveals that Michael encouraged her to take a vow of chastity as a punishment for “the fire of her 
lusts” during her youth. Mompellion’s strong religious beliefs allow him to tend towards an extreme 
punishment, which to him is merely seen as “atonement” for sins. The effects of the vow are seen to 
cause Elinor sadness, as seen when she questions “how much longer” of Michael.  
 
However, in the case of Mompellion, the most devastating effects of religious fevour are seen after 
the death of his wife. Michael’s complete loss of faith is accentuated simply by how deep his beliefs 
were before. He is “undone” by his grief, refusing food, drink and contact with others. By focussing 
his whole life around religion, Michael feels that his life “is based on a lie”. His grief fuelled claim that 
“it seems there is no God, and I was wrong”, expresses his regret in his religious extremism towards 
to Elinor. Brooks uses the character of Mompellion to display the dangers of blind faith and show 
readers how there is always a sinister side to religion. 
 
Likewise, another case of religious extremism is that of John Gordon. As the plague continues to 
ravage the town of Eyam, Gordon turns to flagellation as a means of saving himself from the 
pestilence. Brooks employs graphic imagery to describe the “tiny piece of flesh” torn away by the 
leather “driven with short nails”. This descriptive language displays the radical nature of John 
Gordon’s actions, all spurring from his beliefs that the Plague is a punishment from God. Gordon 
becomes almost deluded in believing that his actions of fasting and flagellation will save him a 
disease. Ironically however, it is his beliefs that eventually cause his death. The spread of the 
practice is feared by the Rector who understands that the desperate circumstances will lead to 
desperate responses and distorted views of religion. The arbitrary nature of the plague truly takes its 
toll on villagers like John Gordon, as they delve deeper into religion to seek answers and 
understanding.  
 
On the other hand, certain villagers, such as Aphra Bont, turn away from God and towards the devil 
and superstition. Although it is not the practice faith of the village, Brooks uses this to express how 
unyielding commitment to anything can often have negative repercussions. Aphra, although never 
really a religious woman, finds strong faith in superstition and the “evil workings of the Devil”. She 
sells “talismans” and “charms” to her fellow villagers, pretending to be the ghost of Anys Gowdie, 
and in doing so spreads an interest in superstition throughout the village. After the death of her 
children though, Aphra’s beliefs are seen to make her mad. She is seen dancing with a snake and 
performing rituals with her dead daughter Faith’s body. Like John Gordon, out of fear and 
desperation, Aphra immerses herself further in her beliefs, and as a result causes “much madness” 
and a “surfeit of grief”. Her murder of Elinor Mompellion can be seen as the most sinister act as a 
result of her individual version of religious fervour.  



Throughout the novel, Brooks displays the consequences of religious belief as often negative and in 
many ways detrimental to the community. Michael Mompellion is seen as extreme in his judgements 
due to his religious beliefs, as well as spiritually destroyed after his wife’s death. The characters of 
John Gordon and Aphra however display how desperation, fear and grief can force people to 
develop stronger, more radical beliefs, again frequently causing suffering. Nevertheless, Brooks 
maintains that belief – or more importantly “hope” – can bring comfort to the suffering, if practiced in 
moderation and care.   
 


