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Cambridge VCE English Units 3&4
New text resource: Year of Wonders

Area of study 1: Reading and responding

Set texts: novels

Year of Wonders (Geraldine Brooks)

Overview


In 1665, in the remote English village of Eyam the bubonic plague (also known as ‘The Black Death’) strikes down the local tailor George Viccars. It appears that the plague seeds are first introduced to the village via a piece of his fabric that has been transported from London. Even though, on his death bed Viccars implores Anna Frith, his landlord, and the narrator of the story to ‘Burn it all!’ she unwittingly distributes the unfinished garments to his clients and inadvertently helps to spread the ‘foul contagion’ across the village. Although the villagers fear the worst, they are not prepared for the suffering and death that follows as the plague takes hold.


It is through the eyes of Anna Frith that the story is told. She is already a young widow with two small children when the plague first appears. After the death of her husband, Sam in a mining accident, Anna continues to provide for her family by attending to the domestic needs of Michael and Elinor Mompellion at the rectory and as a servant at Bradford Hall. Anna is not spared the wrath of the plague and both of her sons succumb to the ‘vivid crimson welts rising in rings’ on their skin, and she loses them both within a matter of days. 


As more and more villagers are felled by the horrible disease, some members of the community find the need to blame others for the deaths of their loved ones. Anys and Mem Gowdie, two local women who use herbs and natural remedies to help heal and comfort the sick, become the first two victims of an angry mob, when they are targeted and accused of being witches by their own neighbours. Anys is murdered by them, and Mem is so badly injured by the attack that she dies later, as a result.

In an attempt to quell the fear and rage that has been fuelled by the untimely deaths of many of the fit and young within the community, and has caused the deaths of both Gowdie women, the local town minister, Michael Mompellion proposes that in order to halt the spread of the plague, the village needs to be quarantined from the outside world. The residents are then faced with the decision about whether to stay and try to outlast the disease or to leave and save them. It is the wealthy Bradford family who is the first to flee the village and this response enrages Mompellion because he believes that, ‘If God saw fit to send this scourge…it would be His will that one face it where one was, with courage, and thus contain its evil.’ The rector creates the ‘boundary stone’ and the villagers who remain in their homes become isolated in their ‘wide green prison.’


Brooks explores the ramifications of this decision and she does this through the character of Anna, as we witness her survival through a year when the population of her village is decimated by ‘The Black Death.’ It is through the challenges that Anna faces that she begins to question the very foundations of her beliefs as she searches for a reason to live, after the deaths of her two small sons, and many of the locals around her.

Characters

Anna Frith


The story is told from the point of view of Anna Frith who is a widow, mother and servant at the time that the plague reaches her village. We observe Anna as she loses her entire family to the infection, after she has already endured the death of her husband, Sam, in a mining accident. Although there are moments when Anna feels that there is nothing left to live for in her life, she finds an inner strength and resilience that not only propels her through the tragedy, but allows her to grow in stature as a result.

Anna comes from a croft that had ever been ‘a joyless place’ and as is typical of women of that period and class, she was not educated in a formal setting. Anna, however, has a natural intelligence and a thirst for knowledge, and she nourishes this through her relationship with Elinor Mompellion, when she works as a servant for her at the rectory. ‘Within a year of her coming’ Elinor teaches Anna to read as well as providing her with tutelage in all aspects of life. She comments that Elinor never let ‘a minute pass without trying to better me, and for the most part I was a willing pupil.’ Anna thrives on this knowledge and she gains confidence and self-assurance from it and she is able to apply it in practical terms, to the situations that she faces once the plague takes hold of her community.


One death after the other touches Anna. At first it is her husband, then her boarder (who is a prospective suitor), then her sons, followed by various other members of the village who have been a part of her life. She notes the relentless nature of the plague and the way ‘its blows fall again and again upon raw sorrow’. Somehow she manages to keep going but her ‘hands functioned separate from her (my) mind.’ There comes a point at which she begins to question her capacity to continue on as she feels that a ‘deep fog’ had settled on her. This, however, is not enough to stop her from recognising someone else in need, as she goes to the aid of both Mem and Anys Gowdie who have been set upon by an angry mob. Anna risks her life to do this as the mob also turns on her, but she is determined to help when she sees that ‘no one was going to do anything.’


As result of the mob violence, both Mem and Anys are killed. She notes, ‘With the two of them went the main part of the physick we relied upon, along with the best chance our women had of living through their confinements with healthy infants in their arms.’ Although Anna clearly understands and recognises her place as a member of the servant class, and as one who should not be associated with ‘herb knowledge’ of any sort, for fear of being branded a witch, the loss of the Gowdies is a key turning point in her own recovery from the deaths of her children.

At her lowest point, Anna questions, ‘Why she (I) was not in the chamber of death?’ but when Elinor suggests that she go to the assistance of Mary Daniel to take on the role of midwife, she does so with trepidation but nonetheless the belief in herself that she can do some good for others. It is through this dangerous yet courageous act, that Anna discovers her new purpose, and even though she continues to experiment with the ‘phial of poppy’ to help numb her pain, she sees the benefit of her work. Thus Anna becomes a central figure in the lives of the villagers as she works with Elinor tending to the needs of those who are dying, providing comfort to those who mourn, and strengthens those who are yet uninfected with herbal ‘weapons with which to fight.’


Anna blossoms in her role as healer as she sees from her work ‘that it was possible to lose herself (myself) in it’ and that ‘much good’ could come of it. When she perceives the need for help, she will go to great lengths to provide assistance, even if it means that she puts herself at risk, as is evidenced through her determination to ensure that young Merry Wickford will not lose her claim over the Burning Drake Vein. Both Elinor and Anna take it upon themselves to enter the mine and risk their lives so that Merry has control over her own future. Anna is transformed through her work with the villagers and is constantly guided by Elinor to be the best that she can be. Anna rises to the challenges she faces with dignity and integrity, and it is through her determination, compassion and perseverance that she becomes the heroine of the novel, but Brooks ensures that she remains genuinely human throughout. Anna is by no means perfect, and this is clearly illustrated when she smashes the ‘delicate dishes’ one by one, after feeling the pangs of jealousy at the relationship shared by Elinor and Michael Mompellion.


After the ravages of the plague have subsided in the village, Brooks uses the period of recovery to reveal the secrets of both Michael and Elinor Mompellion to Anna. When Anna learns of Elinor’s tainted past, and the sacrifices that the rector has made in his marriage, she does not make judgments, but remains loyal to her beloved friend until her tragic death by the hand of Aphra Bont. 

It is when Anna tries to console Michael Mompellion in his grief after the loss of his wife, that Anna discovers the true nature of his marriage to Elinor. It is at this point in the novel that the reader becomes aware of the repressed sexual energy that has been burning inside the rector for his entire marriage, and Anna becomes more than just a servant to him. Both Michael and Anna find in each other the physical warmth and passion that they have been denied for so long, and they consummate their relationship.

The final stages of the narrative provide Anna with her final opportunity to help a child in need. After helping to deliver the illegitimate child of Mrs Bradford (upon the return of the family to the village) whose husband ‘will not suffer it near him’, Anna decides to take the baby as her own.


Through the help of Mompellion she then flees her village with the newborn baby in order to escape the punishment of the wounded Mr Bradford. Although she comments that she ‘did not make the choice so much as have it made for me’, Anna is swept away to Arabia, where she spends the rest of her years as one of the wives of Ahmed Bey. It is here that she lives a tranquil existence as the mother to her two daughters, Aisha and Elinor, the child that she conceived with Michael Mompellion before her escape from the village.

Anna has come full circle. She has already been a wife and mother but nature robbed her of her original family, but through the strength of her character that has truly been tested, she is able to emerge from her suffering, and begin a new life. It is through Anna that Brooks is able to create a female protagonist who is both real and admirable, and the reader is inspired by her spirit of survival.

DIY

1. In what ways is Anna Frith a typical woman of her time?

2. In what ways does Anna break the female stereotype of the period in which the novel is set?

3. Although Anna is presented as the heroine of the novel, Brooks ensures that she is by no means perfect. What are her flaws and failings? 

4. When Anna resorts to comfort in the ‘phial of poppy’ she is on the brink of mental and spiritual collapse. In what ways does Brooks present Anna’s struggle at this point in the novel?

5. What are the key moments in the novel that allow Anna to rise above her breakdown and to find meaning and fulfilment in her life once again?

Michael Mompellion


The character of Michael Mompellion is the fundamental reason why the village of Eyam becomes isolated at the time of the plague. After consultation with the ‘great physicians’ of Cambridge and conferring with Thomas Stanley, the Puritan who had quit the parish three years before, he makes his radical proposal to his congregation, and suggests that ‘…here we are, and here we must stay…Let none enter and none leave while this plague lasts.’ Only a handful of parishioners elect to leave the village, the rest are at the mercy of their rector’s decision because they have no alternative. The community becomes quarantined within the confines of the ‘wide green prison’ in an attempt to halt the spread of the disease, and to endure the ‘trial’ that has been sent by God.


Even when under strain, Mompellion is a commanding leader. Anna recalls how ‘naturally he took charge’ once the first victims of the plague succumb to its ferocity. He speaks with authority and his voice is ‘so compelling that you focussed all your thoughts upon the words and not upon the man who uttered them’ as well as making practical decisions such as delivering his sermons in the Delf, instead of indoors. He is also able to set an example to the villagers through his actions. This is not only demonstrated when he and his wife remain within the ‘boundary stone’ of the village without any thought for their own safety, but also when he realises that ‘all worldly goods’ must be burned as another precaution against the spread of the pestilence. He is the first to place his own belongings on the burning pile so that the villagers will follow suit. As the dire consequences of his decision become more apparent, Mompellion takes it upon himself to attend to every dying member of the community. He spends hours with the suffering ‘fighting first for the body and then, when that cause was clearly lost, for his soul.’ He holds steadfast to his belief that ‘no one in this village will face their death alone.’


The suffering of the community takes its toll on Mompellion as he is traumatised by what he has brought upon the village. As a result, he makes several errors of judgment, one of the most significant being where he errs ‘grievously’ and under-estimates how Brand and Robert will detain Aphra until the next day. Mompellion does not immediately deal with the charges made against Aphra, and this leads to a spiralling of events which causes even more tragedy to unfold. Brooks paints Mompellion as a flawed character, and this is reinforced when he reveals the truth to Anna about his marriage to Elinor. 


When Mompellion reveals to Anna that he ‘never lay with Elinor’, he reveals the extent to which he has suffered for his own beliefs. His inability to forgive his wife for her youthful indiscretion and the tragedy that resulted means that both he and his wife had been deprived of a sexual relationship. The rector’s unswerving belief that Elinor should ‘atone by living some part of her life with her lusts unrequited’ means that they never consummated their marriage. It is only after her death, and the prospect of unleashing his thwarted passion with Anna that Mompellion concludes that it ‘seems that there is no God’ and that what he had asked of himself and his wife was ‘wrong.’ Mompellion shows that indeed his strength of will ‘far exceeds’ that of his body. In many ways, however, it is his will that allows him survive the plague and to carry out his duties, unselfishly albeit naively.

DIY

6. What are Michael Mompellion’s key motivations for the quarantine of his village from the rest of the Shire?

7. Why is Mompellion so furious with the actions of the Bradford family when they decide to leave the village before the quarantine is put into place? Is his anger justified?

8. Explain why Mompellion holds such authority over the residents of Eyam? Why does the community follow his instructions?

9. What events in the novel cause Mompellion to question his faith? Explain.

10. After the death of Elinor, Mompellion reveals the secrets of his marriage to Anna. What does this reveal about his character and the way that he has viewed the world up until this point?

Elinor Mompellion


Even though Elinor Mompellion is the wife of the rector, she does not remain in the background of life in the village. Instead she forges her own role as a maternal figure, healer, mentor, counsellor and guide. Anna believes that ‘the whole parish’ benefitted from her barrenness, and in particular, she feels that she gains so much attention herself because of Elinor’s ‘failure to conceive a child.’ Elinor is well-educated and cultured however she ignores social rank and becomes a loyal friend to Anna, her servant. She teaches Anna to read, and she is responsible for continuing the legacy left by the Gowdie women, to provide the community with herbal remedies and salves to help ease the suffering of those afflicted by the plague. 

It is Elinor who spends hours identifying plants and herbs that can be made into poultices and remedies for the sick. She is also responsible for encouraging Anna to take on the role of a midwife, when there is no one else available. When Elinor sees a need in the community she aims to meet it, and she is crucial in offering comfort to the sick and dying as the plague ravages the village.

DIY

11. Why is it acceptable for Elinor Mompellion to have an interest in ‘herb knowledge’ but not Anna Frith?

Cultural, historical and social setting

The Great Plague

The Great Plague of 1664-1666 occurred in London and south east England. It was to kill more people than any other seventeenth century epidemic, but interestingly, did not ever appear again with such intensity in this part of Europe. Year of Wonders is a piece of fiction that is inspired by the true story of the village of Eyam in England that was struck by this Plague in 1665.


The Plague, also known as ‘The Black Death’, referred to the bubonic plague which was an acute contagious disease. Its symptoms presented as an inflammation of the lymph nodes which would appear as swelling in the groin, armpit or neck, as is often described by Anna as she refers to the ‘rings of rose petals’ blooming under the skin. At the time, it was not understood how the infection was spread, but it became clear later, that it was most likely carried by fleas on the backs of rats.


In the 1600s, when the story is set, the world is undergoing great change. Modern medicine is on the brink of being discovered and the Age of Enlightenment, an age of discovery led by Science, is just around the corner. A shift in thinking also leads to the Restoration which is viewed as an opportunity to re-establish the old order of Church and State, which has been in upheaval for the previous two decades, as a result of the power and actions of Oliver Cromwell.


Just prior to the outbreak of the Plague in England in 1664, Oliver Cromwell, a military general and political leader, died after his long campaign to continue to have a form of government in which the head of state was not a monarch. During the period when Cromwell defeated the Royalists (those who supported the monarchy as rulers) in the English Civil War, the monarchy and the government had been separated, and England had experienced a very different form of rule. However, after his death, the monarchy had been re-instated into government, and this time of transition between two forms of rule, is when the novel is set. This is also linked to the decline in Puritanism and the attitudes towards it that are presented by the characters.


The Puritanism that existed in sixteenth and seventeenth century England was a belief that the style of worship and the principles taught by the Church should be further removed from the Church of Rome. Following the Reformation when Henry VIII separated the Church of England from the Catholic Church, many of the Catholic traditions continued to be adhered to in England. The Puritans supported less tolerance of the old practices that were associated with the Pope. They advocated greater strictness in religious discipline and moral matters. The rejection of Puritanism at the time of the novel is demonstrated through the character of Parson Thomas Stanley who had ‘quit’ the parish ‘more than three years since’ who lived on the outskirts of the village so ‘that he may not stir up any differences.’ 


Anna also reveals how the doctrine of the Puritans has impacted upon the village when she discusses the colour of the fabric chosen by clients of Viccars. She notes that Anys has requested a gown that is of a ‘scarlet so vivid it hurt my eyes.’ This is in direct contrast to the colours of her own ‘outer garments’ of ‘black for preference, or the dark brown’ that were worn when ‘the Puritans held sway.’ She notes that this long habit of wearing such conservative colours ‘still constrained the choices of most of us’ even since the ‘return of the King.’ Brooks demonstrates that the village continues to be influenced by the Puritans long after their practices have been discarded by the majority, but the isolation of Eyam allows these attitudes to remain largely untouched by the outside world.

DIY
12. Research one aspect of the setting of the novel such as
a) The Great Plague
b) The Age of Enlightenment
c) The Restoration
d) Oliver Cromwell
e) The nursery rhyme ‘Ring a Ring a Rosey’
13. Present a Power Point of your research to the class.

14. Explain how your research contributes to your understanding of the novel.

Themes

God versus Nature


One of the central tensions at work in the novel is the struggle between God and Nature. As the characters are faced with the reality of the Plague and its devastation, and with the prospect of being cut off from the rest of the world Mompellion maintains that the affliction has been sent by ‘God’ as a ‘trial’. It takes Anna, however, to begin to challenge this teaching as she begins to pose the bigger questions about life and death:


It came to me then that we, all of us, spent a very great deal of time pondering 
these questions that, in the end, we could not answer. If we balanced the time we spent contemplating God, and why He afflicted us, with more thought as to how the Plague spread and poisoned our blood, then we might come
nearer to saving our lives.


Anna has been able to see the benefits of providing pain relief and comfort from the symptoms of the Plague through her work with Elinor, and her understanding of natural remedies. The success of her practical assistance has been proven on more than one occasion, and even though she maintains her own spiritual beliefs, she rejects the idea that the Plague is a call for repentance from God. It is through this belief that Brooks sets Anna apart from the rest of her community as she maintains her strength of conviction in the face of being a minority in her community.

Fear


After the village becomes a ‘wide green prison’ and the Plague takes hold, many members of the community are fuelled by grief and fear, and behave in ways that are irrational and out of character. The most obvious example of this is when Mem and Anys Gowdie are targeted by a mob of angry townsfolk. Although the women have been moving through the community, providing healing through salves and remedies extracted from herbs, and delivering healthy babies, that would otherwise not survive, they are accused of ‘witchcraft’ and lose their lives as a result. 
As the crowd taunts Mem, Mary Hadfield shouts, ‘You killed my family, hag!’ and Mem is subjected to further violence and suffering, which later results in her death. Her niece, Anys is also not spared and she is tied up and thrown into the rocky vault. Through this scene, Brooks evokes images of the Salem Witch Trials as she explores the power of fear and the human need to find a scapegoat for suffering.

The human condition


Crisis, and indeed death, brings out the best and the worst in people, and this is clearly exhibited in the village when the Plague has taken hold and most members of the community are touched by tragedy. Brooks shows that the human response to adversity is vastly different. Through characters such as Anna and Elinor, Brooks demonstrates how some humans can find strength in despair, and rise above their own pain to help others. Both women minister to the sick and risk their own health as they bring comfort and relief to others. 

This is in stark contrast to the way that others deal with their grief. The grave diggers take advantage of the dying, Aphra uses fear and incantations to extract money from those most vulnerable, while others turn on those who are different, such as the Gowdies, to make examples of them. Brooks demonstrates that the ways that individuals deal with their suffering is often indicative of whether or not they will survive it, and move forward as a result. Those who are selfless and offer assistance to others tend to be survivors, while those who are self-serving tend to get what they deserve in the end.

The role of women


Throughout the novel the women are presented as having clearly defined positions within society as well as within the domestic sphere of life. They are seen as wives, mothers and house maids, without much opportunity for anything more. Brooks, however, places her key female characters such as: Anna, Elinor, Anys, Mem and even Aphra, to a certain extent, in situations that fall outside their defined roles. It is through their responses to these opportunities, such as Anna and Elinor in the work as ministers of the sick and the Gowdies as healers and life givers that they often flourish. 

These women challenge the stereotypical expectations of women at the time because they are different or in minority themselves – Anna is a widow, Elinor is not a mother and the Gowdie women are unconventional. This allows Brooks to show the reader their strength in times of adversity, an attribute that is not afforded to the male characters of the novel, as they are presented in very different ways. 

DIY

15. Find five episodes in the novel that illustrate each theme. 

16. Support your finding with evidence from the text.

17. Comment on the ways that Brooks view these responses by the characters.
	Theme
	Episode
	Quote or Example
	Brooks’ view

	God versus Nature
	
	
	

	Fear
	
	
	

	The human condition
	
	
	

	The role of women
	
	
	


Text structures and features 

The first person narrator


The entire novel is told from Anna’s point of view. This offers the reader an insight into the experiences of an ordinary person, and woman, who is faced with the deaths of her family and the disintegration of her community. Anna is present at pivotal moments in the text and she is able to allow the reader to witness these events from her perspective. For example: she is at Bradford Hall when the first discussions about the Plague take place, and she is able to comment on the tension between Michael and Elinor Mompellion when they are at odds over when to reveal to the villagers that the threat of the Plague has subsided. This gives the reader a vivid and real account of the unfolding of events from the point of view of a typical villager at the time. It is through her attention to detail such as the Plague lumps that are described as ‘the size of newborn piglets’ that Anna offers a real sense of the suffering endured by the victims and transports the reader to the time and place in which the narrative is being told.

The flashback structure


The novel begins with the section entitled, ‘Leaf-Fall 1666’ with the chapter ‘Apple-picking Time’. It is through this chapter that Brooks allows the reader into the world of the village after the Plague has struck and we witness the aftermath of the tragedy on both Anna and Michael Mompellion. We see the way that Mompellion is traumatised by what he believes he has brought upon the village. In many ways, this opening chapter prepares the reader for the final meeting between Anna and the rector, and hints at what is to come at the end of the narrative.


Anna then moves into her account of 1665 where she witnesses and makes sense of the events that follow the quarantine of her village against the ravages of the Plague. She moves through each account in vivid detail and she introduces the reader to the suffering and triumphs of villagers, one by one.


After the Plague sequence, Brooks returns Anna to ‘Leaf-Fall 1666’ where she has come full circle and goes on to explain how she comes to leave Mompellion for a new life. The epilogue then charts what happens after Anna flees the village and draws the story to its conclusion.

Historical fiction


Brooks describes this novel ‘as a work of fiction inspired by the true story of the villagers of Eyam, Derbyshire.’ She uses factual accounts of the extraordinary decision by the real rector William Mompesson, to quarantine his village in an attempt to halt the spread of the Plague. Brooks introduces real and imagined characters into her landscape and tries to create a sense of what the real inhabitants of the village must have experienced during the Great Plague of 1666.

Different readings

Is this a feminist text?


As this is a novel that is set in a patriarchal period in history, it is very interesting that Brooks chooses to create a female protagonist, Anna Frith, as the narrator of the story. In doing so, she offers the reader a perspective on the Plague that has often been absent in historical records, that is the voice of a woman. In the 1600s it was unusual for a woman to be able to read and write, and thus by creating Anna as literate and intelligent, Brooks allows a woman to tell her story. Does this mean that the novel can be regarded as a feminist novel? Do you think the women exhibit strengths in the novel that are not afforded to the men? Is Brooks’ representation of the men fair? Consider the characters: Michael Mompellion, Joss Bont, George Viccars and Colonel Bradford.

Is the story ultimately bleak?


The title of the novel Year of Wonders – A Novel of the Plague leaves the reader in no doubt what this story is about. The outcome is already known – many of the community will die. Does this therefore mean that this narrative is ultimately depressing and negative? In what ways is Brooks able to offer insights in human nature that are positive and redeeming? Can a reader feel uplifted after reading a story of such sadness and suffering? Why? Why not?

DIY – Text response topics 

18. ‘In Year of Wonders Anna Frith is presented as “too good to be true”.’ To what extent do you agree?

19. ‘The decision made by Mompellion to isolate the village in Year of Wonders is motivated by his own selfish reasons’. Discuss.

20. ‘The male characters in Year of Wonders are all weak.’ Is this how you see the novel?

21. Brooks shows that tragedy brings out the worst in human nature. Discuss.

22. ‘Although Anna is presented as a strong woman, she is still constrained by the expectations of her time.’ Discuss.
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