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A READER’S INTRODUCTION TO
THE GOOD PEOPLE
Set in a remote Irish valley in the year 1825, The Good People is a remarkable piece
of writing. In exquisite and exact prose, Hannah Kent expertly draws the reader into
a preindustrial world where its people are deeply connected to and dependent on
the land and each other. Fairy lore and folk belief are commonplace in this valley
community, influencing every decision, every act, from the domestic, through farming,
birth to death.
The central character, Nóra, has lost her husband and her daughter in the same year,
and is now burdened with the care of her grandson, four-year-old Micheál. No longer
able to walk, talk or speak, Nóra keeps Michael hidden from those who might see in his
deformity evidence of otherworldly interference.
Unable to care for her grandchild alone, Nóra hires fourteen-year-old servant girl, Mary,
who soon hears the whispers from the valley that Micheál is a fairy changeling.
Micheál begins to scare Nóra with his ‘quick, unpredictable movements, his calls
and shrieks’, and she comes to believe what Mary has heard, and that he is not her
grandson.
Unable to find help in the priest or doctor, Nóra and Mary seek help from Nance Roche;
a woman both needed and mistrusted by the community for her knowledge of the Good
People. The three women set out to the river to banish the changeling and return the
real Micheál to Nóra.
Inspired by a true account of infanticide that occurred in 1826, Hannah Kent imagines
a world from this tragedy. Her characters, pagans and Christians, largely illiterate, are
so complex that we cannot dismiss them as ignorant. We grieve with them; understand
their connection to and reliance on the land. They are so complex and nuanced that
when the women are indicted for murder, the logic of the court does not entirely shift
our sympathies.
Death, grief, love, loss, fear, dependence on nature, the vulnerability of the poor, of the
elderly, of women – Hannah Kent explores these familiar themes against a backdrop of
the unfamiliar. The result is a world full of superstition and wonder, a world that aches
with grief, loss, love and tenderness, and feels, heartbreakingly, real.

THE GOOD PEOPLE
QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
1.

‘Nóra’s first thought when they brought her the body was that it could not be her
husband’s. For one long moment she stared at the men bearing Martin’s weight
on their sweating shoulders, standing in the gasping cold, and believed that the
body was nothing but a cruel imitation; a changeling, brutal in its likeness.” (p 13)
Despite the strangeness of her beliefs, Nóra’s journey is achingly familiar.
The Good People is a powerful examination of the psychology of grief. Discuss.

2.

‘Nóra stretched herself out against her husband’s dead body and thought of
nights they had slept in company together, the touch of his foot on hers in the
unthinking custom of their marriage, and sobbed until she thought she would be
sick.’ (p 7) It is the intimate moments of this novel that give it power. Discuss.

3.

The harsh Nóra is not a character that invites sympathy, and yet we feel deeply
for her. Do you agree? Discuss your level of sympathy for her at different stages in
the novel. Is she maneuvering herself into an emotional position where she can rid
herself of the ‘burden’ of Micheál from the moment Martin dies?

4.

We are not merely observers in the novel. So well drawn is this world, that we are
participants. Discuss how Hannah Kent creates the atmosphere in this novel. How
has she used the landscape? How has she used the weather?

5.

Mary Clifford’s journey is the most heartbreaking. She is a child when she
arrives at Nóra’s house, afraid that what afflicts Michael is ‘catching’. Discuss her
transformation in the novel. How do you interpret her final decision not to return
home?

6.

Nance Roche is complex and fascinating character. Hannah Kent takes a small,
true account of a woman indicted with the terrible crime of infanticide, and makes
her a complex, sympathetic character. Discuss the varying ways Nance is viewed
in the community. How does Hannah use nature in her descriptions of Nance?
What is the effect of this use? How does Kent give her characters complexity and
nuance?

7.

In what ways does Nance reflect the gender roles of the time and the vulnerability
of women and the elderly? Does Nance act to save herself in attempting to cast
the fairy out of Micheál?

8.

Without Peter’s offer of marriage, Nance would be banished or worse. In his offer,
we see tenderness and respect. We see tenderness in Martin, too. Discuss the
representation of men and women in The Good People.

9.

“Kent captures well the rhythms of the natural world, the beauty and lyricism of
Ireland’s west’. (Stubbings, Diane ‘The Good People: Hannah Kent takes us to
19th-centruy Ireland’ The Weekend Australian, October 1, 2016) Discuss how Kent
uses the landscape as metaphor in her novel. How does she use it to foreshadow
Micheál’s end?
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10. ‘When all is said and done, how do we not know but that our own unreason may
be better than another’s truth?’ W.B. Yeats, The Celtic Twilight. The Good People
explores a community with a strange and extraordinary belief system. Why can’t
we simply condemn them as ignorant?
11. The Good People is satisfying because it portrays so well the complexities of Irish
folklore. We are invited to understand rather than judge. Is this your opinion?
12. Hannah Kent is a master of description. The reader is plunged into the pre-famine
days of early nineteenth-century rural Ireland. She details her research for The
Good People with Richard Fidler on the ABC program Conversations. Listen to
the program, and discuss Hannah Kent’s inspiration for the novel.
13.

In this same interview with Richard Fidler, she states that she doesn’t ‘not believe’
in the folklore about which she writes. The power of this novel is that it doesn’t
draw a simple line between science and faith, between Christianity and paganism
Discuss.

14. Discuss your reaction to the scene of Micheál’s murder.
15. The trial scene, with its logic, has the effect of bringing the reader blinking into the
light, with Micheál’s condition finally being named. Discuss your reaction to this
scene. Where are your sympathies? What is your opinion of the verdict?
16. The Good People explores a community deeply connected to their landscape.
Discuss how we are shaped and changed by our environment.
17. ‘Áine washed Martin as tenderly as if he had been her own husband.’ (p 8) Hannah
Kent’s novel is compelling because it explores the intimacy and kindness present
in small communities, as well as the cruelty. Discuss.
18. The Good People is a frightening exploration of physical and mental illness, and
attitudes towards the sick. Although much has changed in our attitudes, very little
has really changed. Discuss.
19. Read Hannah Kent’s article ‘Hunches and the historical novel’ (Kill Your Darlings
13/9/10). Is it human nature to make connections, to look for coincidences, and
magic in the ordinary? Discuss your views.
20. In Hannah Kent’s note at the end of The Good People, she mentions the famous
case of Bridget Clearly, a twenty-five-year-old woman ‘who was tortured, then
burnt to death by her husband and relatives in 1895, in Co. Tipperary’. (p 383) Can
we make sense of these terrible crimes by understanding the belief systems of the
times in which they were committed? Or must we look at a combination of factors
to understand them - gender, socio-economic causes, human psychology? Or, in
the end, are some acts beyond understanding?
21. Discuss the significance of the title.

