ReadingGroupGuides

The online community for reading groups

Her esy

by S.J. Parris

About the Book

Set in 1583 against a backdrop of religious-political intrigue and barbaric judicial reprisals, this debut centers on real-life
Giordano Bruno, a former Italian monk excommunicated by the Roman Catholic church and hunted across Europe by
the Inquisition for his belief in a heliocentric infinite universe. Befriended by the charismatic English courtier and soldier
Sir Philip Sidney, the ambitious Bruno flees to more tolerant Protestant England, where Elizabeth I's secretary of state,
Sir Francis Walsingham, recruits him to spy, under the cover of philosophical disputation, on secretly Catholic Oxford
scholars suspected of plotting treason. As one Oxford fellow after another falls to gruesome homicide, Bruno struggles
to unravel Oxford'stangled loyalties.

Discussion Guide

1. When Giordano Bruno is recruited as a spy by Sir Francis Walsingham, he hesitates. Walsingham tells him 2whenever
you feel the wrench between conscience and duty, your care should always be for the greater good.? Yet Bruno?s
conscience remains troubled throughout by the double life he has to lead. Does this make him a more appealing narrator?
To what extent is a spy morally compromised by the fact that he must maintain a deception? Is Walsingham right --- is
the greater good always more important than individual s?

2. Europein the 1580s is divided by religious wars between Catholics and Protestants. Religious loyalty is often stronger
than national or family ties. Walsingham tells Bruno that ?faith and politics are now one and the same.? What parallels
do you see with our own times? What inspires people to become martyrs?
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3. Bruno is seeking a lost book that he believes will revea the secret of man?s divinity. He believes that with this
knowledge he can formulate a philosophy that will overcome religious divisions. Why was this such aradical idea at the
time? Four hundred years later, how do we regard Bruno?s optimistic dream of the end of conventional religion, with its

conflicts and dogma? Does history show that some people will always turn religion to violent ends?

4. Both Walsingham and Jenkes the book dealer say they find Bruno intriguing because he contains so many
contradictions and can?t be easily labeled. Did you find him intriguing/enigmatic as a character? What more would you
have liked to find out about him?

5. Sophia Underhill is surprised to hear Bruno say he would appreciate a woman who could form her own opinion and
express it. Why is Sophia unusua for a young woman of her time and class? Do you think her attraction to Bruno was
genuine? Did your feelings about her change when her secret was revealed?

6. After the first murder, Bruno is sent an anonymous letter that appears to offer a clue about the killing. Who did you
first think might have sent it? What was the purpose of the letter? Why did the sender want Bruno involved?

7. Many of the book?s central characters are real historical figures. Why do you think the author chose to use real
characters? Does it affect the way you read the novel to know that some of the events really happened? Would it make

you want to read more about that period or the people involved?

8. Queen Elizabeth | famoudy said she had ?no desire to make windows into men?s souls?. At the end of the book,
Bruno is confronted by a character who says that tolerance in matters of belief is equal to saying there is no truth or
untruth, right or wrong. Who is right? Does passionate belief in any cause rule out tolerance of other views? Where do

we see this most keenly in our own age?

9. A great dea of the story revolves around lost or forbidden books. Why were books considered so powerful at the
time? What other stories have you read where alost or secret book was at the heart of a mystery? Why does the idea of a
forgotten or banned book have such a hold on the imagination?

10. Were you surprised to discover the identity of the killer? Who had you suspected? At the very end, Bruno remains

ambivalent about whether justice has been done ?do you agree?
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Critical Praise

"Heresy has everything --- intrigue, mystery, excellent history and haunting sense of place. The beginning of a
wonderful new detective series."
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