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by Joanne Harris

About the Book

Joanne Harris, bestselling author of Chocolat, presents her most accomplished novel yet -- an intoxicating concoction 

that blends theology and reason, deception and masquerade, with a dash of whimsical humor and a soupçon of sensuality.

Britanny, 1610. Juliette, a one-time actress and rope dancer, is forced to seek refuge among the sisters of the abbey of 

Sainte Marie-de-la-mer. Reinventing herself as Soeur Auguste, Juliette makes a new life for herself and her young 

daughter, Fleur.

But when the kindly abbess dies, Juliette's comfortable existence begins to unravel. The abbey's new leader is the 

daughter of a corrupt noble family, and she arrives with a ghost from Juliette's past -- Guy LeMerle, a man she has every 

reason to fear and hate.

 

Discussion Guide

1. Near the end of chapter five, troupe member La Borgne says, 'Holy Fools, they called us. God's innocents. Nowadays 

they're just as likely to throw stones as to spare a crust for a poor unfortunate.' What did Juliette's performance days 

teach her about fools and foolishness? Who are the novel's wisest characters? Who in the novel is holy?

2. Parenting plays a significant role in the novel's plot; Juliette is a devoted daughter and mother, while LeMerle and 

Isabelle imitate the roles of spiritual father and mother at the abbey. Discuss the other varieties of family and parenting 

presented in the book.

3. Though Joanne Harris emphasizes that Holy Fools 'is altogether fictional and should not be seen as a historical 

representation of specific events,' she says that idea for the came to her when she was reading a history book, which 
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mentioned an eleven-year-old Mother Superior who enacted stringent reforms at an abbey in Port-Royal. What other 

surprising depictions of life in seventeenth century France did you encounter while reading the novel? Are any 

contemporary cultures as turbulent as Juliette's?

4. Do you agree or disagree with the advice of Juliette's mother to 'love not often, but forever'? Is this a realistic or 

idealistic aphorism?

5. Holy Fools contains numerous shifts in point of view. What distinguishes these perspectives? In what way does this 

device affect the tone of the novel?

6. Juliette finds herself in a vortex of controversy regarding science, religion, superstition, and allegations of witchcraft. 

Though the reader is privy to the truth (the well water contained dye, not blood; Juliette's 'flight' was orchestrated with a 

rope) is the novel completely devoid of miracles?

7. By kidnapping Fleur, LeMerle is able to control Juliette. Were he to try to exert the same level of influence over you, 

what would be your sacred 'bargaining chip'?

8. Healing is a recurring theme in Holy Fools; the characters present a variety of mental and physical illnesses. Would 

modern medicine have resolved all of their symptoms? How do you define enlightened healing? What is our attitude 

toward contemporary plagues?

9. Joanne Harris has featured gustatory pleasures such as chocolate and blackberry wine in her previous books. Are there 

any similar cravings in Holy Fools?

10. Juliette fears confinement, yet the island itself is confining and can only be escaped with the tide allows it. 

Nonetheless, Juliette turns to it as a place of freedom. In what ways is the abbey liberating for her? Where might she 

have sought similar help had the novel been set in the twenty-first century?

11. In what ways is the abbey a microcosm of LeMerle's performance troupe?

12. The abbey is inhabited by women but overseen by men. Does this gender distinction appear to affect the nuns' 

attitudes toward womanhood and sexual maturity? What do the nuns discover about themselves when LeMerle arrives?

13. Joanne Harris has written that neither this novel nor Chocolat were meant as indictments of Catholicism; she 

believes that churches and other institutions are only as good or as bad as those who serve them. With this in mind, 

discuss how the men and women in Holy Fools regard and disregard the teachings of the church.

14. Consider the overall spectrum of Joanne Harris's works. What previous storylines and cultural vignettes are enhanced 

by Holy Fools?

15. Is LeMerle entirely a villain? Does he have redeeming qualities? What is the basis for Juliette's attraction to him? 

What do you predict for their life together?



Author Bio

Joanne Harris is the internationally renowned and award-winning author of 18 novels, plus novellas, scripts, short 

stories, libretti, lyrics and articles. Her novel CHOCOLAT was adapted to the screen, starring Juliette Binoche and 

Johnny Depp. She is an honorary Fellow of St Catharine's College, Cambridge, and is Chair of the Society of Authors. 

She lives in Yorkshire and also has a form of synaesthesia that enables her to smell colours. Red, she says, smells of 

chocolate.
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