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Dear Reader, 

I love dark fairy tales but I may love nursery rhymes even more. Less meat, sure, but their 
brevity is like a cipher, encoding cultural history in tantalizing snippets that are passed 
along in bedtime stories, on playgrounds, and in classrooms. As an oral tradition, nursery 
rhymes are preserved and at the same time renewed by each voice that speaks them: a game 
of telephone played across the years. By the time they reach us, the rhymes have evolved into 
delicious puzzles for us to solve and then share yet again. I like to think of Sin Eater as my 
own “long-version” nursery rhyme: a mix of history, puzzle, and invention.

A small part of the history in Sin Eater is personal. While May’s journey in the book is fictional, 
it’s tethered to a particular memory of mine. I was raised Catholic, and when I was around 
twelve years old, a relative sat me down and told me I was a sinner. Perhaps irredeemably 
damned. Let me tell you, I was devastated. 

Later, I grasped that there are facts...and there are opinions. And when I came across sin 
eating, I wondered, what would it be like for a girl to be cursed not by one busybody relation, 
but by her whole society? How would she go on? And what would happen if she decided 
she wasn’t going to be who people told her to be? So, in a way, May’s coming-of-age story 
grew out of my own. Compressed, intensified, and with a leper. To me, May’s story is about 
finding your true family and deciding who you are for yourself.

I consider sin eating to be a syncretic custom, part Christian, part pagan. For my story to 
work, I knew the world needed to be syncretic too, part historical, part fictional. I wanted 
sin eating to be not just a post-mortem ritual (as it was historically), but a deep, necessary 
communion between two people. Again, I drew on my Catholic past. This time, it was 
memories of my grandmother’s peace after last rites and her final confession. The sacrament 
of confession holds such power; I wanted to incorporate it. And I thought it would be 
interesting if such a sacred—almost magical—act could be administered by the embodiment of 
the profane, a sin eater.  

It will come as no surprise to readers that another inspiration for Sin Eater is my love of 
theater. Performance appears in many guises in the book, from the acting troupe and their 
play to the newspantos to the communal “performance” of sin eating. The Elizabethan era 
was a rich and tumultuous time for theater, and details like lead-based makeup and the 
evolution of set-building were a pleasure to include for all my fellow theater geeks out there.
One last thing! An old adage says there are really only two stories: a man goes on a journey 
and a stranger arrives in town. I believe there’s a third: a woman breaks the rules. This third 
one interests me. I think I’m always telling it in different ways.
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This reading group guide for Sin Eater includes 
an introduction, discussion questions, ideas 
for enhancing your book club, and a Q&A 
with author Megan Campisi. The suggested 
questions are intended to help your reading 
group find new and interesting angles and 
topics for your discussion. We hope that 
these ideas will enrich your conversation and 
increase your enjoyment of the book.

Introduction
The Handmaid’s Tale meets Alice in Wonderland in this inventive 
historical novel about a girl in 16-century England who is ensnared 
in a deadly plot at the heart of the Queen’s court.

For the crime of stealing bread, fourteen-year-old May receives a life 
sentence: she must become a sin eater—a shunned woman, brutally 
marked, whose fate is to hear the final confessions of the dying, eat 
ritual foods symbolizing their sins as a funeral rite, and thereby 
shoulder their transgressions to grant their souls access to heaven.

Orphaned and friendless, apprenticed to an older sin eater who 
cannot speak to her, May must make her way in a dangerous and cruel 
world she barely understands. When a deer heart appears on the 
coffin of a royal governess who did not confess to the dreadful sin it 
represents, the older Sin Eater refuses to eat it. She is taken to prison, 
tortured, and killed. To avenge her death, May must find out who 
placed the deer heart on the coffin and why.

An extraordinary, lyrical feat of imagination, Sin Eater is the story of 
a world where treason and secrets abound within a corrupt, violent 
court—and an outcast young woman must uncover a long-buried 
secret that has resurfaced with a vengeance.
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topics & questions 
for discussion

1. Read “A Selection from A Compendium of Diverse Sins Both Large and Small and Their 
According Foods” (pages ix–xi). Discuss your reaction to the sins and foods. 
Do you understand why they were paired? Would you add any sins to the 
list, and what would be their corresponding foods? 

2. Sin eating is mentioned in the biblical story of Adam and Eve (page 8) 
and also in the story of Hans and Greta, based on Hansel and Gretel 
(page 25). How does the author’s fictional rendition change your 
perception of the traditional story of Eve and the fairy tale? 

3. Compare the first Recitation and Eating that May witnesses. Describe her 
reaction. May says, “I begin to shake again. From somewhere deep. If I knew 
where my soul lived, I would say it comes from there” (page 41). What do you 
think she means by that? 

4. Once back at the house, May is comforted by the elder Sin Eater 
(page 44). What has shifted in their relationship? Why do you think 
this comfort was given? 

5. In what ways does May’s ostracization take away her power but also 
give her power? How would you feel if you were in her position? 

6. Describe May’s first interaction with the Country Mouse. Why doesn’t 
she tell him the truth about herself? 

7. May recalls an incident with her family altar. What happens? How 
does it illustrate her parents’ relationship and also the circumstances 
of that time period? 

8. Discuss the Eating for Corliss. Are you surprised by how it unfolds? Why 
doesn’t the older Sin Eater eat the deer’s heart? Why does May do it in 
her place? Should she have? 

9. Why does May decide to try to save Ruth? Do you agree or disagree 
with her decision, and why? 

10. What does May discover when she overhears the guard talking about sin 
eaters? How does this affect what you already know about sin eaters?
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11. “Lying above Da’s bones like on a bed, I understand why sin eaters 
were made. Carrying such feelings is too much for one little heart, 
too much for one body. There must be hope of shedding regret, 
grief, sorrow, sloughing them off like a skin and going into death 
free and light. Else we’d never be able to live” (page 115). Discuss this 
statement. Do you agree or disagree with May, and why? 

12. During Bessie’s Recitation, she says to May, “With how you came into the 
world and what you’ve seen lately you should know, the more you live, the 
more the sinner and the sinless can’t be pulled apart. All of us just getting 
by” (page 157). Reflect on the events that unfolded. Is it possible to be 
sinless? What sins are unforgivable or forgivable? 

13. How does May change after learning the truth about herself and her 
family? Discuss her character arc through Sin Eater. 

14. Paul makes an important decision when he, May, and Black Fingers are 
in the actors’ tent. Given what you know about Paul’s character, discuss 
your reaction to his final choice. 

15. What are your thoughts on the ending? Did you picture a different 
fate for May?

enhance your 
book club

1. Host an Eating with your book club, but instead of choosing foods for 
sins—because that would be horrifying—choose foods for your virtues 
and describe each pairing. 

2. The following books were mentioned in the acknowledgments 
as sources of inspiration for the author: Elizabeth’s Women by Tracy 
Borman, The Queen’s Conjurer by Benjamin Woolley, and Rogues, Vagabonds, 
and Sturdy Beggars, edited by Arthur F. Kinney. Sin Eater also draws 
comparison to The Handmaid’s Tale and Alice in Wonderland. Read these 
books and discuss how their influence can be seen in Sin Eater. 

3. The Queen’s tapestry reveals all in Sin Eater. If you’re craft inclined, weave your 
own mini tapestry and see what secrets you can hide. Or you can use color 
pencils to sketch an image that contains more than it seems.
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a conversation 
with megan campisi

Q: This is more of a “chicken or the egg” question, but how did the idea 
for this novel first come to you? Did you intend to use first-person 
narrative? Were the poisonings in the Queen’s court always meant to be 
the central mystery?

A: Full disclosure: I am a history nerd. So when I discovered sin eating, I 
was fascinated. Fascinated by the syncretism of Christian ritual and pagan, 
by the essential role played by a social pariah, and by how little we know 
about the custom and the people who practiced it. I knew I wanted to 
explore the point of view of a sin eater, and the first-person narrative felt 
like the best way to do so. The central mystery came after and grew out of 
my love of the Elizabethan period and its intrigues. I liked the resonance 
between a powerful female monarch and a powerless female sin eater both 
locked in struggles for agency in their lives.

Q: Take us through your research process. Did you make any surprising 
findings?

A: Research is one of my favorite parts of writing (remember, I’m a 
nerd!) My sources ranged from an 1892 folklore journal to Elizabethan 
cookbooks. One of my favorite discoveries was that in 1560 a wax effigy of 
Elizabeth I was found stuck with pins in Lincoln’s Inn Fields in London. It 
was believed to be evidence of a witch’s spell employing sympathetic magic 
to transfer the actions performed on the effigy (or “poppet”) to the person 
it represented. I drew on this for Fair Hair’s “witchcraft.”

Q: It’s interesting that sin eaters in this novel are all women. Is this 
historically true, and if so, why couldn’t men be sin eaters?

A: Both men and women sin eaters have been documented in the scant 
information we have about the custom, but I chose to make all sin eaters 
women in the book as part of the world-building. I wanted to make a 
strong connection to Eve eating the forbidden fruit, and I also liked that 
having only women sin eaters gives May a sort of surrogate maternal lineage 
to replace the appalling Daffreys.
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Q: The cover for Sin Eater is tantalizing! Can you talk about the art 
process and what inspired it? Was the pomegranate always meant to be 
the sole fruit?

A: I’m so glad you like the cover. Finding the right image takes time. We 
went through several iterations (all gorgeous—thanks to the amazing team 
at Atria). An apple was also considered, but a pomegranate seemed the best 
fit. Plus, it represents witchcraft in the story, which is a nice detail.

Q: The rhymes and songs were also enjoyable to read. Did you compose 
them yourself? Why did you choose to include them in the novel?

A: For an illiterate character like May, a major source of knowledge 
would be songs and stories that were shared orally. Composing new ones 
and altering classics allowed me to share with the reader some of the 
subtle differences between May’s world and ours. And, candidly, I really 
love nursery rhymes. To me, they are delicious little puzzles that offer a 
connection to the lives, cultures, and experiences of generations before us. 
As a child, I loved discovering the “true meaning” within them—the darker 
the better. I wanted to share that joy with readers.

Q: May has been persecuted and mistreated all her life, but certain 
characters like Country Mouse, Instrument Maker, and the other 
Unseen accept her, despite her status as Sin Eater. How important was it 
for you to include characters who were sympathetic toward her?

A: To me, May’s story is about deciding who you are for yourself but also 
finding your true family. The Unseen exist in every society, and it was 
essential for me that May find strength, solace, and, finally, a home within 
those communities.

Q: Could sin eaters ever exist in our current society? Do you believe 
there are “new” sins? What would you add to the list and what would be 
their corresponding foods?

A: Oof, this is a hard one. I think people reconcile their transgressions 
in many different ways today. While sins differ across time and culture, I 
suspect sins that seem new may just be old ones in new garb.
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Q: You also write plays that have been performed around the world, and 
elements of this form of literature come through occasionally. I sensed 
it in the spectacle of a Recitation or an Eating. You also incorporate 
an acting troupe into the story. But how does your background as a 
playwright affect your writing process? How are playwriting and novel 
writing similar or different?

A: In plays, a character’s action and speech are your major means of 
storytelling—inner dialogue is very challenging to express (unless you’re in 
a musical), and I naturally lean on these storytelling elements in my novel 
writing.

In terms of writing process, when I’m working on a play, it’s deeply 
collaborative and highly physical. I’m in and out of rehearsal rooms. I’m 
trying out ideas onstage. I used to be an actor as well, so the physical aspects 
of playmaking frequently surface in my novel writing. For example, I 
unconsciously act out all the roles while I write. I have to write at home, 
because if I’m at a café, I will forget and start talking aloud with the 
characters as I write!

Q: What are you working on next? Will your next project play with similar 
themes?

A: Right now I’m working on another historical novel about women spies 
in the American Civil War. It centers on women’s relationships with each 
other across a deep political divide and if that divide can be bridged—
something that’s been on my mind a lot lately.
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Sin Eater 
Reference Sheet

While all fictional, some of the characters in Sin Eater have correlations (of 
varying depths) with historical figures. Here’s the guide as to who’s who:

The New Faith and Eucharistian religions correlate with Protestantism 
(Anglicanism) and Catholicism, respectively. The integration of sin 
eating into these religions is completely fictional. The bloody conflict 
around the competing faiths is not.

• Queen Elizabeth I

• Thomas Seymour, Baron Seymour of Sudeley

• Lettice Knollys, lover and, later, wife to Robert Dudley

• King Henry VIII (the old king)

• Kat Ashley, governess to Queen Elizabeth I

• Mary Seymour, daughter of Catherine Parr and Thomas Seymour

• John Dee, astrologer, philosopher, occultist, and advisor to Queen Elizabeth I

• (Very tenuously inspired by) Margaret Douglas, Countess of Lennox

• Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, advisor and “favorite” 

• Queen Mary I 

• Catherine Parr, last wife of Henry VIII 

Queen BethanY

Titus Seymaur 

Fair Hair 

King Harold II 

Corliss Ashton 

Miranda

Willow Tree 

Eucharistian Countess  

Black Fingers 

Queen Maris 

Katryna Parr
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Historical Practices 
and Events in Sin Eater

A number of the practices and events in Sin Eater are inspired by history:

Sin eating is a funerary custom historically found in parts of England and 
Wales. From the few accounts available, food (most commonly bread, but 
also ale or salt) was laid on the deceased’s body or funeral effects (shroud, 
coffin). The sin eater—a social outsider or pariah—would consume the 
food to absolve the dead of their sins for a small sum. 

The custom is reminiscent of certain Judeo-Christian concepts, such 
as the scapegoat and the ceremonial consumption of bread as an act of 
communion. Sin eating, however, is not considered a Judeo-Christian 
practice. The Oxford Dictionary of English Folklore (Oxford University Press, 
2000) offers an introduction to the custom for further reading.
In Sin Eater, I elaborated the historical custom with fictional elements, 
such as the act of confession, differentiation of sins by different foods, 
codified social segregation, and sin eating as an institutionalized 
component of mainstream religion.

The last known sin eater died in the early 20th century according to 
the BBC: “Last ‘sin-eater’ celebrated with church service” (BBC News, 
September 19, 2010.)

Sin eating

The Willow Tree and his occultism are loosely based on John Dee, Queen 
Elizabeth’s advisor, astrologer, and philosopher. John Dee’s research 
touched on many aspects of the occult, including alchemy, divining 
the future, and communicating with angels. His major work, the Monas 
Hieroglphica (1564), was an attempt to discover a universal symbolic 
language that could reveal the divine secrets of the universe. 

Alchemy and Astrology
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These are based on “tramp marks” and “hobo signs,” written 
communication systems employed by vagrant populations in Europe and 
North America to warn and assist fellows regarding things like police 
presence, where to find work, and safe places to sleep.

Beggar’s marks

In 1232, King Henry III established the Domus Conversorum in 
London as a residence to house Jews converting to Christianity. 
Conversion required one to surrender all possessions to the crown, 
including property, so the king provided a temporary home for the newly 
converted. Judaism was banned in England in 1290, but records from 
the Domus Conversorum indicate small numbers of converts remained 
in residence over the centuries. The records end in 1608 or 1609. 

Domus Conversorum 

A contested bit of history: did Henry VIII break the centuries-long ban 
on Judaism in England by bringing Jewish Italian musicians to his court? 
Some believe he did.

Queen’s Musicians

I created this compendium in the world-building process of Sin Eater.

A Compendium of Diverse Sins Both Large 
and Small and Their According Foods

The central mystery in Sin Eater relates to a Privy Council investigation 
in 1549 into Thomas Seymour’s actions toward the fourteen-year-old 
Elizabeth while she was living with him and her stepmother, Catherine 
Parr. From depositions of Elizabeth’s governess, Kat Ashley, and others 
in the household, Seymour’s behavior toward Elizabeth would today be 
termed sexual abuse. (The Privy Council’s concern was that he was trying 
to marry Elizabeth without consent.) From there, completely unsubstan-
tiated theories abound regarding bastards and secret heirs.

Bearing a bastard
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During the Elizabethan age, a wealth of pamphlets appeared exposing 
the salacious details of the criminal underworld. These works describe 
types of criminals and their nefarious trades, underworld vocabulary (or 
cant), and outlaw organizations. In Rogues, Vagabonds & Sturdy Beggars: A New 
Gallery of Tudor and Early Stuart Rogue Literature (The University of Massachusetts 
Press, 1990), Arthur F. Kinney compiles seven such original pamphlets. 
I am particularly indebted to a scene from Beaumont and Fletcher’s play 
Beggars’ Bush (1647) which I found in Kinney’s collection and drew on for 
Barnabas the gallipot’s initiation in Sin Eater.

Rogues and Upright Men

Fair Hair’s witchcraft is based on an historical event from 1560. In that 
year, a wax effigy of Queen Elizabeth I was found stuck with pins in 
Lincoln’s Inn Fields in London. It was believed to be evidence of a witch’s 
spell employing sympathetic magic to transfer the actions performed on 
the effigy (or “poppet”) to the person it represented. 

Witchcraft

The revels are inspired by the historical “Field of the Cloth of Gold,” a 
meeting between Henry VIII of England and Francis I of France in 1520. 
The festivities were extravagant, particularly the tents, some of which 
were made of “cloth of gold,” cloth woven of silk and actual gold thread.

revels
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