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Introduction 

Whether we are first-time visitors to Lourdes, frequent pilgrims, or helpers, St. Bernadette is 

central to our experience. Part of the affection in which she is held internationally is, surely, 

her ‘normality’, wit and resilience. But who was she, and what were the times in which she 

lived?  

Marie-Bernarde Soubirous was born in Lourdes, a Pyrenean market town, in 1844. Fourteen 

years later, between February and July 1858, she claimed to have seen the Virgin Mary 

eighteen times at a grotto outside Lourdes. The illiterate daughter of an unsuccessful miller 

became one of the most celebrated visionaries in modern Catholic history, yet spent the last 

thirteen years of her life in relative obscurity at a convent in Nevers, dying of tuberculosis at 

thirty-five. 
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Her story, like ours, is inseparable from its times. The Second Republic had collapsed into 

Napoleon III's authoritarian Second Empire. Industrial capitalism was destroying traditional 

rural livelihoods. The Catholic Church was stripped of temporal power and buffeted by 

rationalist criticism. When Bernadette spoke of her visions, she isparked conflicts that 

exposed deep fractures in French society—between Church and state, faith and science, 

popular piety and official doctrine. 

Let us follow her from her impoverished childhood through the apparitions and their 

aftermath, keeping in mind the political, economic, and ecclesiastical contexts. Whether 

through reading her stories or watching the films made about her, we all know it was not 

easy for her. Indeed, Bernadette's dealings with hostile civil authorities, sceptical physicians 

and cautious Church officials reveal much about power, gender and religion in nineteenth-

century France. 

Chapter 1: Birth and Early Childhood 

France in the 1840s 

Bernadette Soubirous was born on 7 January 1844 in Lourdes, a town of about 4,000 people 

located in the Pyrenean foothills in south-western France. The country was still coming to 

terms with revolutionary turmoil. Louis-Philippe's July Monarchy drove the expansion of 

industrial capitalism and bourgeois power, but fissures remained across society, still deeply 

shaped by the Revolution of 1789 (Price, 1997). 

The region had upheld Christianity much more resolutely than in Northern France. Following 

the Bourbon restoration in 1815, Catholic practice increased, though anticlericalism 

remained widespread among many urban workers and intellectuals. Rural regions 

maintained devotional traditions that integrated official Catholic teaching with local 

customs—the veneration of saints, pilgrimages to healing waters, and an undoubted belief 

in folklore and, in some cases, superstitions (Boutry, 1993). 

The family of Bernadette 

Bernadette’s parents, François Soubirous and Louise Castérot married in 1843. He was a 

miller operating the Boly Mill, and she was the daughter of a family in nearby Bartrès. At the 
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time of her birth, the family was not living in abject poverty, and Bernadette was baptised in 

Saint-Pierre church, receiving the name Marie-Bernarde (Laurentin, 1979). 

But here we see the impact of the times in which the family were living, as competition from 

larger industrial mills, poor harvests and some poor business choices led to increased family 

debts, culminating in 1854, with the loss of the mill and free fall into poverty (Harris, 1999). 

The rapid growth in France’s population between 1841 and 1866, combined with the 

subdivision of land, the impact of automation in industry and a large number of unskilled 

unemployed, all conspired to make this period particularly challenging. France's population 

was growing rapidly between 1841 and 1866. In rural areas, subdivision of land created 

large numbers of landless labourers, whilst traditional crafts faced mechanised competition. 

Many families, including Bernadette’s, would become dependent on charity (Magraw, 

1983).1  

Illness and Deprivation 

Bernadette grew up hungry and sick, catching cholera at age seven in the 1854 epidemic 

that killed thousands across the region. The impact on her health would stay with her for 

the rest of her life, in the form of asthma (Laurentin & Billet, 1957). 

The cholera epidemic was directly attributable to poor sanitation, overcrowded housing, 

and poor water quality, with the poor bearing the brunt of this killer disease (Evans, 1988). 

Poverty impacted education as well, with Bernadette unable to read or write by age 

fourteen and with next to no religious formation. Therefore, In 1857, she was sent to 

Bartrès to work as a shepherd for Marie Laguës, to be taught her catechism (Laurentin, 

1979). By this time, Bernadette’s family was now living in an abandoned prison cell – the 

cachot - measuring about 1.5 square metres. Eight people lived here, with the ultimate 

contrast of material poverty and spiritual riches being so explicit (Harris, 1999). 

Return to Lourdes 

Bernadette returned to Lourdes in 1858, having not received the promised religious 

formation, thereby jeopardising her preparations for First Communion, which was both 

 
1 The combined impacts of automation, the movement of people out of traditional homes and occupations, the 
dehumanising impact of capital overtaking the dignity of the labourer and the tribal political fundamentalism 
that this would engender would all inform Pope Leo XIII groundbreaking encyclical, Rerum Novarum in 1891. 
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sacramentally important and, at the time and in the context, a rite of passage. Bernadette 

was far older than most First Communion candidates (Harris, 1999) when her mother sent 

her to the free school run by the Sisters of Charity and Christian Instruction, at the grand old 

age of fourteen. 

Chapter 2: The Apparitions at Massabielle 

11 February 1858 

I have covered the detail of the apparitions elsewhere (Uttley, S. 2025), so hereafter we will 

focus on how these events interacted with local civic and ecclesiastical authorities, informed 

by the culture and social context of the period.  

The Massabielle grotto is undoubtedly for all of us, as visitors and as helpers, a central 

feature of our pilgrimage to Lourdes. Beautiful masses said in a beautifully presented grotto, 

illuminated by flickering candles and enhanced by the sound of the well-managed river Gave 

behind us, making its way through a well-managed and embanked river system which only 

becomes problematic when the mountain snows melt, and the water rises. But in 

Bernadette’s time, this was a grim place, and it was only the family’s poverty that 

necessitated what was and remains a significant walk from the cachot to Massabielle. And 

along roads far inferior to those we walk along today. So, on Thursday 11 February, 

Bernadette went with her sister Toinette and Jeanne Abadie to gather firewood and bones 

beside the river. As she removed her stockings to cross a stream, she heard what sounded 

like wind and saw a rose bush moving in the grotto. It was then and there, in that now 

world-famous shallow niche in the rock that she saw 'something white in the shape of a 

young lady' (Laurentin, 1979, p. 34). 

 

A reaction reflecting the folk traditions of the region 

 

News spread quickly. Louise Soubirous forbade her daughter to return to the grotto, fearing 

evil spirits or delusion. But Bernadette was resolute and, on Sunday 14 February, she argued 

that if the vision came from God, no harm would follow, and if from the devil, holy water 

would drive it away (Harris, 1999). Her mother reluctantly agreed, insisting her daughter 
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take holy water. When the apparition appeared, Bernadette threw water towards it, saying, 

'If you come from God, stay; if not, go away.' The vision smiled more brightly and remained. 

They prayed the rosary in silence (Laurentin, 1979). 

The Fortnight 

Between 18 February and 4 March, Bernadette experienced eleven apparitions. Each 

followed the same pattern: she fell into ecstasy, impervious to external stimuli, whilst 

communicating with the vision. Crowds grew from hundreds to thousands. Spectators saw 

only Bernadette's transfigured face and heard what she had to say (Laurentin & Billet, 

1957). On 2 March, the vision told Bernadette to instruct the priests to build a chapel at the 

grotto and organise processions. This message engaged ecclesiastical authority directly, 

transforming private devotional experience into a potential public cult. The requests for 

chapel and processions implied official Church recognition (Laurentin, 1979), and it is 

impossible to overstate the asymmetry in power between this poor and largely illiterate girl 

and the power of the Church, both local and beyond. 

'I Am the Immaculate Conception' 

Here we move from Lourdes as an event in the local Church to one becoming quickly, both 

national and potentially worldwide in terms of impact. The sixteenth apparition occurred on 

25 March, the feast of the Annunciation. From the beginning, Bernadette had called the 

apparition simply 'Aquero'—Occitan for 'that thing'—because the vision had not identified 

herself and, at this time in rural France, it was very normal for the rural poor to speak a local 

language, Lourdes being a great distance -literally, culturally and theologically - from Paris. 

On 25 March, after Bernadette asked three times, the vision raised her eyes to heaven, 

joined her hands at her breast and declared in the local dialect: 'Que soy era Immaculada 

Councepciou'—'I am the Immaculate Conception' (Laurentin, 1979, p. 118). 

As Pope Pius IX had proclaimed the Immaculate Conception dogma on 8 December 1854, 

less than four years earlier, the impact could not have been greater. The doctrine of the 

Immaculate Conception held that Mary was conceived without original sin, and would not 

have been widely known in rural France; Bernadette had no comprehension of its meaning. 

Bernadette repeated the words to the parish priest, Dominique Peyramale, exactly as she 

heard them, struggling to remember the unfamiliar formula (Harris, 1999). 
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The apparition's self-designation as 'the Immaculate Conception' rather than 'the 

Immaculately Conceived' was theologically significant, suggesting that Mary's immaculate 

conception was not merely an attribute but the essence of her being. To Church authorities, 

this provided compelling evidence that Bernadette could not have invented the message 

(Laurentin & Billet, 1957). 

Civic ‘interest’ 

The seventeenth apparition occurred on 7 April. Bernadette held a candle that burned down 

completely, the flame licking her hand for fifteen minutes without injury. Dr Pierre-Romain 

Dozous and other witnesses carefully observed this phenomenon, though sceptics later 

suggested alternative explanations (Harris, 1999). The eighteenth and final apparition took 

place on 16 July, the feast of Our Lady of Mount Carmel. By then, civil authorities had 

barricaded the grotto, but Bernadette experienced the vision from across the Gave, stating 

that she saw 'Our Lady' more beautifully than ever. This apparition was silent. It marked the 

end (Laurentin, 1979). Anyone who has seen the 1943 film ‘The Song of Bernadette’ will 

recall Vincent Price’s compelling portrayal of Imperial Prosecutor Vital Dutour (1816-1887). 

While a memorable performance, the real Dutour was, in fact, a devout Catholic, but who 

did believe at the time that the young girl was merely hallucinating. Nevertheless, the local 

civic authorities barricaded the grotto, such was their determination to quash this local 

phenomenon. What was the wider context? 

Chapter 3: Authority 

The Second Empire and Religion 

Bernadette’s experiences took place during Napoleon III's Second Empire (1852–1870), 

which maintained an uneasy relationship with the Church. The Government wanted Catholic 

support to legitimise its authority but feared clerical influence and popular religious 

movements that might challenge state control, not least unauthorised religious gatherings 

and miracle claims (Price, 1997). 

After the 1848 Revolution, the relationship between Catholicism and republicanism 

remained difficult, with the Church hierarchy generally aligned with conservative forces, 

supporting Bonaparte's 1851 coup d'état and the subsequent establishment of the Second 

Empire in return for concessions on education and religious practice (McMillan, 1991). 
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Prefects and sub-prefects exercised broad police powers to regulate religious gatherings, 

processions and publications. Any popular piety that attracted large crowds or generated 

excitement would receive immediate scrutiny; the apparitions at Lourdes, rapidly attracting 

thousands of pilgrims, inevitably provoked state intervention (Blackbourn, 1993). 

Jacomet's Interrogations 

On 21 February, after the fourth apparition, Jean-Baptiste Jacomet, the imperial 

commissioner of police, summoned Bernadette to the police station. His purpose was to 

intimidate her into retracting her claims or to find inconsistencies that would discredit the 

visions (Laurentin & Billet, 1957). Jacomet interrogated Bernadette repeatedly over the 

following weeks, deliberately misrepresenting her statements to create contradictions 

which Bernadette corrected, much to his chagrin. Ultimately, her accounts retained their 

original integrity (Harris, 1999), but the interrogations reveal both the imperial state's 

anxiety and the limitations of its power. Jacomet could not prevent people from visiting the 

grotto, nor could he compel Bernadette to stop going. His strategy shifted to discrediting 

the family, portraying them as attention-seeking frauds and peddling a narrative of moral 

degradation (Laurentin, 1979). 

The Barricade 

Baron Oscar Massy, prefect of the Hautes-Pyrénées, viewed events at Lourdes as dangerous 

fanaticism threatening public order. He ordered the grotto barricaded on 15 June 1858, 

forbidding access and threatening prosecution for anyone who violated the closure. The 

justification was public safety, but the real purpose was to suppress the burgeoning cult 

(Harris, 1999). 

This local decision reflected a national agenda. The Napoleonic regime operated on the 

principle that all public religion required state authorisation and that closing the grotto was 

intended to prevent it from becoming an unsanctioned pilgrimage site (Blackbourn, 1993). 

The barricade lasted until October 1862. Many pilgrims ignored the ban, with resistance to 

the barricade becoming a form of religious and political protest, pitting imperial authority 

against popular piety (Laurentin, 1979). 
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Medical Scrutiny 

The next level of authority with which Bernadette would have to engage was that of the 

medical profession. The medical establishment subjected Bernadette to intense 

examination. Dr Pierre-Romain Dozous, Lourdes' municipal physician, examined her multiple 

times. Though initially sceptical, Dozous became convinced of her sincerity, particularly after 

observing the candle incident (Harris, 1999). 

Other doctors took a different view. Several suggested hysteria, hallucinations or 

catalepsy—conditions associated with nervous disorders in nineteenth-century medical 

discourse. Hysteria diagnoses were particularly common for women who exhibited unusual 

behaviours or claimed supernatural experiences, and it would be remiss not to acknowledge 

the place of Bernadette’s gender in her many interactions (Goldstein, 1987). 

This was a time of scientific development and progress, certainly, with many scientists 

viewing miracle claims in the context of new and exciting developments in psychology, 

rendering Lourdes a genuine meeting place for apparently conflicting worldviews (Laurentin 

& Billet, 1957). 

Ecclesiastical Caution 

The Church had long experience with vision claims, many fraudulent, delusional or 

diabolical, and rightly set the bar high before attributing events to divine providence. 

Bishops were reluctant to endorse supernatural claims prematurely (Laurentin, 1979), as 

were many priests. Dominique Peyramale, the parish priest, was one such sceptic at this 

time, though he avoided using condemnatory language (Harris, 1999). 

Monsignor Bertrand-Sévère Laurence, Bishop of Tarbes, was also a careful man. On 17 

November 1858, he established an episcopal commission to investigate. The commission 

included theologians, medical doctors, and other experts, who were charged with examining 

Bernadette's testimony, assessing the alleged miracles associated with the spring water, and 

determining whether the events were compatible with Catholic doctrine (Laurentin & Billet, 

1957). The resulting commission worked diligently and thoroughly, reflecting an awareness 

that approval would have far-reaching consequences, potentially establishing Lourdes as a 

major Marian shrine (Harris, 1999). 
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Official Recognition 

After four years' investigation, Bishop Laurence issued his pastoral letter on 18 January 

1862, declaring that 'the Immaculate Mary, Mother of God, did really appear to Bernadette 

Soubirous on 11 February 1858 and on subsequent days, eighteen times in all, in the Grotto 

of Massabielle' (Laurentin, 1979, p. 192). Official recognition transformed Lourdes from a 

contested apparition site into an authorised pilgrimage destination. The episcopal mandate 

permitted the construction of a church, fulfilling the apparition's request. 

Church approval had significant political dimensions. In the 1860s, the Catholic Church faced 

challenges from secular liberalism, rationalist philosophy, and Italian unification movements 

that threatened papal temporal power. Lourdes offered a counter-narrative. The 

apparitions demonstrated divine intervention in modern times, provided evidence of Mary's 

continuing solicitude, and affirmed recently defined dogma. Lourdes became a symbol of 

Catholic vitality in an age of supposed secularisation (Blackbourn, 1993). 

Bernadette was no longer a suspected fraud but the privileged recipient of divine favour. 

Yet this status made her an object of intense curiosity and veneration, roles she found 

profoundly uncomfortable (Harris, 1999). 

Chapter 4: Life After the Apparitions (1858–1866) 

Celebrity  

 

Pilgrims arrived by the thousands, many wanting to meet Bernadette, with some wanting to 

profit from her fame. (Laurentin, 1979). Ecclesiastical authorities recognised the need to 

protect her, and with her family’s consent, Bernadette was entrusted to the Sisters of 

Charity and Christian Instruction at the Hospice of Lourdes, where she lived from 1858, 

receiving education and performing domestic tasks.  (Harris, 1999). The sisters taught her to 

read and write, instructed her in catechism, and prepared her for First Communion, which 

she received on 3 June 1858. But her position was ambiguous: neither student nor 

postulant, but a kind of perpetual guest whose presence both benefited and burdened the 

community (Laurentin & Billet, 1957). 
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Pilgrimage  

 

Following Bishop Laurence's 1862 recognition, pilgrimage accelerated dramatically. France's 

expanding railway network facilitated mass pilgrimage, allowing people from across the 

country to visit relatively easily, as many still do today. By 1870, annual pilgrim numbers 

reached hundreds of thousands (Harris, 1999). 

The period witnessed a Marian devotion revival, stimulated by reported apparitions across 

Europe: La Salette in 1846, Lourdes in 1858, later Pontmain in 1871 and Knock in 1879. 

These apparitions shared common themes—calls to prayer and penance, warnings about 

divine judgment, affirmations of Catholic doctrine—that resonated with a Church embattled 

by secularisation and political upheaval (Blackbourn, 1993). 

Lourdes became particularly important as a healing site. Reports of miraculous cures 

multiplied, attracting the sick and disabled in vast numbers. The Church established rigorous 

procedures for investigating cure claims, requiring medical documentation and excluding 

naturalistic explanations before accepting a cure as miraculous. The Lourdes Medical 

Bureau, founded in 1882, became the primary institution for evaluating alleged miracles 

(Cranston, 1955), a work which continues to this day (Medical Bureau of the sanctuary, 

2026). 

Repeated Questioning 

Despite the sisters' efforts, Bernadette remained subject to repeated questioning by Church 

authorities, journalists and distinguished visitors. Bishops, theologians and other dignitaries 

visited Lourdes and invariably requested interviews. These interrogations were exhausting 

and humiliating for Bernadette, who had to recount her experiences endlessly to strangers 

scrutinising her every word and gesture (Laurentin, 1979). 

Her responses reveal both simplicity and shrewd self-awareness. She consistently described 

the apparitions in straightforward, concrete terms, avoiding theological speculation. Asked 

if the lady was beautiful, she replied, 'Oh yes!' but added wryly, 'I have seen nothing more 

beautiful—except perhaps when I receive Holy Communion.' She refused to discuss the 

apparitions' significance, insisting her role was merely to report what she had seen and 

heard (Harris, 1999). 
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The constant attention took a toll on her health and spirits. Not surprisingly, she developed 

a reputation for brusqueness, sometimes responding with impatient brevity. Such responses 

reflected both frustration at being treated as a curiosity and determination to maintain 

dignity (Laurentin & Billet, 1957). 

Discerning a Vocation 

As Bernadette matured, the question of her future became pressing. Her health remained 

fragile, and she lacked the dowry that would enable a suitable marriage. The expectation—

shared by ecclesiastical authorities, the sisters and Bernadette herself—was that she would 

enter religious life. But which religious order remained unclear. Several congregations 

expressed interest, hoping her presence would bring prestige and attract vocations (Harris, 

1999). 

Bernadette resisted these overtures, wary of exploitation. She expressed a desire to join the 

Sisters of Charity and Christian Instruction, who had cared for her since 1858, arguing that 

she owed them gratitude and that familiarity would ease her transition. The sisters' 

motherhouse was in Nevers, central France—conveniently distant from Lourdes and the 

relentless pilgrimage traffic (Laurentin, 1979). 

In 1864, Bernadette formally expressed her wish to enter the novitiate. Her departure for 

Nevers was delayed by poor health and the sisters' concerns about her ability to withstand 

the rigours of religious formation. Not until 1866 was she deemed sufficiently recovered to 

undertake the journey and begin her new life (Harris, 1999). 

Chapter 5: Religious Life in Nevers (1866–1879) 

Journey to Nevers 

On 4 July 1866, Bernadette left Lourdes for Nevers, the departure representing both loss 

and liberation—leaving family and the site of her extraordinary experiences, but also 

escaping the suffocating attention of pilgrims (Laurentin, 1979). 

At the motherhouse, Bernadette was received by Mother Marie-Thérèse Vauzou, the 

mistress of novices. Vauzou would play a crucial and controversial role in Bernadette's 

formation, adopting an approach of deliberate severity intended to prevent the young 

novice from becoming vain about her supernatural experiences. Vauzou's harsh treatment 
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has been variously interpreted as spiritual prudence, personal jealousy or excessive rigour 

(Harris, 1999). 

Bernadette was clothed in the habit on 29 July 1866, taking the name Sister Marie-Bernard. 

The ceremony was both joyful and bittersweet. In her characteristic self-deprecating 

manner, she described herself as good only for 'praying'—implying she lacked skills for 

teaching, nursing or other active ministries typically undertaken by the sisters (Laurentin & 

Billet, 1957). 

Novitiate 

Bernadette's novitiate was marked by physical suffering and spiritual trial. Her health, never 

robust, deteriorated in the unfamiliar climate central France. She experienced recurrent 

asthma attacks, painful respiratory infections, and eventually developed tuberculosis of the 

bone, a progressive and excruciating condition that would dominate her final years. These 

illnesses frequently confined her to the infirmary, preventing full participation in community 

life (Harris, 1999). 

Mother Vauzou's treatment during the novitiate has been much debated. Vauzou subjected 

Bernadette to constant criticism, public humiliation and accusations of pride and 

uselessness. She repeatedly reminded Bernadette that her Lourdes experiences did not 

make her superior to other sisters and that she must prove her worth through obedience 

and humility. Some have interpreted this severity as necessary spiritual direction. Others 

have viewed it as cruel and psychologically damaging (Laurentin, 1979). 

Bernadette bore Vauzou's treatment with remarkable patience and good humour, rarely 

complaining. When Vauzou declared that Bernadette was good for nothing, Bernadette 

reportedly agreed cheerfully, adding that she had 'been given the job of being ill.' This 

exemplified her ability to find spiritual meaning in suffering and to maintain inner peace 

despite external trials (Harris, 1999). 

Profession and Community Life 

Bernadette made her religious profession on 30 October 1867, taking perpetual vows of 

poverty, chastity and obedience. The ceremony took place in the convent chapel at Nevers, 

far from the public scrutiny that would have accompanied such an event at Lourdes. For 
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Bernadette, profession marked the definitive consecration of her life to God (Laurentin, 

1979). 

Following her profession, Bernadette was assigned various tasks, though poor health limited 

what she could accomplish. She worked in the infirmary, caring for sick sisters, and in the 

sacristy, preparing vestments and altar linens. These assignments suited her temperament 

and abilities, allowing her to contribute to community life despite physical limitations. She 

was known for gentle care of the sick and meticulous attention to liturgical details (Harris, 

1999). 

Within the convent community, Bernadette maintained a low profile, maintaining her self-

understanding as an ordinary sister whose past experiences did not make her special 

(Laurentin & Billet, 1957). 

 

Political Upheaval: Franco-Prussian War and Third Republic 

Bernadette's years in Nevers coincided with dramatic political upheavals. The Franco-

Prussian War of 1870–1871 resulted in devastating French defeat, the collapse of the 

Second Empire, and the proclamation of the Third Republic. These events profoundly 

affected French Catholicism, as the Church lost its imperial patron and faced a republican 

government often hostile to clerical influence (McMillan, 1991). 

The war brought suffering close to the convent. The sisters transformed parts of the 

motherhouse into a hospital for wounded soldiers, caring for both French and Prussian 

casualties. Bernadette participated as her health permitted, praying with the wounded and 

performing simple nursing tasks. The war experience deepened her already profound sense 

of life's fragility and the reality of human suffering (Laurentin, 1979). 

The Third Republic's establishment in 1870 inaugurated a period of increasingly militant 

anticlericalism. Republican legislators enacted laws restricting religious orders, secularising 

education and limiting Church influence in public life. These measures reflected republican 

ideology, which viewed the Catholic Church as an ally of monarchism and an obstacle to 

progress. For religious communities like the Sisters of Charity, the Third Republic created an 

atmosphere of uncertainty and potential persecution (Larkin, 1974). 
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Final Illness 

 

From 1875 onwards, Bernadette's health declined precipitously. The tuberculosis spread to 

her bones, causing a painful tumour on her right knee that eventually required surgery 

without anaesthesia. She endured this and other medical interventions with extraordinary 

fortitude, rarely complaining and often joking about her condition. When offered morphine 

for pain relief, she refused, wishing to remain lucid and to unite her sufferings with Christ's 

passion (Harris, 1999). 

Bernadette's final years were spent largely in the convent infirmary. She described her bed 

as her 'white chapel,' seeing her suffering as a form of prayer and offering it for the 

conversion of sinners—echoing the messages she had received from the apparition at 

Lourdes. She maintained her sense of humour even in extremis, once remarking to a sister 

who commented on her patience, 'I do not have patience; I have endurance' (Laurentin, 

1979, p. 267). 

Bernadette's sanctity during her final illness impressed those who witnessed it. Sisters who 

had previously viewed her with indifference or scepticism came to recognise her heroic 

virtue. She received visitors with gracious cheerfulness, even when exhausted and in pain, 

and offered spiritual counsel marked by simplicity and profound faith (Harris, 1999). 

Death 

Bernadette died on 16 April 1879, aged thirty-five. Her last words, addressed to the crucifix 

she clutched, were 'Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for me, a poor sinner.' She died 

peacefully, surrounded by her sisters in religion, having endured years of suffering with 

exemplary patience and faith. News of her death spread rapidly, prompting an outpouring 

of grief and veneration across Catholic France and beyond (Laurentin, 1979). 

Her body was placed in a double coffin—one of lead, one of wood—and interred in the 

chapel of Saint Joseph at the convent. According to custom for those whose canonisation 

might be sought, her body was exhumed in 1909, thirty years after her death. To the 

astonishment of those present, her body showed minimal signs of decay. Subsequent 

exhumations in 1919 and 1925 confirmed this preservation, which was interpreted as a sign 

of sanctity (Harris, 1999). 
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Today, Bernadette's body lies in a glass reliquary in the chapel of the motherhouse at 

Nevers, where it remains a focus of pilgrimage and devotion (Laurentin & Billet, 1957). 

 

 

Chapter 6: Legacy and Historical Significance 

Canonisation 

The process leading to Bernadette's canonisation began almost immediately after her death. 

The Bishop of Nevers opened the ordinary process of inquiry into her life and virtues in 

1907, gathering testimony from those who had known her. The investigation examined her 

sanctity of life, heroic virtue and miracles attributed to her intercession (Harris, 1999). 

Pope Pius XI beatified Bernadette on 14 June 1925, in a ceremony that drew enormous 

crowds to Rome. Beatification recognised her as 'Blessed,' a step towards full canonisation, 

and permitted her public veneration. The pope emphasised Bernadette's simplicity and 

humility, presenting her as a model of holiness accessible to ordinary Catholics (Laurentin, 

1979). 

Bernadette was canonised on 8 December 1933, the Feast of the Immaculate Conception—a 

date chosen to link her sainthood explicitly to the apparitions and the dogma proclaimed by 

Pius IX in 1854. Pope Pius XI declared that Bernadette's sanctity lay not in the visions 

themselves but in her response to them: her humility, her obedience to Church authority 

and her patient suffering. The pope presented her as proof that sanctity remained possible 

in the modern age (Harris, 1999). 
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Lourdes as Global Pilgrimage Centre 

Whilst Bernadette spent her final years in obscurity at Nevers, Lourdes developed into one 

of the world's most important Catholic pilgrimage sites. By the early twentieth century, 

millions visited annually, seeking healing, spiritual renewal and connection to the 

apparitions. The construction of monumental basilicas—the Basilica of the Immaculate 

Conception (1876), the Rosary Basilica (1889), and later the Underground Basilica of Pius X 

(1958)—testified to Lourdes' central place in modern Catholic devotion (Harris, 1999). 

Lourdes became particularly identified with the sick and disabled, who arrived by the 

trainload hoping for miraculous cures. The establishment of the Lourdes Medical Bureau in 

1882 provided a mechanism for investigating cure claims, lending scientific credibility to the 

shrine. Whilst only a small fraction of reported cures were officially recognised as miracles, 

the presence of the sick at Lourdes created a powerful symbol of Catholic solidarity with 

suffering humanity (Cranston, 1955). 

The shrine's development reflected broader patterns in modern Catholicism. The late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries witnessed the internationalisation of Catholic 

pilgrimage, facilitated by railway networks and steamship travel. Lourdes became truly 

global, attracting pilgrims from across Europe, the Americas, and eventually Asia and Africa 

(Blackbourn, 1993). 

Bernadette in Catholic Spirituality and Popular Culture 

Saint Bernadette occupies a distinctive place in Catholic spirituality and popular culture. 

Unlike many medieval saints whose lives are obscured by legend, Bernadette is thoroughly 

modern, documented through contemporary sources, photographs and medical records. 

This modernity has made her particularly accessible to twentieth and twenty-first-century 

Catholics (Harris, 1999). 

Bernadette's story has been told countless times in literature, film and other media. These 

popularisations have shaped public perceptions, sometimes romanticising her poverty or 

simplifying the complex historical context. Nevertheless, they have ensured her story 

reaches audiences far beyond practising Catholics (Werfel, 1942). 

Within Catholic devotion, Bernadette has been invoked as a patron saint of the sick, the 

poor and those who experience ridicule or persecution for their faith. Her feast day, 16 
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April, is celebrated annually, and her name is given to countless churches, schools and 

charitable institutions worldwide (Laurentin, 1979). 

Historical and Theological Debates 

Bernadette's experiences and their ecclesiastical recognition have generated ongoing 

historical and theological debate. Sceptics have offered naturalistic explanations for the 

apparitions, ranging from hallucinations caused by malnutrition or illness to collective 

hysteria or deliberate fraud. These interpretations, whilst generally unconvincing to 

believers, remind us that claims of supernatural intervention always require acts of faith 

that exceed empirical evidence (Zimdars-Swartz, 1991). 

Within Catholic theology, the Lourdes apparitions have been interpreted as divine 

confirmation of the Immaculate Conception dogma, promulgated just four years earlier. The 

timing and the Virgin's self-identification have been seen as providential, offering 

supernatural endorsement of papal teaching authority and Marian doctrine. This 

interpretation has theological and ecclesiological significance, affirming the magisterium's 

capacity to articulate revealed truth (Laurentin, 1979). 

Historians have situated the Lourdes apparitions within broader patterns of nineteenth-

century religious and social change. The apparitions occurred when traditional Catholic 

culture faced challenges from industrialisation, urbanisation and secularisation. Lourdes 

offered a counter-narrative, demonstrating divine presence in the modern world and 

providing a focus for Catholic identity and mobilisation (Blackbourn, 1993). 

Enduring Significance 

Bernadette Soubirous remains a figure of profound significance. For Catholics, she embodies 

the possibility of divine encounter in ordinary life, the dignity of poverty and the redemptive 

power of suffering. Her experiences at Lourdes have inspired millions and generated one of 

the world's most important pilgrimage sites (Harris, 1999). 

For historians, Bernadette's story illuminates the complex intersections of religion, politics, 

medicine and popular culture in nineteenth-century France. The apparitions and their 

aftermath reveal tensions between Church and state, science and faith, official doctrine and 

popular devotion. Bernadette herself navigated these tensions with remarkable skill, 
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maintaining her integrity whilst submitting to ecclesiastical authority and enduring intense 

scrutiny from sceptics (Laurentin, 1979). 

Ultimately, Bernadette's significance transcends any single interpretation. She was 

simultaneously a visionary and a victim, a celebrity and a contemplative, a simple peasant 

girl and a figure of global importance. Her life challenges easy categorisations and continues 

to generate reflection on the nature of sanctity, the relationship between poverty and 

holiness, and the ongoing possibility of divine action in human history. 

Conclusion 

Bernadette Soubirous's life trajectory—from impoverished childhood in the Pyrenees to 

sainthood recognised by the universal Church—is remarkable by any measure. Born into a 

France still processing revolutionary upheaval and entering an age of industrial 

transformation, she experienced both the extremes of poverty and the burden of unwanted 

celebrity. Her eighteen encounters with the Virgin Mary at Massabielle in 1858 changed not 

only her own destiny but also the religious landscape of modern Catholicism (Harris, 1999). 

The apparitions occurred at a critical juncture. The Second Empire under Napoleon III 

represented an attempt to reconcile Catholic tradition with modern statecraft, though 

tensions between Church and state remained acute. The Catholic Church, having lost 

temporal power and facing challenges from secularism and rationalism, found in Lourdes a 

powerful validation of its teachings and a rallying point for popular devotion. Bernadette's 

testimony about the Immaculate Conception provided supernatural endorsement of recent 

papal teaching, whilst the growth of Lourdes as a pilgrimage site demonstrated 

Catholicism's continued vitality (Blackbourn, 1993). 

Bernadette's own response to these events demonstrated remarkable spiritual maturity. 

Despite her lack of formal education and the suspicion she faced from civil and ecclesiastical 

authorities alike, she maintained consistent testimony about her experiences whilst 

resisting the temptations of pride and exploitation. Her later life as Sister Marie-Bernard in 

Nevers, marked by illness, obscurity and patient suffering, revealed the depth of her 

sanctity. She sought no recognition for her extraordinary experiences (Laurentin, 1979). 
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The historical significance of Bernadette and Lourdes extends beyond Catholic devotion. The 

apparitions and their reception illuminate broader patterns in nineteenth-century European 

society: the persistence of religious faith in an age of supposed secularisation, the complex 

negotiations between ecclesiastical and civil authority, the role of medical science in 

evaluating miracle claims, and the power of pilgrimage to create community and meaning 

(Harris, 1999). 

Bernadette's canonisation in 1933 affirmed the Church's judgment that her life exemplified 

heroic virtue worthy of universal imitation. Yet her sanctity is of a particular kind: rooted not 

in great deeds or theological learning but in simplicity, humility and acceptance of suffering. 

She represents a model of holiness accessible to ordinary people—those without education, 

wealth or power. Her continuing relevance suggests that the questions she raises about the 

nature of faith, the possibility of divine encounter and the meaning of suffering remain 

pertinent to contemporary life. 

Simon Uttley 
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