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The Virgin Mary, the Saints, and the Contemporary Novel 

 

By Thérèse Taylor. 

 

 

The cult of the Virgin Mary has always been a meeting place for folklore and orthodox theology.  

Stories of the saints are also a means of talking about magic and femininity, as well as history and 

morality.  Numerous scholars have discussed how the groves and springs of the Virgin Mary took 

over pagan ritual places and echoed their themes into Christian Europe.  All this did not end, 

although it was marginalized and changed, by the secularization of society in the nineteenth century.  

Since then, stories about Mary and the Saints have become progressively more remote from popular 

culture and entertainment.  However, they have not altogether disappeared, and it is unlikely that 

they ever will, as they are compelling cultural icons.  

 

It is worth considering how the Virgin and saints have persisted as a presence in the creative 

literature of our own time.  The holy woman and her visions of the Heavenly Queen may seem not to 

be ideal subjects of contemporary fiction.  However, holy women are still written about, and the cult 

of the Virgin Mary is evidently a source of imagery and archetypes.  She could yet be revived as a 

subject for mainstream films.  Fictions about holy women draw on history and religious studies, but 

transform them by the filter of imagination.  These texts are in some ways more informative than a 

scholarly text because they show the beating heart of inspiration, the living presence of ideals in 

culture, which no documentary study can exactly chart. 

 

Lourdes 

 

David Guterson, the author of Snow Falling on Cedars is well-known as a writer who takes up themes 

of communities undergoing crisis, and the spiritual dimension of our interaction with the natural 

environment.  His most recent novel, Our Lady of the Forest, was published in 2003 and is about a 

teenage girl who sees a vision of the Virgin in a forest in Washington state, USA.   



 

This northern forest is a leading character of the novel, and it elaborates the writing with ambiguity: 

‘the dank-smelling forest with its moss-veiled vine maples, nursery logs, devil’s club coverts, and fern 

grottoes.  It came to the dark and uneasy grove where Ann’s apparitions had ensued.  The limbs of 

the trees here were seized by moss as if in suspended animation … A vast photosynthesis covertly 

went forward and its hallmark was utter stillness.’i  On the first page of this novel a girl walks alone: 

‘diminutive, sparrow-boned … easy to mistake her for a boy of twelve, fair-skinned and dreamy.’ii 

 

This novel is a rewriting of the life of Saint Bernadette. 

 

Bernadette of Lourdes is an influential figure.  She provides an outline which is vague on details, but 

distinct as an image.  She is the girl who saw the Virgin Mary.  Young, simple, rural and delicate in 

health, her credibility is a unique halo.  For many people, she represents the possibility of a visionary 

who spoke the truth, and lived in pristine indifference to the baying public whom she attracted.  

Bernadette, the historical figure who lived in 19th century France, is the source of an ahistorical 

image of transcendence.   

 

From the time when she first had visions, in 1858, and came to the attention of the French 

newspapers, Bernadette was a source of narratives in secular as well as religious culture.  Films, from 

Song of Bernadette, a lush 1950s Hollywood production, to Il Suffit de Amier, an austere French film 

photographed in black and white, reproduced her image in the twentieth century.  In Our Lady of the 

Forest, the life of Bernadette has been the partial inspiration for an American novel. 

 

David Guterson has used many real details from Bernadette’s life to create his fictional heroine, 

mixing historical circumstance with a different context to make a tale of contemporary America.  A 

novel is no less of a work of inspiration because it is partly ‘based’ on a real life – especially as the 

real life in question was so much a matter of being interpreted and idealized by others.  Indeed, this 

fictionalization is in a sense more creative because it moves selectively from one image to another – 

from that of the Bernadette of hagiography to the Anne of a new millennium novel – selecting and 



polishing and re-forming many details, while discarding others.  The story then takes up its own 

momentum, and becomes a new tale. 

 

Sex, of course, is one of the narrative elements brought forward in the novel.  Bernadette was a 

virgin, and died as a sister in a convent.  She had an untouched purity, exemplified by her veiled 

head – all her life she wore either a traditional peasant costume, or in later years a nun’s habit.  

Bernadette’s admirers enjoyed the spectacle of her virginity, and praised her for a purity which she 

was unconscious of, while they were not.  This fascination with a particular type of feminine sexual 

pudeur  is not for a modern novel.  That is left for nineteenth century tastes.  In Our Lady of the 

Forest, Anne is an abused runaway who has been raped by her mother’s boyfriend.  Anne sexually 

attracts several of the men, and their tensions as they regard her is a important part of the unfolding 

story.  The difference here would appear to be immense. 

 

Yet there is a similarity.  As a victim of sexual abuse, Anne personifies society’s image of innocence in 

our own era.  She is also a remote character, in the sense that she suffers because of the corruption 

of others, but does not engage with them.  Their dilemmas are not hers.  She is aloof, and has the 

reticence of a person who is entirely free from ordinary needs.  Like Bernadette, Anne has a special 

value because we desire the undesiring.  And, in one of the author’s playful details, Anne always 

wears the hood of her sweatshirt forward over her head.  This seems to be a reference to 

Bernadette’s costume, which included a capulet – a hooded cape which she drew forward over her 

head. 

 

Our Lady of the Forest is a composite of history and imagination.  The asthma, the meetings in the 

forest, the speculations of the first visitors – these are all taken straight from the life of Bernadette.  

A more subtle, and complete rewriting of the story of Bernadette in Anne is the affinity between the 

visionary and the landscape she inhabits.  Many of the people that gathered around Bernadette 

were displaced from their livelihood because by the 1850s the French state had banned the 

gathering of faggots of firewood in the forests.  Wood from public lands was the only energy source 

available, and dissention about this, as well unemployment and the decline of traditional crafts, 

contributed to the defiant moods of the crowds who gathered around the Grotto in 1858.  David 

Guterson’s novel is set in a timber town facing mass bankruptcies due to new forestry laws, they 

‘blamed the spotted owl, the Wild Rivers Act … and anybody from Seattle.’iii  For people in this 



situation, there is a need to escape from reality, and there is also a need to feel the presence of 

hope, which is a human right that has been taken away from them.   

 

Our Lady of the Forest evokes the sodden woods, with their strange effects on those who penetrate 

them.  Mushroom pickers, truanting schoolgirls, seeking pilgrims and wearied timber workers all 

enter the forest and are transferred into a space where their ordinary concerns no longer have the 

power to dominate their feelings.  ‘Most of the pilgrims ... were moved to consider their mortality by 

the forest's sea-green cathedral light. The trees rose like pillars. Out of the fallen trees grew new 

trees.’  In the history of Lourdes, the Grotto at Massabielle, a cold and elevated mountain cave with 

a spring, washed away sin and banality, as well as ordinary illness.  When praying there with 

Bernadette, many people felt that they stood at the gateway to another world.  History texts can 

only indicate this, it takes a novel to completely draw the moment of communal need when the 

words of a visionary find resonance in many hearts. 

 

 

Saints 

 

There have been other novels of this type – where the life of a saint is used as a template to draw a 

character living in very different circumstances.  Our Lady of the Forest can be compared to Ron 

Hansen’s Mariette in Ecstasy.  Mariette was ‘the sleeper hit of 1991’.iv  It came out of obscurity to 

win readers, awards, and a place on the best seller lists.  Another point of comparison is a now 

forgotten novel from 1971, The Dance of the Sun, by Keith Thomson.   

 

Dance of the Sun offered the story of a Marian apparition in a British rural area where money is 

scarce and the community is being shaken up by the consumerist culture of the early 1960s.  The 

heroine, Gillian, does in some ways reflect the story of Bernadette, although Dance of the Sun 

seemed also to be based on the story of the Fatima apparitions in Portugal – it is a group of children 

who see the Virgin, although the chief visionary is the girl who dominates the story, and the 

apparition is confirmed by a miracle where the sun apparently whirls in the sky.   



 

Ron Hansen’s novel took elements of the life of Saint Therese of Lisieux, and is exactly analogous to 

David Guterson’s work in the proportion of original details as a small part of a larger novelistic 

creation.  Also like Our Lady of the Forest, Ron Hansen’s tale is a speculation, as it offers a 

consideration of how these women’s lives might have been lived if transformed by a different era 

and culture.  What is changing, and what is ephemeral?  The novel allows visualization, a life study 

set free from historical context. 

 

Mariette in Ecstasy is a challenging and evocative novel, but it gives only a limited account of the 

women in the convent.  Ron Hansen deliberately describes the surface of life, and filters information 

through scraps of conversation and descriptions without narrative.  This is artistically effective, but 

leaves the nuns, and the visions of Mariette, as distant and unknowable.  Mariette  relates to Our 

Lady of the Forest, as both are studies of visionary women, but unlike almost any other novel in this 

genre, Mariette sets up a story of someone who apparently fails in this role.  The lead character is 

rejected by her religious community and both unable and unwilling to communicate to the public.    

 

Few writings in this field contemplate women with a long life span, and this sets Mariette apart.  

Dance of the Sun is closer to Our Lady of the Forest, and includes many of the same themes, 

including doubt and affirmation, and the way that religion can be the single lifeline for socially 

marginalized people to have a voice.  David Guterson’s novel also has a final outcome very similar to 

Keith Thomson’s, and this is more than a coincidence.  What happens, in the end, to a girl visionary?  

An early grave beckons.  This is the narrative closure to the story of her sanctity.  In Dance of the Sun 

the visionary girl collapses and: ‘Miss Kitson looked closely at her and the sight of the dry, cracked 

lips, the clouding, fluttering eyes, the withdrawal in the whole face, each breath a rasping effort told 

her that she must act very fast.’v  The visionary of Our Lady of the Forest is also accompanied by 

people who want to save her but of course they fail: ‘Ann wheezed desperately …the words would 

not issue from her still-moving lips, her lungs had constricted too thoroughly.  She clutched Tom’s 

hand, coughed feebly, and exerted herself to draw a breath.’vi  Burning with fever and touched by 

the other world, these girls quickly expire. 

 



Ron Hansen’s Mariette in Ecstasy is unusual because it evades such a neat conclusion and sketches 

the fate of Mariette’s afterlife as an isolated spinster in her father’s house: ‘I look out … at hills like a 

green sea in the east and just beyond them the priory, and the magnificent puzzle is, for a moment, 

solved, and God is there before me on the being of all that is not him.  And yet sometimes I am so 

sad.  … the years since age seventeen have been a great abeyance …’vii 

 

Stories about saintly girls are often stories of early death, and part of the reason for this is simply 

that it is more romantic and interesting.  It is also a reproach to the crass and inadequate reactions 

which surround such a heroine, and the author can register their disapproval with the established 

order, while still telling a story about religion.  It is an easy transgression, while still utilizing the 

codes of conservative culture.  But there is more to this than the easiest way to relate a story, for the 

same events took place in history, as well as in legend.   

 

St Bernadette of Lourdes died at the age of thirty five and her early demise had been expected by 

the public since she was a teenager.  Her frail health was part of her image, and she seemed 

destined to leave the material world.  At a more practical level, from the point of view of the church 

authorities who organized the shrine, once the visions had been approved, and the place of worship 

established, and the narrative recounted in an authorized text, the continued existence of 

Bernadette could have become a problem.  They hoped that she would have no further revelations, 

and they admired her fidelity in always telling the same story when she was asked about the events 

at Lourdes.   

 

But as the years passed, Bernadette was becoming distant from the girl she once was, and the 

pristine outline of the story would be damaged by an older, independent person.  Any ordinary thing 

that she might do – such as earning her living or getting married, would appear banal beside the 

great event of her life.  The clerical authorities were pleased that she removed herself to a distant 

convent at the age of twenty two.  That achieved completion of the story.  The news of her death 

thirteen years later, as a devoted religious who had always practiced complete seclusion, was a final 

sign of her integrity. 

 



Like responsible shrine administrators, novelists have to close accounts and tie up loose ends.  The 

ending of Our Lady of the Forest is not its strongest point.  By collapsing and dying, the visionary 

saves us from having to think about her life as a whole.  The way that death or retirement from life is 

repeated in these novels, just as it was in the real history of tuberculosis-plagued nineteenth 

century, suggests that the impulse to admire girls who will never live as adult women is as strong as 

ever. 

 

 

Darker Images 

 

David Guterson commented that: ‘Over the centuries she [the Virgin Mary] has been manifested in a 

variety of female permutations. As the subservient handmaid of the Lord often, but also as a 

mediator, as the Queen of Heaven, as the Mother of God, and also as divine in her own right and not 

merely human.’viii 

 

In consideration of these multiple images, one finds that the notion that maternity is a condition of 

sweetness, and is always benign, took off during the nineteenth century.  Until the eighteenth 

century, the Virgin Mary had usually been portrayed as a queen seated on a throne, and holding the 

baby Jesus in her lap.  She was dressed in heavy robes, and vivid colors such as maroon, violet, and 

gold predominated.  She often had symbols of traditional rule, such as a crown or scepter.  She 

belonged in a world where rulers openly exulted in their power, and people obeyed through fear 

rather than love.  Mothers were domineering, rather than sentimental, and marriage was an 

arrangement.  There is a great contrast between these bulky, authoritarian images and the youthful, 

upright girl, in draperies of blue and white, who appeared in the 1830s and soon became the 

standard image of Mary in Western culture.    

 

The religion of pre-industrial Europe, which lingered for a long time outside the cities, credited the 

Virgin Mary with all types of powers – malign, threatening and arbitrary as well as loving.  There 

were shrines such as the haunted Breton site of Our Lady of Hatred, where people brought down 

curses on their enemies.  Often, when visions of the Virgin Mary took place, she predicted death and 



misfortune for unbelievers, and part of the legends of the shrine concerned their eventual 

misfortunes. 

 

This aspect of Marian devotional culture is now almost lost.  We find it very difficult to appreciate 

the Virgin Mary as a figure inspiring fear.  Yet this was a traditional part of her powers, and a 

definition of the Virgin as a nice lady, always expressing unconditional love, domesticates and limits 

her.  Also, the traditional fear that visions might be deceitful manifestations of evil spirits was an 

essential aspect of holy.  It served as an effective explanation for many events confronted by 

believers. 

 

When Bernadette of Lourdes first began falling into trances and seeing a White Lady, many people 

said in Lourdes that ‘she was bewitched, insane.’  These two related states were a problem which 

people often had to contend with, and which they used religion to define.   

 

The fearful side of supernatural belief still lingers in some shrine legends – but the rationalist beliefs 

of educated Christianity give them little space.  The eerie, the superstitious and the uncanny are 

banished to the forums of popular culture, such as novels and horror films. 

 

The pre-nineteenth century Virgin, a figure with sweeping powers of life and death, and the evil 

visions of a satanic female, impersonating the Virgin, can be found in some contemporary fiction.  

These are such vivid ideas that they are an ideal topic for a thrilling narrative.  Two novels from the 

1980s, Stone Virgin and Shrine, are effective examples of Marian folklore as a source for late-

twentieth century writing. 

 

The novels which develop these darker themes show a slightly greater range of feminine imagery 

than the novels which fictionalize conventional church history.   

In particular, Barry Unsworth’s Stone Virgin (1985) incorporates notion of erotic attraction, luminous 

beauty, and fatal havoc as natural attributes of a miraculous statue of the Virgin.  Barry Unsworth is 

a distinguished writer, who won the Booker prize in 1992 for Sacred Hunger, an account of the 



Atlantic slave trade, and another of his works, Pascali’s Island, was made into a film. He was 

described by Hilary Mantel as ‘one of our most intelligent commentators on cultural mythology.’  

 

The Stone Virgin of the title is a fifteenth-century artwork being restored by Simon Raikes, a British 

art conservationist working in Venice in 1971.  While working on the statue, and polishing its surface 

with jets of water, he becomes fascinated by ‘the face of the Madonna running with water too 

copious for tears or rain, her drenched garments …’ix   This young British man confronts the past of 

Venice, and discovers how some people who live near the statue become affected by its 

supernatural power.  It seems reproduce the emotions of its maker, an artist who made the statue 

using his doomed mistress, a model later murdered by her jealous patron. Despite having elements 

of a thriller,  Stone Virgin belongs in the genre of literary English novels set in Venice – these novels 

usually spin images of impermanence, eternity and the transformative power of the element of 

water.   

 

Each of these tropes of Venetian mythology is also an attribute of the divine feminine, as understood 

in Europe, and Barry Unsworth has astutely linked the artistic significance of Venice to its religious 

iconography of the Virgin.  Unsworth’s novel, when read as text illustrating religious sensibilities, 

shows the impact of Italian culture and the arts on Catholicism, and it indicates, although does not 

fully state, the cost of such idealization as borne by individual women.  Most of the speaking roles in 

the novel are given to men, and this is a technique which leaves the reader to imagine what the lives 

of women really are, as they live and die amid so many representations of their ideal selves.   

 

James Herbert’s Shrine, by contrast, is an example of popular horror fiction.  It was published in 

1983, and is still in print.  Herbert’s works are often compared with those by Stephen King.  These 

are novels sold at airport counters, and which have few aspirations for any distinction beyond 

massive sales.  Shrine, although in many ways a conventional suspense story, gives a proficient 

narrative.  It draws on folklore and common notions of the supernatural to tell a story about a girl 

who claims to be having visions of the Virgin.  Instead, she is the victim of a visitation of a demonic 

force, and the place where she sees her ‘Lady’ is the site where a woman was burned for witchcraft 

in the sixteenth century.   

 



This novel, like most horror fiction, shows an uncomplicated view of evil as an inversion of the 

domestic and nurturing.  Evil is the repulsive side of fertility.  The ancient oak tree is revealed, at the 

end of the book, in its true pagan nature.  ‘The upper branches of the tree were in flame, its trunk 

torn open, tiny creatures pouring out, maggots, lice, glistening wood leeches.  The tree was rotted, 

dead inside, a nesting place for parasites that fed on dead things.’x 

 

Alice, the main character of Shrine, is merely a cipher for the channeling of dark forces.  The novel 

does not linger on her strange predicament, but sets out the community reaction, with the same 

story as told in other novels about Marian visions – the gathering of crowds, the competition of 

mercantile interests in the town, and the attempts by the clergy to give an impartial investigation.  

These themes are certainly realistic.  In their inevitable succession, they are also recounted by the 

historians of Lourdes, Fatima and every other modern pilgrimage site.   

 

Shrine sets up a mystery, then resolves it by revelations of a past curse.  This novel, like much horror 

fiction, portrays women as vessels of both love and evil – their unthinking devotion to others leaves 

them open to malign forces.   

 

Like the more literary writings, Shrine is sketchy in its portrayal of the priests who are central 

characters.  For some reason, priests do not come to life in novels which recount visions.  The clergy 

remain as stick figures, always saying and doing exactly what one expects them to say and do – and 

for no motive, except that they are there for that role.  The most hostile picture of a clergyman is 

drawn in Dance of the Sun, where an arrogant, class-conscious Anglican vicar goes insane and ends 

up as a witless wreck.  He wants a grand residence because: ‘After the Manor should come the 

residence of the spiritual head of the parish’ and he despises Gillian, the visionary girl, saying that 

she must be rid of ‘this dangerous sin of fancying herself specially favoured.  I have never heard such 

nonsense.  From a particularly gross and material-minded family, too.’xi  He ends up losing his faith 

and ‘when doubt and disbelief because a certainty … He started babbling like a child.’xii  This story, 

although told with zest, draws too closely on English stereotypes of the nutty clergyman.  It seems to 

be difficult for contemporary novelists to portray the roles of a cleric insightfully.   

 



Some critics of Our Lady of the Forest complained that David Guterson draws a portrait of Father 

Collins, but does not really tell us why he became a priest.  In the novel, it is specifically stated that: 

‘He didn’t know why he was a priest.’  Guterson describes his vocation with so much detachment 

that it seems unreal.  

 

For contemporary writers, the priestly vocation is hard to depict, but if one looks more closely at 

Stone Virgin, the art restorer Simon Raikes, in his dedication and work of preserving our heritage, is a 

secular version of a priest.  ‘He was thirty-three years old, unmarried, physically strong, with an 

ardent, innocent nature and some tendency to hysteria.’xiii  His perceptions are a version of the 

messages which priests have always tried to convey: ‘A mystery all the same, Raikes thought.  Calm 

descended on him.  The proportions of this house, the passion that drove Tintoretto, the presence of 

death.  That’s what I was trying to say, that is what I meant.’xiv  

 

The character of Simon Raikes has been singled out for criticism by some commentators on this 

book.  Although acknowledging ‘the absolute authenticity of the portrayal of Raikes at work’ he is 

dismissed as ‘rather flat’ although ‘his mania for what he does is a vitalizing force in him.’xv   Another 

writer questioned what anyone would see in the art restorer: ‘a morose young man who has never 

been in love and abandoned his sculpting ambitions ...’  These reservations about the conservative 

role played by a young man who is imagined to have ‘an ardent, innocent nature’ might indicate that 

there is no more tolerance for a man in a dedicated vocation than there is for a girl visionary who 

lives to grow up.      

 

 

Writing the Divine 

 

In Stone Virgin, the narrator suggests that ‘stone seemed so much the medium for Madonnas.’  

In our own time, texts and films are likely to be the site of her images. 

 

The vitality and inspirational value of Marian stories is evident when looking at twentieth-century 

fiction, and there is no reason to suppose that these themes will not be developed further.  If writers 



are to encompass a range of emotions, they would do well to look at historical sources, as older 

Marian shrine legends show all types of visionaries, and all types of images of the Virgin Mary.  The 

myths of woman, and how they are used to characterize Mary, flow directly into images and 

characterizations of women saints.  These images, in turn, are reanimated in the stories we tell to 

amuse, divert or inspire us. 
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