
 

 

 

The Song at the Scaffold is a novelette set in the time of the French Revolution, an epoch 

that vividly demonstrated man's capacity for both heroism and brutality. Amid the chaos 

and horror of the French Revolution, Blanche de la Force, daughter of smug unbeliever, 

enters a Carmelite convent. Blanche is so timorous that she seems unsuited to the rigors of 

religious life even at the best of times--and horribly misplaced as the Reign of Terror begins to 

stain France with the blood of a generation of Christian martyrs. 

Sister Marie, one of the leading nuns in the convent, receives with joy the death threats of a 

ham-handed revolutionary: the sisters are going to be awarded the crown of Christian 

martyrdom! Sister Marie prepares the other nuns for this fearsome sacrifice, all the while 

harboring doubts about Blanche's ability and willingness to join them in giving up their lives 

for Christ. 

Blanche's life thereafter and the story of the nuns take more than one unexpected twist, 

leaving you not only with the inspiring, true example of their martyrdom, but also with a 

penetrating insight into the nature of holiness. 

Gertrud Von Le Fort wrote The Song at the Scaffold in 1931, five years after converting to the 

Catholic Faith. At that time, she was considered Germany’s most influential Catholic poet 

and novelist. 
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The Song at the Scaffold 

By Gertrud von Le Fort 

A 10-week book study 

 

 

 

Session One: Introduction and Chapter 1, pages 1-7 

Introductory questions: 

What do you know about the French Revolution?  

What were the driving forces behind the French Revolution? 

What has been the result of the French Revolution? Was this revolution a change for the better? 

Did our American Revolution spur the French Revolution? 

What do you know about the Carmelite order? 

People to know:  

Louis XVI – King of France at the dawn of the Revolution [1789], executed in 1793, the year 

the Reign of Terror began. His queen: Marie Antoinette. 

Robespierre – the leader of the Reign of Terror and its victim in 1794 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau – “noble savage” – his political theory was to throw off all law, Church 

and State, and revert to the natural state. 

Voltaire – Frenchman living in and writing essays on England – made Reason his god, 

Enlightenment thinking – freedom from Church dogma and the tyranny of the King. 

Pope Pius VI – decried the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, an attempt to subordinate the 

Roman Catholic Church to the secular French government. Many Catholics turned against the 

Revolution when this decree came out in 1790. 

 

 

 

 

 



Study Guide developed by Ginger Herrington  April, 2021 

Chapter One: ___________________________________________________________________ 

   (How would you title this Chapter?) 

 

The image of the overturned carriage greets us as we begin this chapter. How is this image 

emblematic of what will unfold in this chapter? 

 

The writer of the letter gives us a summary of the book in a few phrases: 

 The date of his letter places us in the era of the French Revolution. 

 He notes Marie Antoinette: Catholic queen of the last king of France, beheaded. 

 He notes Charlotte Corday, “the Angel of Assassination,” a French radical who killed 

Jean-Paul Marat in his bathtub. His faction led the Revolution into a more radical course, 

including the purge of the Gironde (who were against the monarchy but against the 

increasing violence of the Revolution). She was executed in 1793. Note that the recipient 

of the letter considers Charlotte Corday “magnificent.” 

 He calls his interlocutor a “dear disciple of Rousseau” and acknowledges his loathing of 

Christian culture. What does this tell us of the recipient’s political views? 

 He considers the resignation of the Catholic martyrs and the Catholic faith to be a 

“necessary restraint upon terror.” How does that work? 

 Blanche de la Force is introduced: 

 With a “soul-stirring voice” 

 As proof of the frailty of human power 

 As a Carmelite novice 

 As the daughter of the Marquis de la Force 

 Think of the meaning of her name: White Power, Pale Power, Bloodless Power 

 She became afraid of her own fear and suffered trying to hide it 

 What do you think of these characterizations? What do they tell you of Blanche? 

 The Marquis de la Force is introduced: 

 He esteemed the writings of Voltaire. What does this tell you? 

 This “sophisticated” man was unaware that “the subtle spice of his conversation 

might eventually season the crude cookery of the mob.” Do you see parallels to 

this naïve ignorance in the anarchy of the Spring and Summer of 2020? 

 He considered the Carmelite convent his daughter entered as a “prison of religion.” 

 The fireworks catastrophe foreshadowed the fate of France: 

 The orderly, well-fed peasants who lined the route erupted easily into a mob. 

 Marquise de la Force was told: “You sit here safe…soon, it is you nobles who will 

be dying!” She gave birth prematurely and died soon afterward. Does her fate 

parallel the French Revolution itself? 
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The Song at the Scaffold 

By Gertrud von Le Fort 

A 10-week book study 

 

Session Two: Chapter 2, pages 8-14 

Introductory questions: 

What do you know about the Carmelite order? 

People to know:  

Louis XVI – King of France at the dawn of the Revolution [1789], executed in 1793, the year 

the Reign of Terror began. His queen: Marie Antoinette. 

Robespierre – the leader of the Reign of Terror and its victim in 1794 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau – “noble savage” – his political theory was to throw off all law, Church 

and State, and revert to the natural state. 

Voltaire – Frenchman living in and writing essays on England – made Reason his god, 

Enlightenment thinking – freedom from Church dogma and the tyranny of the King. 

Pope Pius VI – decried the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, an attempt to subordinate the 

Roman Catholic Church to the secular French government. Many Catholics turned against the 

Revolution when this decree came out in 1790. 

 

Chapter Two: ___________________________________________________________________ 

   (How would you title this Chapter?) 

 

The images of the Infant King of Glory and the balustrade greet us as we begin this chapter. 

How is this image emblematic of what will unfold in this chapter? 
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Blanche’s spiritual progress develops: 

 She is exhorted to place her trust in the Infant King of Glory and in King Louis XVI. 

 She found solace in prayers, devotions, and obedience. Is this true spiritual 

progress or a way to sublimate her fears?  

 Did Christian piety drive out her fears? 

 The very staircase which had always frightened her collapses. Does this foreshadow the 

collapse of the monarchy, in which she had been told to place her hope? 

 Wings and birds are mentioned several times in connection to Blanche: 

 “Her tremulous glances resembled flocks of restless birds.” 

 “The little frightened birds in Blanche’s eyes fluttered.” 

 “She began to repose her anxious little heart beneath the infinite power of God.” 

 What do you see in the bird images in connection with Blanche? 

 How does Scripture speak of birds? 

 Madame de Chalais wore a whalebone bodice which cracked when she saw Blanche’s 

terror of the collapsing balustrade. What does the tightness of her bodice imply? What is 

implied in the slight cracking of the bodice? 

 Spelling her name a bit differently as chalet, her name means “Mother of the 

House.” Mary is Mother of the Church. Are there parallels between the two? Or 

are there contrasts? 

 She “constrained Blanche in a bodice as tight as her own.” Does this point to more 

than physical constriction? 

 Consider Blanche’s father’s reaction to her desire to enter Carmel: 

 As a bridge to escape the world 

 As safety within definite boundaries 

 As a place with no challenges or violence 

 As a safe harbor where the rules, the obedience, and the structure keep one safe 

 As a window onto “a pleasant illusion of heaven” 

 What do you think of these characterizations? What do they tell you of the views 

and character of the Marquis? 

 In Carmel, Blanche was happy, grateful, and obedient: 

 Although she found it “far from easy to live up to the strict demands of the rule,” 

she did live up to the standards. 

 What does she mean when she exclaims: “Truly, there are other things more to be 

feared than these slight sacrifices!” 

 While she so jubilantly opined “We are safe here!” when news of the world broke 

into the quiet of the cloister, “her behavior proves that she was truly devout.” What 

do you make of this juxtaposition?  

 The rapidly evolving events of the Revolution led the bishop to advise all 

satisfactory postulants to be admitted to the novitiate and to take the name Jesus in 

the Garden of Agony. How does this name embody the vocation of a Carmelite? 
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The Song at the Scaffold 

By Gertrud von Le Fort 

A 10-week book study 

 

Session Three: Chapter 3, pages 15-21 

People to know:  

Louis XVI – King of France at the dawn of the Revolution [1789], executed in 1793, the year 

the Reign of Terror began. His queen: Marie Antoinette. 

Robespierre – the leader of the Reign of Terror and its victim in 1794 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau – “noble savage” – his political theory was to throw off all law, Church 

and State, and revert to the natural state. 

Voltaire – Frenchman living in and writing essays on England – made Reason his god, 

Enlightenment thinking – freedom from Church dogma and the tyranny of the King. 

Pope Pius VI – decried the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, an attempt to subordinate the 

Roman Catholic Church to the secular French government. Many Catholics turned against the 

Revolution when this decree came out in 1790. 

Madame Acarie – see the note at the bottom of page 16 

Madame Louise of France – see the note at the bottom of page 17 

 

Chapter Three: ___________________________________________________________________ 

   (How would you title this Chapter?) 

 

The images of the Infant King of Glory and the large, bright candle paired with the slim, 

tremulous candle greet us as we begin this chapter. How is this image emblematic of what will 

unfold in this chapter? 
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Blanche’s spiritual progress develops: 

 Her admission into the convent was in doubt. Sister Marie of the Incarnation likened her 

to a “little bird” and a “tiny flame.” Only the edict from the bishop ensured her entrance 

into Carmel. 

 She blossomed in her devotion to His Majesty, our Lord. Is her spiritual progress 

deeply rooted?  

 Or will her faith be that of the seed sown on the roadside, which is quickly eaten 

by the birds?  

 Would you have admitted Blanche into Carmel if the Bishop hadn’t ordered it? 

 Descriptions of Blanche: 

 “Appealing if somewhat fragile.” 

 “Her hands trembling with happiness…” 

 “The poor child knew very well that her strength was failing and that she had not 

been prepared to receive the habit.” 

 “She shuddered a little.” 

 “Heartfelt fervor.” 

 “Humble gratitude of this timid child.” 

 Consider Blanche’s name as a professed sister in Carmel: “Jesus in the Garden of 

Gethsemane.” (Jesus in the Garden of Agony.) 

 Praying for His own strength 

 Praying for His Apostles 

 Prayer so deep, his sweat was as drops of blood 

 Praying for the Father’s Will to be done 

 Praying with full knowledge of His Passion to come 

 What do you think of these characterizations? Which of these prayers resounded in 

Blanche’s heart? 

 Does this name foreshadow her ultimate fate? 

 The last sentence is foreboding: “Therefore Blanche’s second relapse was all the more 

confounding.” 



Study Guide developed by Ginger Herrington  April, 2021 

The Song at the Scaffold 

By Gertrud von Le Fort 

A 10-week book study 

 

Session Four: Chapter 4, pages 22-28 

People to know:  

Louis XVI – King of France at the dawn of the Revolution [1789], executed in 1793, the year 

the Reign of Terror began. His queen: Marie Antoinette. 

Robespierre – the leader of the Reign of Terror and its victim in 1794 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau – “noble savage” – his political theory was to throw off all law, Church 

and State, and revert to the natural state. 

Voltaire – Frenchman living in and writing essays on England – made Reason his god, 

Enlightenment thinking – freedom from Church dogma and the tyranny of the King. 

Pope Pius VI – decried the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, an attempt to subordinate the 

Roman Catholic Church to the secular French government. Many Catholics turned against the 

Revolution when this decree came out in 1790. 

Madame Acarie – see the note at the bottom of page 16 

Madame Louise of France – see the note at the bottom of page 17 

 

Chapter Four: ___________________________________________________________________ 

   (How would you title this Chapter?) 

 

The images of thugs and “shady characters” in the form of looming shadows greet us as we 

begin this chapter. How is this image emblematic of what will unfold in this chapter? 
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The Revolution progresses: 

 The Religious Commission investigated the convent: 

 To register the number of nuns and their ages.  

 To ascertain the sincerity of the sisters.  

 To encourage the nuns to join the Revolution. They considered nuns to be 

“imprisoned.” 

 To survey the material goods of the convent to be seized by the Revolution. 

 Can you imagine yourself as a Carmelite? 

 The devotion to the Lord. 

 The charism to suffer for others. 

 The commitment to prayer for the world. 

 Do you think these nuns are imprisoned or free? 

 Do you think contemplative vocations are beneficial: 

 For the world? 

 For the souls of the nuns? 

 Blanche’s reaction to this investigation: utter terror. Why? 

 She shrieked, wept, and threw herself into the arms of her novice mistress. 

 Can we gauge the depth of her religious vocation by this reaction? 

 The revolutionary “rationalists” reject Divine Revelation. How could they possibly 

understand a contemplative vocation? 

 The author tells us that the revolutionary was a “small soul” who considered the convent 

“a hotbed of superstition” and whose nuns “professed a fanatical Creed.” Is this attitude 

still prevalent today? 

 The Carmelite devotion to His Majesty was a fierce love; they were not likely to back 

down in the face of mere earthly authority.  

 Sister Marie of the Incarnation’s voice “knelt in devotion” as she affirmed her 

knowledge of the terrible death which threatened those who opposed the revolution 

 Sister Marie responded as Jesus did to Pilate: “Your authority is only as great as 

God permits – not an iota greater!” 

 Sister Marie confessed to the Mother Prioress that she had “exceeded the command 

to speak briefly and courteously.” We are told parenthetically that “the flaws in 

this great soul lay far beyond common shortcomings.” What flaws do you see in 

Sister Marie of the Incarnation? 

 The image of a sickle being wielded to sharpen a weapon ends this chapter. This 

forebodes a violent fate for the nuns. 
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The Song at the Scaffold 

By Gertrud von Le Fort 

A 10-week book study 

 

Session Five: Chapter 5, pages 29-37 

People to know:  

Louis XVI – King of France at the dawn of the Revolution [1789], executed in 1793, the year 

the Reign of Terror began. His queen: Marie Antoinette. 

Robespierre – the leader of the Reign of Terror and its victim in 1794 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau – “noble savage” – his political theory was to throw off all law, Church 

and State, and revert to the natural state. 

Voltaire – Frenchman living in and writing essays on England – made Reason his god, 

Enlightenment thinking – freedom from Church dogma and the tyranny of the King. 

Pope Pius VI – decried the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, an attempt to subordinate the 

Roman Catholic Church to the secular French government. Many Catholics turned against the 

Revolution when this decree came out in 1790. 

Madame Acarie – see the note at the bottom of page 16 

Madame Louise of France – see the note at the bottom of page 17 

 

Chapter Five: ___________________________________________________________________ 

   (How would you title this Chapter?) 

 

The Infant Jesus is in shadow and the flames of the candles are tinged with darkness. How is 

this image emblematic of what will unfold in this chapter? 
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The Revolution progresses: 

 Convents are ransacked and looted. This was described as the “natural response of the 

people” to the decisions of the National Assembly. 

 The Spring and Summer of 2020 saw many cities afire from arsonists, private 

property pillaged, and portions of the city taken over as “autonomous zones.”  

 How does this differ and how does it resemble the French Revolutionaries’ sacking 

of the convents?  

 The Carmelites professed: “The Infant King will give us strength.”  

 Their devotion to the Lord included submission to His Will. 

 They united their suffering to the Cross as brides of Christ. 

 They expected persecution and martyrdom; they asked only for the strength to bear 

it well rather than asking for deliverance. 

 Do you think that your suffering can be redemptive? 

 Do you think devotion to prayer and sacrifice, even unto martyrdom, is effective? 

 For the world? 

 For the souls of the nuns? 

 Which was more a dreadful possibility for the nuns: 

 Persecution? 

 Martyrdom? 

 Prohibition of perpetual vows? 

 Dissolution of their order? 

 Mother Teresa advises the two novices to “offer up” the public avowal of their perpetual 

vows as a sacrifice in obedience to the “cruel law.” See the prayer of St. Teresa of Avila 

on page 34. This is a complete surrender of self-will to the Will of God and echoes St. 

Paul in Philippians 4:12 – “I know indeed how to live in humble circumstances; I know 

also how to live with abundance. In every circumstance and in all things I have learned 

the secret of being well fed and of going hungry, of living in abundance and of being in 

need. I have the strength for everything through him who empowers me.” 

 This embrace of their cross would make them “Carmelites in the full sense of the word.” 

Pope St. John Paul II underwent a similar “secret vocation” as he trained for priesthood in 

the shadow of World War II. 

 Blanche’s deteriorating condition caused the Prioress to consider advising Blanche to quit 

the convent and return to the world.  

 Given Blanche’s fear and state of nerves, would “the world” present fewer fears 

than she faced in the convent? 

 Could “the world” offer Blanche more or less security than the convent? 

 The image of the Infant Jesus, toppled and decapitated, ends this chapter. Dwell on the 

image and what it meant for Blanche. 
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Session Six: Chapter 6, pages 38-46 

People to know:  

Louis XVI – King of France at the dawn of the Revolution [1789], executed in 1793, the year 

the Reign of Terror began. His queen: Marie Antoinette. 

Robespierre – the leader of the Reign of Terror and its victim in 1794 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau – “noble savage” – his political theory was to throw off all law, Church 

and State, and revert to the natural state. 

Voltaire – Frenchman living in and writing essays on England – made Reason his god, 

Enlightenment thinking – freedom from Church dogma and the tyranny of the King. 

Pope Pius VI – decried the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, an attempt to subordinate the 

Roman Catholic Church to the secular French government. Many Catholics turned against the 

Revolution when this decree came out in 1790. 

Madame Acarie – see the note at the bottom of page 16 

Madame Louise of France – see the note at the bottom of page 17 

 

Chapter Six: ___________________________________________________________________ 

   (How would you title this Chapter?) 

 

The Infant Jesus is in shadow and the flames of the candles are tinged with darkness. How is 

this image emblematic of what will unfold in this chapter? 
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What is to become of Blanche? 

 When the Prioress called her in to send her home, their exchange did not go as expected. 

 Blanche’s silence calls to mind Jesus’ silence in His Passion.  

 When the Prioress commands Blanche to speak, she speaks more eloquently with 

her eyes than with her voice. 

 The Prioress is astonished at what she sees in the eyes of this timid novice. 

 Blanche’s charism is to shoulder all the fear in the world.  

 She shares Christ’s Passion in the Garden of Gethsemane, His mortal anguish, and 

His acceptance of the chalice which will not pass, but must be drained of its bitter 

contents.  

 1 Cor 1:27: “God chose the weak in the world to shame the strong.” Who in the 

convent is weak? Who is strong? 

 God allows Blanche’s “flaw,” that of intense fear, to become her vocation. 

 Did she accept this vocation? 

 Did she unite it to the Cross of Christ? 

 Is she filling up in her body what was lacking in the suffering of Christ? (Col 1:24) 

 The Carmelites, spending their time in silent, prayerful meditation on God’s Word and 

His Presence, are mystics. They are open to listening attentively to His Word. 

 We each live out Jesus’ Paschal Mystery as our part of Salvation History, God’s love 

story. 

 Prayerfully ponder which part of the Passion, death, Resurrection, and Ascension 

into Heaven you are living out in your life at this time. 

 Do you see a pattern, a part of the Paschal Mystery which is your  privilege to 

manifest in your life? Or do you live out different parts at various times? 

 The Civil Constitution of the Clergy mandated that priests and bishops be appointed by 

the State, not by the Church. This is part of the deal Pope Francis made and renewed with 

China. How has that worked out for the Chinese Catholics? How did it work out for 

faithful priests in Revolutionary France? 

 The Prioress advises Blanche to embrace her cross as Christ embraced His, devoting 

herself to Our Lord in the Blessed Sacrament: “the defenseless God.” Can you follow 

Mother Teresa’s advice to find “consolation” in your cross; “shelter” in your cross; 

“resign yourself” to your cross; and “be loyal to” your cross? 

 The King of France, Louis XVI, hoped to restore order and right worship to France. He 

withstood the Assembly, condemning their punishments on priests who refused to take 

the oath of the Civil Constitution of the Clergy. 

 What is the difference between being open to God’s Will, accepting whatever may come 

and actively consecrating yourself to martyrdom? Which path did Mother Teresa choose? 

Which path did Sister Marie of the Incarnation choose? Which path would you choose? 
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Session Seven: Chapter 7, pages 47-54 

People to know:  

Louis XVI – King of France at the dawn of the Revolution [1789], executed in 1793, the year 

the Reign of Terror began. His queen: Marie Antoinette. 

Robespierre – the leader of the Reign of Terror and its victim in 1794 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau – “noble savage” – his political theory was to throw off all law, Church 

and State, and revert to the natural state. 

Voltaire – Frenchman living in and writing essays on England – made Reason his god, 

Enlightenment thinking – freedom from Church dogma and the tyranny of the King. 

Pope Pius VI – decried the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, an attempt to subordinate the 

Roman Catholic Church to the secular French government. Many Catholics turned against the 

Revolution when this decree came out in 1790. 

Madame Acarie – see the note at the bottom of page 16 

Madame Louise of France – see the note at the bottom of page 17 

 

Chapter Seven: ___________________________________________________________________ 

   (How would you title this Chapter?) 

 

The monastery door is seen in the midst of a storm and struck by lightning. What do you expect 

to occur in this chapter? 



Study Guide developed by Ginger Herrington  April, 2021 

Consecration to martyrdom: a Carmelite charism to follow Christ, and Him Crucified 

 The French Revolution seized the assets of convents and monasteries, and the professed 

religious were to be driven from their communities. 

 Priests and nuns were to wear secular clothing, so as to no longer be a sign of 

contradiction in the world. After Vatican II, many religious laid aside their habits 

as well. 

 Apply this to our culture: “Chaotic impulses lead to chaotic conditions.” 

 Apply this to our times: “Wrong thinking unleashes passions and crimes.” 

 Apply this to the world at large: “Liberty and fraternity become caricatures and are 

transformed into the direct offsite of themselves.”  

 Applied to King Louis XVI, but could be applied to Blanche: “the strength of a 

tree resides not in its branches but in its roots.”  

 The philosophy of Jean-Jacques Rousseau - civil religion and popular sovereignty – 

jettisoned the monarchy in favor of anarchy and trumpeted private conscience over the 

Magisterium of the Church.  

 His belief in the utter freedom of man meant licentiousness and acting upon any 

impulse so as to be “truly free.”  

 The Catechism of the Catholic Church teaches that true freedom is the freedom to 

choose the good. When we choose evil, we are enslaved to our sins and to our base 

passions.  

 Choosing the good is the freedom we are called to experience by the grace of God. 

 Madame de Chalais brings the news of Revolutionary France to the sheltered convent. 

What effect did her news have upon the nuns? What effect did the nuns have upon 

Madame de Chalais? 

 Blanche converses with Madame de Chalais and with Sister Marie of the Incarnation.  

 She “unnerved” Madame de Chalais. 

 Her desire “not to be disloyal” caused Sister Marie of the Incarnation to sense a 

shadow of Christ’s mortal fear. 

 Blanche is depicted as fragile and frightened, one who fled at the end of the 

chapter. What does the last comment: “she fled into the very heart of fear” tells us 

about Blanche? 

 At the consecration, Blanche is described as “wet with perspiration” whose heart was torn 

by “terror of Eternal Love.” This calls to mind Our Savior in the Garden, whose sweat 

flowed as drops of Blood in His agony (Lk 22:44) and who tells His Apostles He is 

“sorrowful unto death.”  (MT 26:36, Mk 14:34) 

 Jesus “went out” to the Garden of Gethsemane; Judas His betrayer also knew the place. 

The monastery door is ajar at the end of this chapter. What does this betoken? 
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Session Eight: Chapter 8, pages 55-62 

People to know:  

Louis XVI – King of France at the dawn of the Revolution [1789], executed in 1793, the year 

the Reign of Terror began. His queen: Marie Antoinette. 

Robespierre – the leader of the Reign of Terror and its victim in 1794 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau – “noble savage” – his political theory was to throw off all law, Church 

and State, and revert to the natural state. 

Voltaire – Frenchman living in and writing essays on England – made Reason his god, 

Enlightenment thinking – freedom from Church dogma and the tyranny of the King. 

Pope Pius VI – decried the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, an attempt to subordinate the 

Roman Catholic Church to the secular French government. Many Catholics turned against the 

Revolution when this decree came out in 1790. 

Madame Acarie – see the note at the bottom of page 16 

Madame Louise of France – see the note at the bottom of page 17 

 

Chapter Eight: ___________________________________________________________________ 

   (How would you title this Chapter?) 
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The image at the beginning of the chapter shows pikes, a sword, and an overturned chalice 

whose contents spilled out upon the ground. What do you expect to occur in this chapter? Could 

the image have more than one interpretation? 

 Ideas have consequences, a fact lost upon Marquis de la Force. The “freedom” he spouted 

on about he now came to experience as “imprisonment.” He failed to grasp Rousseau’s 

revolutionary impetus that the monarchy, the aristocracy, and the Church must be torn 

asunder and replaced with Reason and Revolution. 

 “Fear is a great emotion – not one of us was sufficiently afraid.” The writer refers 

to the September Massacre, aptly named as more than 1,600 violently lost their 

lives at the hands of the “bloodthirsty rabble” within a four-day period. 

 Apply this to our culture: Ought we to be more afraid of the direction in which our 

country is going? Consider the soaring crime rates where the police have been 

defunded. 

 The description of the September Massacre includes foils: opposing pairs such as 

“ghastly gay,” “horribly drunk,” and “orgy” when describing murder. 

 What does the author mean: “No individual person were present except the 

victims”? 

 Mademoiselle de Sombreuil was forced to drain a dreadful chalice to save her father’s 

life. Her reaction was ecstasy that her father had been saved – but at what a cost! 

Consider the Catholic doctrine that the ends do not justify the means. Consider Christ’s 

warning: “Do not fear those who can kill the body. Fear Him who can throw both body 

and soul into Gehenna.” (Lk 12:4-5) 

 What was Blanche’s reaction upon the chalice being compelled upon her? Her father 

already lay dead on the ground before her. The cup forcibly brought to her lips echoes 

Jesus’ cry “I thirst” and being offered gall: “And in My thirst, they gave Me vinegar to 

drink.” (Psalm 69:22)  

 Blanche was not “truly free” as she drained the chalice unwillingly.  

 The mob loved her for it – a nun forced to participate in that unholy communion; a 

daughter drinking aristocratic blood in the presence of her dead father, the 

Marquis; a symbol to the author of France drinking the blood of her children.  

 “Nothing bears greater testimony to the ruin of her personality than this terrible 

consideration accorded her.” She lived two years within her aristocratic home with 

the “September mothers.” 

 The assassination of the King via guillotine shocked the convent and indicated to the 

sisters that their sacrifice had not been accepted by God. Why? 
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Session Nine: Chapter 9, pages 63-71 

People to know:  

Louis XVI – King of France at the dawn of the Revolution [1789], executed in 1793, the year 

the Reign of Terror began. His queen: Marie Antoinette. 

Robespierre – the leader of the Reign of Terror and its victim in 1794 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau – “noble savage” – his political theory was to throw off all law, Church 

and State, and revert to the natural state. 

Voltaire – Frenchman living in and writing essays on England – made Reason his god, 

Enlightenment thinking – freedom from Church dogma and the tyranny of the King. 

Pope Pius VI – decried the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, an attempt to subordinate the 

Roman Catholic Church to the secular French government. Many Catholics turned against the 

Revolution when this decree came out in 1790. 

Madame Acarie – see the note at the bottom of page 16 

Madame Louise of France – see the note at the bottom of page 17 

 

Chapter Nine: ___________________________________________________________________ 

   (How would you title this Chapter?) 

 



Study Guide developed by Ginger Herrington  April, 2021 

The image at the beginning of the chapter depicts the elevation of the chalice during the Liturgy 

of the Eucharist.  

 Sister Marie joyfully took the Infant King to Paris to keep the Dauphin safe and to expose 

herself to danger. Her property was being confiscated by the Revolutionaries. 

 The mob would have hated her for being of royal blood and for being a nun. 

 She thought her fate was sealed and she gloried in it. 

 When she sees Blanche, she exclaims: “Dear Lord Jesus, now do I understand your agony 

of fear!” Why? 

 What was Sister Marie’s reaction when she heard of the chalice Blanche was compelled 

to drink? Her remark: “Life is more difficult than death!”  

 Does she apply this to Blanche, who was forced to drain the chalice and to live 

amongst the September Mothers?  

 Does she apply this to herself, who “missed out” on martyrdom by seeking it in 

Paris?  

 Sister Marie of the Incarnation become docile and obedient, trembling with emotion as 

she heard of the life Blanche had been leading and as realization broke upon her that life 

was the penance she paid when she had eagerly sought martyrdom. Can you understand 

this change of heart? 
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The Song at the Scaffold 

By Gertrud von Le Fort 

                  A 10-week book study 

 

Session Ten: Chapter 10, pages 72-77 and wrap up 

Good to know: Salve, Regina – Hail, Holy Queen – sung at a nun’s deathbed 

Veni, Creator Spiritus – Come, Creator Spirit 

Come, Holy Ghost, Creator, come from thy bright heav'nly throne;  

come, take possession of our souls, and make them all thine own. 

 

Thou who art called the Paraclete, best gift of God above, 

the living spring, the living fire, sweet unction and true love. 

 

Thou who art sevenfold in thy grace, finger of God's right hand; 

his promise, teaching little ones to speak and understand. 

 

O guide our minds with thy blest light, with love our hearts inflame; 

and with thy strength, which ne'er decays, confirm our mortal frame. 

 

Far from us drive our deadly foe; true peace unto us bring; 

and through all perils lead us safe beneath thy sacred wing. 

 

Through thee may we the Father know, through thee th'eternal Son, 

and thee the Spirit of them both, thrice-blessed three in One. 

 

All glory to the Father be, with his coequal Son; 

the same to thee, great Paraclete, while endless ages run. Amen. 

 

Regina Caeli Laetare – Queen of Heaven, Rejoice! 

 
Queen of heaven, rejoice, alleluia. The Son you merited to bear, alleluia, 

Has risen as he said, alleluia. Pray to God for us, alleluia. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paraclete
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Chapter Ten: ___________________________________________________________________ 

   (How would you title this Chapter?) 

The image at the beginning of the chapter depicts the guillotine, the instrument by which the 

nuns will win the crown of martyrdom.  

 Sister Marie begs permission to join her sisters. 

 She wanted to be the last to sing, as that would be the hardest cross to bear. 

 The hardest cross for her to bear was to be denied permission even to sing. 

 The executions take place at Revolution Square, where the fireworks catastrophe brought  

Blanche, into the world. She ends where she began. She has come full circle. 

 Do you agree that “the machine” is a “worthy tool of chaos”? 

 Do you agree that “the machine” is “the very symbol of our destiny”?  

 Would you rather face a human executioner or the guillotine?  

 Consider Villeroi’s point of view of the song “effacing” the mob, the bloody square, the 

guillotine, and chaos.  

 Reading the words of the song, the focus is on the Eternal. 

 Suddenly, Villeroi feels as if he is among human beings again, not a faceless mob. 

 In the song to the Eternal, Villeroi sees His Image in the sons of men. 

 The nuns are happy to shed their “pure and noble” blood for the sake of His Name. 

 Blanche breaks free from the “September Mothers” to finish the Veni, Creator Spiritus. 

She was “struck down on the spot.” Was she killed by the September Mothers’ fury or 

did they lead her, too, to the guillotine? 

 Villeroi muses that human nature is not enough to offer sacrifice. Divine grace is 

necessary and showed itself miraculously in Blanche’s final burst of fearlessness. 

 The last image is of a Divine Hand relighting a broken candle, with the Infant Christ 

restored. Light prevails over darkness. 

 

 



Hail Mary, full of grace  

The Lord is with thee 

Blessed are you among women 

And blessed is the fruit of your womb, Jesus 

Holy Mary, Mother of God 

Pray for us sinners 

Now and at the hour of our death. Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Je vous salue Marie pleine de grâce 

Le Seigneur est avec toi 

Béni sois-tu entre les femmes 

Et béni est le fruit de tes entrailles, Jésus 

Sainte Marie, Mère de Dieu 

Prie pour nous pécheurs 

Maintenant et à l'heure de notre mort. Amen. 
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