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The story of Father Jean-Claude Courveille and his part in the Society of Mary 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  Father Jean-Claude Courveille as a Benedictine monk 

 

 This story of the life of Father Courveille is based partly on the contents of 

Br Louis Laurent’s (Pierre Zind)  Doctoral thesis “The New Congregations (1800-

1830)”, on his conferences that appear in the Marist Brothers’ “Bulletin of Studies” 

Nos 156-162. (1955-1956) and in the Marist Brothers’ publication “Voyages et 

Missions”. The four volumes of “Origines Maristes” are a further source of 

information; they are extensively quoted. 
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3. Countryside of Marist Origins, with names of towns and villages mentioned in the text. 
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  THE LOST LEADER 

 

The story of Father Jean-Claude Courveille (1787-1866), 

   

Benedictine monk and promoter of the Society of Mary 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Le Café Michel, on the site of Courveille’s birthplace.  

 

MIRACLE  MAN 

 

Born in 1787 in Usson-en-Forez (Loire), 40 kilometres west of St Etienne 

(Route D104), Jean-Claude Courveille was the son of Claude Courveille and 

Marguerite Beynieux. Jean-Claude, the seventh child in a family of 13 children, 

many of whom died young, was born into a family of merchants. During the French 

Revolution his mother hid in a wall of their home two statues of Our Lady, one of 

which was the miraculous statue of Our Lady of Chambraic. Madame Courveille 

frequently went with her children to pray before the miraculous statue. It is quite 

understandable, then, that Jean-Claude became attached to the cult of honouring 

the Virgin Mary and her statues. 

At the age of ten Jean-Claude contracted smallpox, which affected the 

corneas of both eyes and made it impossible for him to study normally. Since the 

doctors despaired of curing him, young Jean-Claude, who earnestly desired to 

become a priest, turned to Our Lady of Le Puy, whose shrine was some fifty 

kilometres to the south. To add to his misfortunes, when he was eighteen years of 

age, his father died (26 April 1805). 
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Something of the miraculous entered the young man’s life when he was 

twenty-two. In 1809 he was cured of his blindness in the cathedral of Le Puy. He 

smeared his eyes with oil from a lamp burning before the statue of the Blessed 

Virgin and his sight was restored. At once he could distinguish the smallest objects 

in the cathedral and from that day he always enjoyed excellent vision. Henceforth he 

was considered among the most fervent pilgrims at the shrine. In 1810, before the 

miraculous statue, he consecrated himself entirely to Mary and made her a triple 

promise “to do all she wished for the glory of Our Lord, for her own honour and for 

the salvation of souls.”
1
  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The main altar at Le Puy. 

 

It would appear that in this same year, in full fervour, the young man started 

his Latin studies, first, some say (the matter is by no means conclusive), at the minor 

seminary of Verrières, where he made the acquaintance of four of his future 

companions. He then continued his priestly formation under the direction of his 

uncle, Fr Beynieux, parish priest of Apinac (Loire), a small town quite close to 

Usson.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Minor Seminary at Verrières. 
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       THE MINOR SEMINARY AT VERRIÈRES. 

 

Courveille’s Marial consecration was renewed regularly each year. On 15 

August 1812, Feast of the Assumption of Mary, again in the cathedral of Le Puy, 

Jean-Claude acquired a deep certitude that the Blessed Virgin wanted a society 

bearing her name. The revelation of Le Puy was to be the starting point of the 

Society of Mary. On this day, at the foot of the same altar, he heard, not with his 

bodily ears, but with those of his heart, interiorly but very distinctly, “See…here is 

what I desire. I have always imitated my divine Son in everything and followed Him 

to Calvary itself, standing at the foot of the cross while He gave his life for men’s 

souls. Now that I am in glory with Him, I imitate what He did on earth for His 

Church, of which I am the protectress, like a powerful army defending it and 

working for the salvation of souls. When a fearful heresy threatened to convulse the 

whole of Europe, my Son raised up his servant Ignatius to form a Society under His 

name, calling itself the Society of Jesus and its members ‘Jesuits’, to fight against 

the hell unleashed against the Church of my divine Son. So, in these last times of 

impiety and unbelief, my wish is that there be also a Society consecrated to me, 

which will bear my name, being called the ‘Society of Mary’. Its members will be 

called Marists; they are to battle against Hell.”
2
  

 It is almost certain that the end of the last phrase replaced a more detailed 

text which Fr Jeantin, one of the early historians of the Society of Mary, recalled in 

these terms: “This Society will last until the end of time; it will produce great saints; 

it will have great glory and will sustain the last struggles with anti-Christ.”
3

 Astonished, even terrified by this revelation, Jean-Claude Courveille at first 

kept silent about it, trying to despise this voice which he regarded as a diabolic 

illusion. At All Saints 1812, however, he entered the major seminary at Le Puy, even 

though his home town, Usson, had been attached to the diocese of Lyon in 1801. 

Sentimental reasons clearly explained this choice; the seminary was then very close 

to the cathedral, so the young seminarian could renew almost daily his earlier 

promises of 1810 at the foot of the venerated altar.  

More and more Courveille became convinced that Mary was reproaching 

him for resisting her wishes and this caused him great anxiety. In order to gain 

peace of conscience he heard as many as six Masses one day. He seemed to hear the 

words, “Speak of it to your directors, disclose all to them and you will see what they 

will tell you about it.”
4
 He then spoke to two of his directors, especially the professor 

of Moral Theology. After time for suitable reflection, they told him that the 

revelation appeared to be all right to them, that it could well have come from God, 

that it could be His will, and that Courveille must not despise it. This decided him to 

consecrate himself to the service of Mary, to whom he attributed his cure.  

At All Saints, 1812 Courveille began his Philosophy at the major seminary of 

Le Puy. The next year he began his Theology there, but an unexpected incident 

altered his plans. Since he was soon to receive the tonsure and Minor Orders at the 
                                                           
2 O.M. 2, Doc. 718, Para. 5  
3 O.M. 2, Doc. 718, Para. 10  
4 O.M. 3, Doc. 881, Para. 2 
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Mende (Lozère) cathedral on 26 May 1814, he was obliged to obtain from the 

diocesan administration of Lyon a transfer note authorising this step, but, on 30 

April, in the spring of 1814, when he requested dismissorial letters for tonsure, the 

Lyon archdiocesan councillors decided to refuse this for the reason that the young 

cleric was totally unknown to them, and they requested him to present himself 

before the archbishop. He was then reclaimed by the archdiocese of Lyon, to which 

the parish of his birth had belonged since the Concordat with Napoleon. Jean-

Claude thus entered St Irénée, the major seminary at Lyon, at All Saints in 1814 

and completed his second and third years of Theology there. It was during this 

period that he would hold discussions on ‘the Society’.  

 

  AT THE MAJOR SEMINARY OF LYON 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The site of the former major seminary at Lyon – St Irenaeus. 

 

In as much as he was in charge of seminaries, Vicar General Bochard had to 

effect the administrative negotiations relating to the seminarian’s transfer. He was 

struck by the reluctance shown at Le Puy to release such a subject and, intrigued by 

this, he asked the  reason: “‘It is because of the project of the Blessed Virgin that I 

hoped to establish at Le Puy,’ naively replied Courveille. ‘My friend,’ answered the 

Vicar-General, ‘You will also find in me as good a father as those at Le Puy, and 

you will do here what you wished to do at Le Puy.’”
5
 

 Thus it was that, in that one year, 1814, within a matter of a few weeks, three 

people at the Lyon major seminary revealed their intention of founding a religious 

society:  in June, Father Claude Marie Bochard and Father Nicholas de la Croix 

d’Azolette, and, now, Jean-Claude Courveille. It was difficult for theVicar General 

responsible for religious congregations in the archdiocese not to see in this 

occurrence a sign from Providence and, naturally, Bochard interpreted it according 

to his personal views. For this reason he favoured the plan of the new seminarian, 

interviewed him frequently and discussed with him the choice of subjects, even 

going so far as to say to him, “‘No, don’t take so-and–so; they are blockheads.’” 
6
 By 
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this manner of action Bochard hoped to draw Courveille towards his own project – 

the Society of the Cross of Jesus - as he had Father Nicholas de la Croix .   

  To create an atmosphere favourable to the Missions (within France) and 

therefore to the ideas of ‘Pious Thoughts’, the brochure which Bochard had 

disseminated among the seminarians to induce them to join his proposed 

congregation, the life of St John-Francis Regis was read in the refectory. One 

Wednesday holiday, probably before Easter 1815, Courveille was giving Déclas a 

haircut, and disclosed to him “that he had the idea, when he became a priest, of 

doing as St Jean-Francis Regis had done - going through the country districts 

helping poor people, who often had more need of a visiting priest than people in the 

towns and cities. There were several priests to choose from for the latter, whereas 

the former had only one priest, and people were thus liable to make bad 

confessions.” 
7
 He then asked Déclas if he wished to join him. Déclas replied, ‘Yes.’    

Without losing time Courveille began to speak of the future Society of Mary. 

Sympathisers were not slow to group themselves around him and his project. He 

was the oldest of them and he dominated by his forceful character and his ready 

speech. He was the equal of his fellow-students in piety and zeal, and it was he who 

gave them the idea of the Society of Mary.  

 

  WEAVER OF WONDERFUL WORDS 

 

 Father Jean-Claude Courveille  was indeed possessed of a golden tongue. We 

have confirmation of this in the reflections of his contemporaries: “During that 

period, on one occasion when we went to the country house of the Grand Seminary 

of Lyon, he spoke to me of the Blessed Virgin in a tone so inspired that perhaps 

never in my entire life have I received an impression so profound. He had only very 

ordinary means available to him, but he found in his heart an inspiration that made 

him at times most eloquent. It is true that he was then a saint; you were transported 

in listening to him. During his course of Theology he went to Confession to Fr 

Cholleton, Spiritual Director in the house. Those who presented themselves to the 

penitential tribunal after him found that the prie-dieu was covered in tears.”
8
  

Gradually, a group of fifteen seminarians was built up. They met secretly, 

sometimes in the rooms of Father Jean Cholleton, Professor of Moral Theology, who 

had been let into the secret and who had been chosen as their adviser, and 

sometimes at the country house of the seminary. At these re-unions, shrouded in 

mystery, they encouraged one another, “rejoicing in the honour of being the first 

children of Mary”
9
 and seriously discussing ways of bringing their ideas to fruition. 

They also debated who should be admitted and the main needs of the people. 

Courveille presided. He stressed the need of imitating Mary “especially her exquisite 

humility.”
10

 He frequently repeated the motto which the Knights of the Faith had 

taken from the Knights of Malta and which concluded all their prayers, “Not to us, 

                                                           
7  O.M. 2, Doc. 591, Para.7 
8  O.M. 3, Doc 798. Para. 3 
9  O.M.2, Doc.750, Para. 5 
10 O.M.2, Doc.750, Para. 5 
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O Lord, not to us, but to your Name give glory.”
11

 Interchange of ideas flowed 

freely: “They also discussed revelations regarding the project, notably, that the 

Society of Mary would emerge under the auspices of a most Christian king. This 

king was identified in 1817-1818, not with the reigning sovereign, but with the child 

of the Temple, Louis XVII, who would be a great Marist, and to whom the holy 

Virgin would give all the power she held. They also spoke of escatology, of Mary as 

the support of the Church at the end of the world. In prophetic vein, the Society of 

Mary was imagined as a tree with three branches covering the whole world - 

Fathers, Sisters, and Third Order.” 
12

 Eventually, however, Father Gardette, 

Superior of the seminary, fearing that these private meetings might upset peace and 

union in the community, moved to moderate and control them. 

The words of Fr Terraillon are seconded by those of the level-headed Fr 

Séon: “Here is what concerns M. Courveille. He commenced his studies very late. 

He had much zeal and had a natural eloquence; sometimes he even seemed to be  

inspired. When I was a young seminarian I venerated him and once I went to 

confess myself to him through veneration and, at the same time, through curiosity. I 

was very happy about this and very edified. He had studied Saint Chrysostom very 

extensively. Perhaps the Blessed Virgin would have been able to make more use of 

him, but, however, he was unfaithful to his vocation.” 
13

 

During the remainder of the year Courveille used to recall to his companions 

an attitude of apostolic fervour: “We shall act as did St Jean-Francis Regis.”
14

 But, 

when the long vacation came, Courveille, on the eve of the departure day, drew 

Déclas aside: “You know that what I’ve spoken to you about during the year is 

serious; there is to be established an Order which will be very similar to that of the 

Jesuits. Its members will call themselves Marists.”
14

 They exchanged the usual 

promises to write to one another. What is more, they kept their promises. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Saint Marcellin Champagnat - Marist priest and Founder of the Marist Brothers.   

                                                           
11 Psalm 113 
12 V &M 138 
13 O.M. II. Doc. 625, Para. 3 
14 O.M. 2, Doc. 591, Para. 7 
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Marcellin Champagnat had been following courses at St Irenaeus for two 

years when, after All Saints 1815, he was directly invited by Jean-Claude Courveille 

to join the Society of Mary. Champagnat, however, was realistic and always had in 

mind the thought of founding a congregation of teaching Brothers, a branch not 

provided for in the ‘original revelations’. When he joined the foundation members 

of the Marists, he said to them: “I have always felt within me a special desire to 

establish Brothers. I am very willing to join you, and, if you judge it fitting, I shall 

take charge of this section. My early education was inadequate; I should be happy to 

provide for others the advantages of which I myself have been deprived.”
15

 As his 

proposal did not seem to meet with much response, Champagnat insisted: “We must 

have Brothers; we must have Brothers to teach catechism, to help missioners and to 

teach the children.”
16

 The usefulness of having Brothers was not disputed, but their 

founding did not appear in the original plan of the new society and only moderate 

importance was attached to his continual repetition of  “We must have Brothers.”
17

 

Finally, to free themselves of his importunities, they said, “Very well, you take care 

of it since you had the first idea of it.”
18

 These words, prompted by boredom and 

impatience, Marcellin accepted as a mission, and from that day his whole life, all his 

thoughts and desires, all his plans and labours were directed to the creation of this 

project. 

 

THE PLEDGE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The altar of the Pledge – at the chapel of Fourvière. 

  

However astonishing it may seem, Courveille had not yet been admitted to 

the clerical state. Indeed, a register of ordinations shows us that he did not receive 

the tonsure and Minor Orders until Saturday, 6
 
April 1816. By this time Father 

                                                           
15 O.M. 2, Doc. 752, Para. 53 
16 O.M. 2, Doc. 757, Para 2 
17 ibid. 
18 ibid. 
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Champagnat was already a deacon. But Courveille quickly caught up - in 107 days. 

On 7 April he received the sub-deaconate, on Sunday 21 July he became a deacon, 

and on 22 July he was ordained priest with Father Champagnat and others, the 

whole ceremony taking place in the seminary chapel at the hands of Monseigneur 

Du Bourg, bishop of New Orleans. At that time the urgent need for clergy in France 

and the age of the candidates often forced the hastening of the stages leading to the 

priesthood. 

On Tuesday, 23 July 1816, the day after their ordination, and exactly six 

weeks after Fr Bochard had given approval to the petition presented by the Director 

of the major seminary, Fr De La Croix, for the establishment of the Society of the 

Cross of Jesus, the first members of the Society of Mary, who had signed a formula 

of commitment some days before, went up together to Notre Dame de Fourvière so 

as to give a more formal appearance to their decision. They were twelve, like the 

twelve stars surrounding the Virgin of the Apocalyse 
19

, twelve apostles of the 

Church in the last times. The pledge bearing the signatures was placed between the 

altar stone and the corporal and, in his role as founder, Jean-Claude Courveille said 

Mass, the others receiving Communion from him. Then they consecrated themselves 

to Mary, manifesting their wish to institute the Society of Mary, no matter what the 

work and suffering entailed, in true accord with the Roman Pontiff and the bishop, 

under the peaceful rule of a most Christian king.  

        They declared: “In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. All for 

the greater glory of God and the honour of Mary, Mother of Our Lord Jesus Christ.  

“We the undersigned, willing to work for the greater glory of God and Mary, 

Mother of Our Lord Jesus Christ, affirm and declare that we have the sincere 

intention and firm will to consecrate ourselves, as soon as it is opportune, to the 

institution of the most devout Congregation of Marists. And so, by this present act 

and our signatures, we irrevocably devote ourselves and all that we have, as far as 

possible, to the Society of the Blessed Virgin. And we undertake this engagement, 

not lightly and childishly, not for any human motive or in the hope of any temporal 

gain, but seriously and maturely, having taken counsel and weighed everything 

before God, for the glory of God alone and the honour of Mary, Mother of Our 

Lord Jesus Christ. We dedicate ourselves in all troubles, labours and sufferings, 

and, if needs be, in tortures, being able to do all things in Him who strengthens us, 

Jesus Christ, to whom by this same act we promise fidelity in the bosom of our most 

holy Mother, the Catholic and Roman Church, attaching ourselves with all our 

strength to the supreme Head of this same Church, the Roman Pontiff, and likewise 

to our reverend Bishop, so that we may be good ministers of Jesus Christ, nourished 

by the words of faith and true doctrine, which, by His favour, we have received, 

confident that, under the peaceful and religious government of our most Christian 

King, this excellent institution will come into being. We solemnly promise that we 

will spend ourselves and all that we have in order to save, in every way possible, the 

souls of men, under the most august name of the Virgin Mary and under her 

auspices, accepting in everything, however, the better judgements of our superiors. 

                                                           
19 Apoc. XII vi. 
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“Praised be the Holy and Immaculate Conception of the Blessed Virgin 

Mary. Amen.”
20

 

 The objective of the Society  - the regeneration of France perverted by the 

revolutionary ideas – was to be worked out in a ‘end-of-the-world’ atmosphere and 

in a sincere belief in the Society’s escatological mission. 

 Being the only contemporary document of the Marist project at the seminary 

of Lyon and the first historical evidence in existence concerning the Society of Mary, 

this formula deserves careful attention. 

 The text contains the official act by which the number of those who signed 

pledged themselves as solemnly as possible to found a congregation devoted to 

Mary, but without stating a specific work to be undertaken or any restriction as to 

place or time. On the other hand, the object of the project is the salvation of souls by 

every means, under the name and protection of Mary. And, to stress their insertion 

into the Church, they proclaim full allegiance to the authority of the Pope before 

that of the bishop. Thus there is a basic difference between the Marist project and 

that of Father Bochard. The Society of Mary today readily recognises itself in this 

first exemplar, and the little document signed by the twelve seminarians still 

contains one of the best syntheses of what constitutes its mission and its spirit. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The chapel of the ‘Black’Virgin at Fourvière –site of the Marist pledge. 

 

The heading is characteristic of Father Courveille and perhaps some of the 

text is his also. This is not to suggest that the final draft was prepared by him.  

There was only the one document drawn up; it was signed by all beforehand. This 

pledge speaks of a congregation, not simply an association (yet to be founded), and it 

was to be ONE society, not several. The various branches, as far as they were 

foreseen, counted for little as against the unity of the whole project. The original 

document, written in Latin (the final draft probably checked by Father Cholleton), 

was placed under the corporal during the Mass celebrated by Father Courveille in 
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the old chapel of Our Lady of Fourvière on 23 July 1816. The promise of fidelity to 

the Holy Father is here very explicitly stated and is also found strongly expressed in 

the Constitutions of the Society of Mary.  

All those who signed knew quite well that they had until then really only 

elaborated a plan and that it was their duty to work for its realisation as soon as 

possible. They also agreed to write to one another often, to maintain among 

themselves the union they had formed and to preserve and increase the spirit that 

animated them.  

The group then dispersed. Father Champagnat went as curate to La Valla 

and Father Colin to join his brother, the parish priest of Cerdon. Courveille was in 

succession appointed professor at Verrières  junior seminary (February 1817 - June 

1817), curate at Bourg-Argental (June to August 1817), Rive-de-Gier (September 

1817 - October 1819) and then officiating parish priest of Epercieux. In the last-

mentioned  two places Courveille remained in touch by letter with his former 

seminary classmates. Besides that, he took very seriously his role as founder and 

Superior General of the Society of Mary, acknowledged by the clergy of the nearby 

area and by his adherents (in different degrees – but not by all). 

 

   THE FIRST FEMALE BRANCH OF THE SOCIETY OF MARY IN LYON 

 

At his very first appointment Courveille wasted no time. Although allocated 

to the community of priests at the Verrières minor seminary and not to normal 

duties in the parish, Courveille saw fit to address himself to a group of young people 

gathered into an Association of the Holy Family. These he sought to direct towards 

becoming members of the Third Order of Mary. 

Evidence of this move by Courveille comes from a letter written at Verrières 

on 14
 
June 1824 by the priest-in-charge. He wrote to a Vicar-General of Lyon in 

relation to this Association of the Holy Family which he had set up in the minor 

seminary at Verrières. He wanted the Vicar General to extend the privileges of the 

Association to parishes in which it might be established: “I desire this Association to 

be given all the scope possible, because I do not know of any other being established 

in honour of the Holy Family. Father Courveille was anxious that this association 

might be the Third Order of the Marists.” 
21

 This attempt by Courveille would 

therefore have been in 1816-1817 when he was a priest at Verrières, Fr Meret being 

the priest-in-charge of the parish. Three months after writing this letter (September 

1824)  Meret was appointed a parish priest and had to leave Verrières. No trace of 

this Association remains in the parish records. Nothing concrete came of 

Courveille’s efforts towards establishing a Third Order. 

       At Verrières Courveille found himself under the influence of the Society of 

the Cross of Jesus. Fr Bochard still hoped to combine the Society of Mary with his 

own Society. It was, he thought, simply a question of patience, since his Society was 

the only one canonically recognised; any other could be so recognised only with his 

approval. Moreover, since 1816 at least two seminarians, former disciples of 

Courveille, had cancelled their signatures to the Marist formula, preferring the 

‘Pious Thoughts’ project. Time was needed to mature the effect of such an example. 

                                                           
21 O.M. 1, Doc 105, Para 1 
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So the Vicar General continued to favour the rival group and brought Courveille 

closer to Champagnat by appointing him curate successively at Bourg-Argental (20 

June to 20 August 1817) and at Rive-de-Gier (18 September 1817 to 1 October 

1819). 

 In mid-September, then, Jean-Claude Courveille, presumed superior of the 

Society of Mary in Lyon, received his appointment as curate at Rive-de-Gier 

(Loire). Good fortune favoured him, for here he found a community of nine ‘pious 

young ladies’, assembled some ten years earlier by the parish priest of that area, 

Father Lancelot; they conducted a school for 130 girls. These ‘Sisters of Rive-de-

Gier’ are documented in official records:  “(9 Sisters or novices). They teach 60 poor 

children gratis ; 70 pay. A house belongs to one of them; only one-third built. 

Income comes from legacies, gifts, manual work, board paid by the pupils or by the 

sick. They have not adopted a Rule as yet; they intend to do so ‘when ecclesiatical 

matters are decided.’”
22

 Three of these ladies had the government teaching 

certificate (the brevet). 

 The new curate was delighted to discover in these young ladies the nucleus of 

the female teaching branch of the Society of Mary. The idea pleased them and it 

would have been easily implemented but for the opposition of the parish priest: “I 

don’t agree,” he said, “that a new Order be established in my parish. If these young 

ladies wish to be religious, they may do so, provided they choose an existing 

order.”
23

 

The opposition of the parish priest and, still more, of the Vicars General, 

allowed no official or canonical organisation. A less hostile diocese had to be sought 

for Courveille’s group and so, by agreement with Monseigneur Simon, bishop of 

Grenoble, Father Courveille established a part of his community at Saint-Clair-sur-

Rhône (Isère), where the Sisters soon took charge of the parish school. This transfer 

probably occurred in 1819 when Courveille himself was transferred to Epercieux.  

Deprived of serious formation to the religious life, having difficulties with the 

school and removed from their founder, the Marist Sisters of St Clair soon 

presented the spectacle of a community in confusion. It was then that Courveille 

applied to Father Colin to ask him for some support. At that time there was a 

certain Marie -Thérèse Jotillon, who had teaching experience and who was known 

to both the Fathers Colin at Cerdon. Yielding to the request they made to her, she 

went to St Clair in company of her niece, Marie Gardet, and helped to straighten 

out the school situation. She remained there until Cerdon became independent of 

the archdiocese of Lyon after 1823. Under the direction of Father Jean-Claude 

Colin, Cerdon, now part of the new diocese of Belley, became a Marist centre. 

Marie-Thérese returned to this town to make community there with her good friend 

Jeanne-Marie Chavoin. Hence the Marist Sisters counted three houses in all : in 

Rive-de-Gier (Lyon), in St Clair (Grenoble), and in Cerdon (Belley).  

                                                           
22 O.M. 1, Doc. 55, 56 
23 O.M. 4, Doc. 876, Para 5 
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JEAN-CLAUDE COURVEILLE FOUNDS BROTHERS AT EPERCIEUX 

 

  The impossibility of organising the branch of the Marist Fathers 

(archdiocesan opposition), the stagnation of the work of Marcellin Champagnat at 

La Valla (lack of vocations to his Marist Brothers) and the partial success of the 

‘Daughters of Mary’ led Courveille to the idea of founding his own version of ‘Little 

Brothers of Mary’ in his new parish, Epercieux. The report of the inspector of the 

Academy on a school set up by Courveille at nearby Feurs, plus one signature, are 

the only documents which mention the existence of these Brothers. 

 When, in the spring of 1822, about mid-May, after inspecting schools 

conducted by the new kind of Brothers in the Mt Pilat range (Champagnat’s 

followers), Inspector Guillard presented himself in the town of Feurs (2,600 people, 

Loire), main town of the canton to which Epercieux belonged, he had something to 

say about Father Courveille, “who is considered here to be the only Superior 

General of the so-called Brothers of La Valla”.
24

 At the same time Guillard 

acknowledged the true dimensions of the Society of Mary of Lyon, even though it 

was clandestine, since it was authorised neither by the archdiocese nor by the King. 

Evidently, Marcellin Champagnat was only the agent for the parish priest of 

Epercieux, and he was not the only one. Courveille had another ‘agent’ at Cerdon 

(Ain); another at Saint-Julien-sur-Veyle (Ain), one in Dauphiny (Isère) one in 

Arthun (Loire), and some in other places. These were obviously the priests and 

Sisters who shared the Marist dream and who were working towards its fulfilment. 

He even had an ‘agent’ at Feurs. In fact, one of the curates (Father Jacob) of that 

parish was a member of “the type of corporation” (the Society of Mary) “which 

seems to want to spread as a rival to the true Brothers of Christian Doctrine”. 
25

  

No detail has so far come down to us regarding the eventual novitiate of 

Father Courveille at Epercieux. It certainly must have existed, annexed to the school 

at Epercieux, for, on 19 February 1822, a Brother Saint-Louis witnessed a deed of 

marriage in that town, and, six days later, a school was opened at Feurs, with one 

Brother for a start, and then two Brothers.  

 Inspector Guillard, the same man who was at Champagnat’s school at St 

Sauveur in April 1822, soon set about his inspection of the Feurs school. At this 

period Primary teaching was regulated by the famous Ordinance of 29 February 

1816 which established town committees charged with supervising and encouraging 

primary instruction. According to Article 4, the chairmanship was by right assigned 

to the parish priest of the town, who had to give an account of his activities to the 

Rector of the University. It did not take Guillard long to note that the parish priest 

of Feurs was neither a model chairman nor a fervent supporter of the University. 
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He writes: “The parish priest does not perform his functions as President very well, 

and agrees better with the parish priest of Epercieux” (Courveille) “than with us.” 
26

 

 Guillard’s report runs thus: “This new school at Feurs was opened in 

February last by one Brother; a second arrived some five or six weeks ago. It is far 

from being the equal of those of the Brothers of the Christian Doctrine, but, 

“nevertheless, under the name of ‘Brothers’ alone, it has caused the collapse of two 

other schools in the town, although, to tell the truth, they were in very bad bands.”
27

 

Certainly, these Brothers were not men of genius, but their reputation was so great 

that their founding of a school closed those of the lay teachers, as was the case when 

Champagnat’s Brothers arrived at St Saveur. In fact, of the four teachers ruined by 

the Brothers’ school at Feurs, “two who were authorised to teach failed in their 

religious duties”, the third practised as a hairdresser, while the fourth “had gone 

through in gambling a fortune of 50,000 francs”.
28

 But the clergy’s hold over the 

school did not please the Inspector, for it indicated a corresponding diminution in 

the control by the University; so he noted somewhat bitterly: 

  “It is perhaps to be regretted that this town has not been inspected more 

often. It seems to me that the clergy of the area want, more so than elsewhere, to 

busy themselves personally with every phase of education and to consider ungodly 

whatever concerns the University – of which they have very little knowledge.”
29

 Guillard’s visit to the school was a revelation. He was astounded on reading 

the regulations: “The regulations I read posted up in this school swarmed with 

serious errors in both language and spelling. I noted over 40 in 8 articles, covering 

about 50 lines. I asked who had prepared it. The first Brother assured me that it 

was the priest at Epercieux who had composed and written it. These Brothers are 

very young.” 
30

 Guillard remarked that, in contrast to the Little Brothers of Father 

Champagnat, those of Father Courveille made use of printed writing models, and 

that, in place of wearing, as at La Valla, a black coat, the Brothers of Epercieux 

wore a blue coat, sky-blue, Mary’s colour. Inspector Guillard informs us, then, that, 

like the curate at La Valla, Courveille had also founded Marist Brothers. 

 Although Father Courveille was gifted with animated and eloquent speech, it 

seems that writing was not his strong point. Two autographed letters preserved in  

Marist archives give proof of this. We note that Courveille had drawn up a Rule for 

his Brothers and that, contrary to Father Champagnat’s practice, he used printed 

writing models. To Guillard the two Brothers seemed very young. According to the 

inspector, the newcomer (the second Brother) knew nothing and could do nothing. 

Hurt by the Inspector’s remarks, the first Brother let out some secrets. He went on 

to say “that he was very annoyed for not having gone to the true Brothers at Lyon, 

and that he still intended to follow that plan. He had been pestered and now realised 

that this institution would not last”.
31

 In short, this Brother was not a sound subject 

for Father Courveille. The next year, 1823, a second Inspector, Poupar, pointed out 
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that at Feurs he found, not the Brothers of Father Courveille, but a group of 

Brothers who had replaced them.  

 Inspector Guillard was uncertain what to recommend in regard to the Little 

Brothers of Mary whom he had come across in his travels. Finally, the inspector 

gave up trying to choose, leaving it to his superior, Abbé Régel, to examine in his 

wisdom, “whether it would not be prudent to discuss the state of affairs with the 

Royal Council, and to ask for a decision before doing anything either for or against 

the new congregation’. … ”
32

 

 Next year, in the spring of 1823, Inspector Poupar, by-passing the Little 

Brothers of Father Champagnat, verified the report of his colleague Guillard on the 

Little Brothers of Father Courveille. It was his turn for amazement! There were not 

two, but three Brothers and they depended neither on the parish priest of Epercieux 

nor on the curate of La Valla, but on Benoît Grizard, “an ex-Brother, recently set 

up and authorised at Charlieu”
33

, where he continued also to direct a novitiate 

annexed to the communal school. Some of these same Brothers taught at Panissière, 

a large centre of some 3,000 people. Shortly afterwards, Grizard agreed to unite his 

group with the Society of the Cross of Jesus. “He (Grizard) was at Lyon to come to 

an agreeement with Vicar General Bochard, who agreed to pay Grizard’s rather 

ignoble debts contracted at Charlieu and who declared himself the founder of this 

new body.”
34

 This explains the reference by Poupard to finding the Brothers of 

Father Bochard at Feurs.  

Bochard had already turned his eyes towards the Society of Mary, which he 

earnestly desired to acquire since its beginning. As we have seen, two of the first 

dozen would-be Marist Fathers, Pousset and Verrier, had already rallied to 

Bochard’s Society. 

 Fr Champagnat kept in regular contact with Fr Courveille, whom he 

regarded as his Superior. On the La Valla scene, where he was working, the young 

curate, after a good deal of contention with the parish priest, bought a house and 

garden for his Brothers. This he did in October 1817 with the support of Fr 

Courveille; they became joint- owners. The sale was agreed on by payment in 

current coin by Fathers Champagnat and Courveille, and by half each, supposing 

that they took possession in this proportion. 

   

 SOCIETY OF MARY – A REVIEW, 1818 

 

 In 1818, then, the Society of Mary, by the very fact that it was in competition 

with the rival Society founded by leaders of the archdiocese, did not yet have 

canonical existence and could not hope for it in the immediate future. Moreover, the 

would-be Marist priests were scattered throughout the extensive archdiocese of 

Lyon, which included the three governmental Departments of Ain, Rhône, and 

Loire. Its head, Jean-Claude Courveille, had at first been cleverly solicited to unite 

his disciples with the Society of the Cross of Jesus, a solicitation which he soon 

rejected, thus incurring the strong displeasure of Vicar General Bochard.  
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The house at La Valla purchased by Champagnat and Courveille. 

 

At La Valla, near St Chamond, however, Marcellin Champagnat had 

succeeded in forming the branch of the Little Brothers of Mary, which, by 1818, was 

already teaching school in the country towns of La Valla and Marlhes. 

At Cerdon in the Department of Ain, Jean-Claude Colin was doing his best  

in trying to realise the Marist dream. He induced his brother Pierre, parish priest of 

Cerdon, to pledge himself to join the Marists and he worked steadily at devising a 

Rule for the yet-to-be-founded congregation of priests. During this period 

Courveille kept in contact with these men in the far north-east of the vast 

archdiocese.  

 

CONTACTS WITH LE PUY AND WITH ROME 

   

 To try to escape from the jurisdiction of the church leaders in Lyon, it was 

decided by Fathers Courveille, Pierre Colin and Jean-Claude Colin to seek a refuge 

in the Haute-Loire, a different diocese, for it was there that Our Lady of Le Puy had 

given Courveille the mission of founding the Society of Mary. Not being permitted to 

leave the archdiocese without special permission, they chose as their intermediary  

Jeanne-Marie Chavoin, who both visited le Puy and wrote to its Vicar-General. In a 

letter to her on 27 November 1821 this Vicar-General offered to entrust to the 

Society of Courveille the interior missions of the diocese of Le Puy for a year, if 

permission for their arrival were given by the archdiocese of Lyon. Following the 

collapse of this move (they had no hope of obtaining the required leave), the would-

be Marists, in this extreme situation, decided ‘to go to the top’.  

 Unable to commence the Society in Le Puy and blocked by Bochard in Lyon, 

the Marist priest aspirants turned to having recourse to Rome. A first letter of 7 

February 1819 having failed to elicit a reply, some aspiring Marists then tried to 

travel to the Eternal City. Father Déclas informs us: “We asked Bochard’s 

permission to go to Rome. Oh! Then there was a sudden change of attitude. Father 
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Bochard, although formerly encouraging towards us, had views quite different from 

ours. Then the war began. From simple opposition, the superiors turned to 

persecuting us. They called the two Colins ‘Jansenists’ and they said I was a fool.” 
35

 

The hopefuls then sought the advice of Monseigneur Bigex, bishop of Pignerol. This 

Bigex, at one time an administrator of the archdiocese of Lyon, had a reputation for 

practical wisdom and was someone to whom the would-be Marists could turn for 

sound advice. Following his counsels, they wrote to Rome again. The letter, signed 

by Courveille and the two Colins, was sent to Cardinal Pacca, Prefect of the Sacred 

Congregation of Bishops and Regulars. No reply was received.   

These letters to Rome give an indication of Courveille’s position in the Marist 

movement at this period. We have the words of Colin to Mayet on this score: “ If his 

(Courveille’s) name appeared on certain documents, it is because the Society seemed 

to be known under his name and because prudence appeared to require it.”
36

 (It is 

obvious that, at this stage of the development of the Marists, Courveille was an 

important figure, one who, later, could not be denied a place in the early history of 

the Society of Mary. 

At the end of 1819 they thought about sending another letter, this time 

addressed to the Pope. Once again they sought the advice of Bishop Bigex. He urged 

them to do so. Courveille drafted a letter, but it was considered unsuitable and the 

Colins put it aside. They composed a different letter, which all three signed. After 

Courveille’s name appeared the letters “s.p.g.”, clear evidence that Courveille was 

convinced of his right to be regarded as Superior General of the Society of Mary. 

The letter was despatched on 25 January 1822.This time they had their reply. There 

is evidence to suggest that Courveille was not at Cerdon for the signing of this letter. 

A burial certificate, signed by Courveille at Epercieux on the same date, indicates 

that he was not at Cerdon. We do not know whether he signed the document before 

or after this date.
37

  

 Courveille was the one to whom the papal reply was sent. The address was 

that of Cerdon, so the delivery was not to Courveille, who was little known in that 

area, but to the parish priest of Cerdon. “On the day when the Colin brothers 

received the reply from Rome they went to the parish church to give thanks to 

God.”
38

  

 The fact that the Cerdon’s address was clearly given in their letter of 

petition points to the distinct possibility of an arrangement among the three priests 

that the letter was to be opened by the recipient. Later, the Colins gave the letter to 

Courveille, but they came to regret what they had done, for they were convinced 

that Courveille was foolish in the use he made of it. Pierre Colin reports: “Ah! How 

he made us suffer! Having had this precious Brief in his possession for some time, he 

used to display it everywhere, even in public vehicles. He had even quite soiled it 

with his fingers. We carefully took it from him, and then, when he came to Cerdon, 

we placed the Brief in a safe house so that we could say that we no longer held it. 

What would have become of it in his hands?” 
39

 (The pretext for the recovery of the 

                                                           
35 O.M. 2, Doc. 551, Para. 6 
36 O.M. 3, Doc. 806, Para. 9 
37 O. M. 1, Doc. 70 
38 O.M. 2, Doc. 689, Para  
39 O.M. 2, Doc. 689, Para 7 



 19 

Brief was probably Jean-Claude Colin’s need to produce the original of the 

Pontifical letter when he went to see the Nuncio in Paris, for it was the younger 

Colin who was chosen to represent the Marists in the capital city of France. 

“Delicto filio cognominato Courveille” was the Latin inscription of the Papal 

letter. The substance of the communication was an invitation to Courveille or to one 

of his companions to speak to the Papal Nuncio in Paris. Which one of them was to 

accept the charge? Had they been able to look into the seeds of time to see which 

grain would grow, they would have learnt that he who made the journey would be 

the one to become the leader of Marist affairs – at least in dealings with the official 

Church. 

Courveille was ostensibly the leader of the Marist movement – certainly in 

his own eyes. But it was the younger Colin who had written a Rule for future Marist 

priests, a Rule that could be presented as a basis for discussion with the Paris 

Nuncio, Monseigneur Macchi, and his advisers. Besides, it was Jean-Claude Colin 

who was mainly responsible for the drafting of the letter to Rome. It was Jean-

Claude, too, who, unlike the others, did not have the responsibilities of parish 

management. Perhaps Courveille could sense that the direction of affairs was 

slipping from his grasp, and perhaps there was hot debate on the subject, but, 

finally, agreement was reached that Jean-Claude Colin would go. It was during 

these negotiations that the Little Brothers of Father Courveille finally passed over, 

with their school at Feurs, and probably that at Panissières also, into the control of 

Father Bochard. 

 

EFFECTS OF SPLITTING THE ARCHDIOCESE 

 

 A decision at Rome at this period had a strong bearing on the affairs of the 

would-be Marists. In January 1823 the huge archdiocese of Lyon was divided, part 

of it becoming the new diocese of Belley. The Colin brothers and their associates 

belonged to the new diocese; they were thus separated from fellow Marists to the 

south. A letter from Father Colin to the bishop of Belley, dated 10 May 1824, gives 

an account of his journey to Lyon to obtain permission for the Society of Mary in 

that archdiocese. Part of the letter shows that Colin, contrary to Champagnat, no 

longer recognised Courveille as Superior General: “Father Barou told me there was 

nothing to stop us from opening two houses at once, one in Belley and one in Lyon, 

and that it was only a matter of appointing a Superior General who could be chosen 

by the two bishops. I answered that we would be very flattered if our first Superior 

General were given to us by their Lordships.”
40

 The ‘first Superior General’, in 

Father Colin’s mind, would be, he hoped, Father Cholleton,Vicar General of Lyon.   

 After the diocese of Belley was created by the division of the extensive 

archdiocese of Lyon and after the accession of Monseigneur de Pins to the 

archdiocese of Lyon in 1823 (he arrived in February 1824), Father Champagnat, 

having received the approbation of the new prelate, went ahead with a far greater 

zeal, for he had been forced to attempt to conceal his work with the teaching 

Brothers during the time of Bochard. The departure of Father Seyve from La Valla, 

where he had been fellow-curate with Champagnat, now led the latter to seek 
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another helper. On the advice of Father Gardette, superior of the major seminary, 

Champagnat asked the archbishop’s Council for Father Courveille to help him. 

Jean-Claude Courveille was the man predestined by Our Lady of Le Puy to 

found the Society of Mary, this chosen group reserved for “these last times of 

impiety and incredulity”.
41

 From 1817 this founder was the joint-owner of La Valla; 

he himself had tried to found Brothers at Epercieux. He did not hide from Inspector 

Guillard that he “was the sole superior of the (so-called) Brothers of La Valla”.
42

 

Thus, without any difficulty, the diocesan administration authorised him to leave his 

parish: “Seeing that Epercieux is small and is within the reach of neighbouring 

churches, Father Courveille, who is priest-in-charge, is to go and help Father 

Champagnat in his institution of Brothers of the Schools.”
43

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The ‘Hermitage of Our Lady’– Mother house of the Marist Brothers. 

 

The day following this Council Minute Father Courveile met Father 

Champagnat in St Chamond in order to buy the land for ‘Our Lady of the 

Hermitage’, the future Mother house and new training establishment of 

Champagnat’s Marist Brothers. They purchased 206 ares of wood, scrub, rocks and 

fields in the valley of the Gier, at a place called Les Gauds, between La Valla and St 

Chamond. The sale was settled, depending on the sum of 5,000 francs being paid in 

current coin to Pierre-Marie Montellier, the vendor, within one year, counting from 

that day, with Interest at 4%. Further purchases in July and October of the same 

year added an additional 67 ares to their property for a further 600 francs. 

Courveille thus shared with Champagnat in ownership of both La Valla and  

the Hermitage. 

 Building on the new property commenced immediately. While Father 

Champagnat, with the title of ‘Priest Director’ (Courveille’s title), looked to the 
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building of the novitiate, Jean-Claude Courveille, ‘Priest Superior General’, was 

concerned with matters less material.  

  

COURVEILLE’ S PROSPECTUS 

 

With Champagnat labouring in the depth of the valley with his hands, 

Courveille, on the heights of La Valla, set to work with his pen. The first matter was 

the drawing up of a Prospectus. It is interesting to peruse its introductory 

declarations and denunciations: “Christian instruction to-day is entirely neglected 

in country districts or replaced by anti-christian instruction. In the winter time, men 

without morals and without religion, by their immoral conduct, their impious 

speech and their corrupt books, spread irreligion and anti-monarchist sentiments 

throughout the countryside (where the police are few). To remedy so great an evil 

and to drive from the countryside these impious teachers, these enemies of good 

order, of christian society and of the monarchy, pious teachers dedicated to Mary 

under the name of ‘Petits Frères Ignorantins’ go two by two, even to those poor 

districts where the De la Salle Brothers cannot go for want of resources.”
44

 This first 

text was so vehement and extreme, conforming, as it did, to the oratory typical of 

the missionaries of that era, that Vicar General Jean Cholleton (whom Jean-Claude 

Colin always wanted as ‘First Superior of the Society of Mary’) moderated it and, 

on 18 July 1824, gave permission for its printing. 

 The Prospectus appeared as a pamphlet folded in two, printed on three pages 

and bearing on the last page a badge in black; it represents a bust of Our Lady on a 

pedestal with the infant Jesus blessing with his right hand as he sits, unusually, on 

his mother’s left arm. Was this the effigy of the Virgin by the sculptor Tholnance 

which had cured the young Courveille at Le Puy in 1809 and revealed to him his 

mission? Beneath, the inscription reads: ‘Societas Mariae’ and around her head is 

the crown of stars of the Virgin of the Apocalypse. One star, however, is missing. 

Nevertheless, there is no doubt about Courveille’s genuine attachment to the Mother 

of God. 

 After praising the De La Salle Brothers, to whom “the education of the 

better-endowed is confided”,
45

 the article points out their limitations: they can go 

only in threes and the cost of establishing them was considerable, so that the 

majority “of the parishes, and chiefly those in country districts, cannot enjoy the 

advantages of this education”.
46

 Thus, to complete this deficiency in the work of 

Jean-Baptiste de la Salle, “an establishment of teachers under the name of ‘Little 

Brothers of Mary’ has been formed”.
47

(After this preamble, the Prospectus deals 

with two questions: the conditions for admission into the new Institute and the 

conditions for opening a school.    

 Young men desirous of embracing this state of life could enter between the 

ages of fifteen and thirty, provided that they “know how to read and to write fairly 
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well and are furnished with a certificate of good conduct and morals”.
48

 The 

novitiate would last for two years, for which they would pay 400 francs. Those who 

had already received a part of their inheritance would hand it in on their arrival 

and be given a guarantee of reimbursement in case they should leave the novitiate. 

Finally, an outfit was to be brought with them – 12 shirts, 6 towels, 4 pairs of sheets, 

12 handkerchiefs, 2 pairs of shoes and the habit for their entry into religion, which 

was then the blue coat, Mary’s colour. 

 The Little Brothers went into the rural parishes in threes, and even in twos, 

but their salary was only two-thirds that of the Brothers of the Christian Schools. 

The third one was generally a novice who, on leaving the house of formation, 

prepared the meals for the community and, after lunch, practised teaching under 

the direction of the Brother in charge of the little class. Unlike the Brothers of 

Christian Instruction, of Christian Doctrine, or of St Joseph, they always had their 

own house, and did not live in the presbytery.    

 For a school of two classes the De La Salle Brothers sent three Brothers, two 

to teach and one to work in the house; they were paid (600 by 3) - 1,800 francs. On 

the opening of the school it was necessary to pay the novitiate for each Brother, once 

again, 1,800 francs. For clothing, travelling and the furnishing of their dwelling, the 

municipality had to pay 3,600 francs. Thus a total of 7,200 francs for the first year, 

and 1,800 francs for each year thereafter. 

 For a school of two classes the Little Brothers of Mary likewise sent three 

Brothers: two professed Brothers for the teaching and a novice for the kitchen; their 

annual salary was (400 by 3) – 1,200 francs. Nothing was asked for, the training of 

the Brothers, nor for clothing or travel. A suitably furnished house was asked for, a 

garden for the Brother’s physical exercise and a place for the children’s recreation. 

 Thus, a first foundation of the Little Brothers of Mary came to 1,200 francs 

in money; the rest could be furnished in kind – which conformed to peasant 

psychology. All included, the opening of one of their schools was much below the 

cost of a similar opening by the De La Salle Brothers. Moreover, the amount paid 

could come down to 800 francs if the district needed only one class and two 

Brothers. Finally, an innovation characteristic of all the new congregations of 

teaching Brothers in the 19
th

 century (an innovation firmly refused by the De La 

Salle Brothers because of their vow to teach gratuitously), the district could have 

recourse to school fees paid by the pupils to make up the whole or part of the 

Brothers’ expenses. 

 The subjects taught by the Little Brothers of Mary were confined to 

catechism, reading, writing, arithmetic, principles of French grammar, church 

music and sacred history. Naturally, they followed the Simultaneous Method of 

teaching, following the lines of the De La Salle Brothers.   

 The Prospectus of July 1824 concluded on a completely original note: “The 

Little Brothers of Mary rely as much on the prayers of the faithful as on their 

generosity.”
49

 It could not be more succinctly nor more discreetly expressed that a 

Christian school was based on the supernatural plane, and that it required divine 

grace as well as money. 
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COURVEILLE AND MARIST FATHERS AND SISTERS 

 

 At the same time Father Courveille was concerned with the development of 

the other branches of the Society of Mary. Thus, in the spring of 1824, we learn 

from a priest’s letter about Courveille’s earlier activities in regard to turning the  

Association of the Holy Family at Verrières into a branch of the Third Order of 

Mary.
50

 This, as we have seen, had come to nothing. 

From La Valla in 1824 it was easy for Courveille to busy himself with the 

branches of the Sisters of Mary, both at St Clair-sur-Rhône (Isère) and at Rive-de-

Gier (Loire). These latter Sisters sought approbation for their Rule, which the 

archdiocesan authorities of Lyon granted provisionally on 28 July 1824.  

 In 1824 the main branch of the Society of Mary, the priests, who were 

scattered through several dioceses, remained almost at a standstill. Jean-Claude 

Courveille now set out to organise this branch in the diocese of Lyon, in 

combination with the novitiate of the Little Brothers of Mary. Two large centres 

were envisaged in the south and in the north of the Loire Department, each 

consisting of a novitiate for the teaching Brothers and a “house for the missioner 

priests who were destined to help in the exercise of their evangelical ministry all 

secular clergy who might seek their aid”.
51

  In the south, with financial backing 

from Monseigneur de Pins, the ‘Hermitage of Our Lady’, near St Chamond, was 

being built. In the north, the archbishop was willing to place at the disposal of the 

Society of Mary the large buildings of the seminary at Charlieu for similar purposes 

and for a primary school. If a novitiate of Brothers and a centre for priests were 

established there, the town agreed to help, at the cost of 400 francs annually for four 

years. In fact, this did not eventuate, and, under the period of the Restoration of the 

Bourbon kings (1814-1830), the Society had only a single novitiate for the Brothers 

and one residence for priests in the archdiocese – the Hermitage, which Father 

Champagnat, together with his Brothers, built amid the mockery of the local clergy. 

 While Champagnat devoted himself to building the house of ‘Our Lady of 

the Hermitage’, going back to La Valla only on Saturday evening to hear 

confessions and say Mass on Sunday, Courveille was busy exercising his function as 

Superior. The foundation of this school at Charlieu shows him in action.  

 

FOUNDATION AT CHARLIEU (NOVEMBER, 1824) 

  

 The archdiocese of Lyon, entrusted with primary education since 9 April 

1824,  had received a request for teaching Brothers from the municipal council of 

Charlieu. Vicar General Cholleton duly answered, asking what the town proposed 

and stating that three Brothers from La Valla would soon be available. Evidently, 

the town Mayor, M. Ducoing, wrote immediately to Cholleton in reply. 

Unfortunately, the letter was not received before the three Brothers arrived, 

accompanied by Courveille, ‘the Founder of this congregation’. (Mayor Ducoing’s 

words to the municipal council members.) The town was totally unprepared. 
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Courveille was far from being happy. With injured dignity he told the Mayor 

“that he could not allow his Little Brothers to stay with so low a salary from the 

town; that he was annoyed at having made this expensive journey; that he would go 

back with his Brothers; and that, later on, if the town wanted them, it might not 

then be possible to supply them”.
52

 Courveille then gave the Mayor a Prospectus for 

the Marist Brothers’ establishments in the towns. Ducoing reported to his 

councillors that he advised Courveille to make arrangements with the administrator 

of the archdiocese to place at his (Courveille’s) disposal the extensive buildings and 

gardens which the seminary owned in the town. There would be scope for 

establishing there all the centres that Courveille desired. 

The inopportune arrival of the three Marist Brothers and Courveille was a 

clear indication that someone had blundered. It is quite obvious that the town 

council, having made a request for Brothers, had made no preparation for their 

accommodation. Cholleton had acted on the instructions of the archdiocesan 

council, whose Minutes record that the mayor was to be written to in order to know 

his terms in regard to this request. The Vicar General contacted the Brothers at the 

Hermitage, for the Mayor told his council that Cholleton had written to him thus: 

“They wrote to me from La Valla that the three Brothers that we requested for the 

little school at Charlieu would be able to leave next week. If you want to place them 

in the seminary, you have only to arrange matters with Father Crétin  (the 

chaplain). We will have the Brothers leave here as soon as we have your reply.” 
53

 

Cholleton, in replying to the Mayor on behalf of the archdiocesan council, had 

perhaps been over-sanguine of the town authorities’ success in obtaining the 

property desired, especially since the chaplain in charge of that church property 

explained to the mayor that he had received no instructions about allowing the 

property to be used by the Brothers. Perhaps, too, Cholleton should have restrained 

Courveille (and the Brothers) from setting out, but, in all fairness, we do not know 

whether he was aware of their departure.  

Things happened just all too quickly. Cholleton had not received the mayor’s 

reply, the chaplain had received no instructions, and yet Courveille was promptly 

on the mayoral doorstep. Some fault may be attributed to Cholleton, some to the 

mayor, some, perhaps, even to the postal service! But assuredly, it appears that a 

considerable burden of fault lay with Courveille. He dearly wanted this opening. 

Besides being an additional school for his  (in reality, for Champagnat’s) Brothers, 

the Charlieu foundation would do much for the ambitious Courveille. The Mayor’s 

words, quoted above, are sufficient proof of this. A school establishment of Brothers 

would pave the way for those additional foundations which Courveille had in mind – 

a second novitiate house of formation for Marist Brothers and an establishment for 

future Marist priests. The enthusiastic Courveille was at it again, attempting to 

weave his dream into the fabric of reality. 

Burdened with the construction of the ‘Hermitage’ and the thousand and one 

other details attached thereto, and still not entirely free from parish duties, 

Champagnat was evidently content to allow Courveille to make the running in this 
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matter. A mark of Champagnat’s personal humility and of his respect for authority 

is that he stood aside in these arrangements for Charlieu, giving Courveille scope to 

act. We can be sure, however, that Champagnat would have kept an eye on the 

situation for the welfare of the Brothers whom he loved so well. At La Valla, and, 

later, at the Hermitage, Courveille played the role of Superior General with utmost 

confidence and with conviction of his claim to that title. Champagnat chose not to 

throw down a challenge. 

Later, M. Ducoing, addressing his municipal council, addressed its members: 

“So I put it to you to examine the good that this establishment can effect in this 

district, and to express your wishes on the propositions that Father Courveille has 

made. Since the departure of this priest it was conveyed to me by Father Crétin that 

his project was to make arrangements with Monseigneur the Administrator of the 

archdiocese to place at his disposal the whole of the extensive buildings which the 

seminary owns in this town, so as to establish in them, in addition to the primary 

school, a novitiate for the Little Brothers of Mary and a centre for missionary 

priests destined to help, by the exercise of their evangelical ministry, the various 

parish priests and priests-in-charge who would need them. 

 “This project seems so advantageous that a parish priest from a nearby town 

has already offered for this establishment 100 pine trees for the necessary repairs or 

building. To establish this work Father Courveille asks for an annual sum of 400 

francs over several years. You will also need to take this into consideration. 

 “I now have to inform you of a proposition relative to the same end. The 

Prefect, as a result of your deliberations of 12 April last year, had allocated a sum of 

300 francs to Teacher Grizard, primary teacher for the year 1824. Grizard closed 

his school and disappeared at end of June or early July. He would be due to receive 

only half of the salary allotted. In addition, Teacher Grizard, on leaving, took 

possession of, and sold, the furniture, a great part of which had been supplied by 

means of an appeal made in the region. Now, the people of Charlieu who gave to this 

appeal did not give to Grizard but to the establishment and school. He has therefore 

got away with what did not belong to him. 

 “After that, I propose to ask your approval that, by a fair compensation, we 

retain the 150 francs due to Teacher Grizard and that we allot the money, along 

with another 150 francs, so making the full allowance of 300 francs for Teacher 

Grizard, to Brother Louis Audras, Director, living at Charlieu since the beginning 

of this month, in order to help the establishment which seems to be going in a 

manner so favourable and so advantageous for the town.”
54

 Upon which, the town 

councillors, on 26 November, deliberated and agreed to all the propositions of their 

Mayor. From their conclusions they took out these resolutions:  

“1. The primary school for boys at Charlieu be given to the Little Brothers of 

Mary, of ‘St Mary of the Hermitage’, under the direction of the one who will be 

appointed by Father Courveille, founder of this congregation. 

2. That there will be admitted to the said school 25-30 children taken from 

indigent families. 
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In the eventuality of Father Courveille’s establishing, in the building of the 

seminary of Lyon situated in Charlieu, a novitiate of the Little Brothers of Mary, as 

well as an establishment of missionary Fathers, the town will pay, over four years, 

an annual sum of 400 francs. 

Finally, … that the sum of 300 francs allotted to Teacher Grizard, primary 

teacher in 1824, to be paid, on 1 January next, to Brother Louis Arnaud, present 

Director of the school, to facilitate its establishment.”
55

 Thus, at the instigation of 

Father Courveille, Charlieu was to become a second Marist centre in Lyon, with a 

primary school and a novitiate of the Little Brothers of Mary, completed by a 

residence of Marist priests. Meanwhile, in the narrow valley of Les Gauds, thanks to 

the vigour of Father Champagnat, ‘Our Lady of the Hermitage’ was being built. As 

for Charlieu, the only tangible outcome was the primary school, staffed by 

Champagnat’s Brothers. All the other prospects Courveille had for it proved to be 

ephemeral.  

  

  ACTIVITIES IN THE DIOCESE OF BELLEY 

 

At this time the two Fathers Colin at Cerdon, who were soon joined by 

Father Déclas, proceeded on 8 December of the same year (1824) to the clothing of 

eight or nine other Sisters of Mary at Cerdon. It is interesting to note that 

Courveille was invited by Colin to attend the official clothing ceremony of the 

Sisters, but was not invited to preside.
56

 This letter indicates the growing distance 

between these two men, for Colin, as we shall see, was angry with Courveille on a 

number of scores: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Monseigneur de Pins, Archbishop of Lyon. 

“I have just made a journey to Lyon, where I had the honour of seeing 

Monseigneur the Administrator.”( De Pins) “I spoke to him of the steps that have 
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been taken to further the work - the Rules, the letters which you signed to the 

Sovereign Pontiff and to Monseigneur the Nuncio, in which we spoke of the 

governing of the Society. I told him that these letters were in the hands of 

Monseigneur the bishop of Belley, along with all the other documentation and Rules 

concerning the Society. I told him that the Nuncio remitted everything into the 

hands of the bishop of Belley. The Administrator was somewhat surprised and 

astonished, for he told me that he did not know all this. 

“You know that we are three now. M. Déclas has been with us since All 

Saints. We believe that our number will soon be augmented. We shall begin to carry 

out some apostolic excursions during the course of the month of January. Finally, 

we are going to have a beautiful ceremony on 8 December next, Feast of the 

Immaculate Conception. We believe that we shall be giving the holy habit and veil to 

eight or nine Sisters of the Congregation of Mary. This is the first ceremony of the 

Society. We hope that you will give us the pleasure of attending. We are expecting 

all three of you, and while waiting for you, we greet you with all our heart. Our 

warm regards to Father Champagnat.  

“ I am, with the most profound respect, Sir,  

“ Your very humble and obedient servant, Colin, priest.” 

Colin’s cold tone in the early part of this letter no doubt comes from his 

anger with Courveille over the latter’s handling of the Pope’s letter and, perhaps 

even more importantly, from the fact that Couveille, being within the archdiocese of 

Lyon, had done nothing so far to inform de Pins about Marist plans. Colin, from the 

diocese of Belley had not been enthusiastically received by De Pins, which is quite 

understandable, because Colin was not of the archdiocese, whereas Courveille was.    

The oblique reproof from Colin should have been all the more painful to Courveille 

after the Charlieu failure.   

 

THE MARIST SISTERS IN DIOCESES OF LYON AND GRENOBLE 

 

 On their side, the other Marist Sisters had not remained inactive. Shortly 

after the arrival of Father Courveille at La Valla, those Sisters who were at Rive-de-

Gier asked for diocesan approval: “28 July 1824: The Sisters of Mary at Rive-de-

Gier ask Monseigneur for approval of their Rule. They are authorised to follow it 

for the present while waiting till it is definitely approved.”
57

 At the beginning of 

1825, then, there existed side by side at Rive-de-Gier the community assembled by 

Fr Lancelot, parish priest, and some of the Sisters of Mary of Courveille. The latter 

exercised an attraction over the former, who so far had not decided on any Rule or 

on joining any existing community. The Archdiocesan authorities, already 

mistrustful, no doubt in regard to Fr Courveille’s plans, were careful not to approve 

a combination which would have displeased the venerable Fr Lancelot. It was 

delicate situation, one which the archdiocesan authorities chose to defer:  An 

archdiocesan Council Minute of 19 January 1825 reads: “Two Sisters of a 

community at Rive-de-Gier, tenacious in wishing to join the Sisters of Mary against 

the advice of Fr Lancelot, their director, and also of their Superioress, request 
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authoristion to accomplish this end. A dilatory and evasive reply will be made to 

them.”
58

  

 We do not know the outcome of this attempt for transfer. Eventually, the two 

groups at Rive-de Gier split. Some, following the advice of Father Lancelot, went to 

the Ursulines at St Chamond and became the pioneers of the Ursulines set up at 

Rive-de-Gier. The others, followers of Father Courveille, moved to St Clair to join 

those already there. But already at Cerdon, on 8 December 1824, assisted by his 

brother Peter and Father Déclas, Father Colin had given “the holy habit and veil to 

eight or nine Sisters of the Congregation of Mary.”
59

 (So, in the Départment of Ain, 

as well as those of Rhône and Isère, the Sisters’ branch of the Society of Mary was 

taking shape. 

 

      SERIOUS CRISIS IN THE SOCIETY OF MARY OF LYON  

 

 In the summer of 1825  the Little Brothers of Mary seemed to be more 

flourishing than ever. The archbishop supported them with all his authority; during 

the clergy retreats the parish priests were asked to send them postulants or, if it 

were possible, to call the Brothers into their parishes. In May the community took 

up residence in the new Mother house at the Hermitage, the foundation-stone of 

which had been blessed the previous year by Vicar General Cholleton, former 

adviser of the Marists at the major seminary. Since the autumn of 1824 Father 

Champagnat, freed from most of his duties as curate at La Valla, had devoted 

himself entirely to this work. 

In May 1825, then, the community of Brothers from La Valla took up 

residence in the new Mother house; the idealistic phase of foundation days was over, 

the period of real life was just beginning. The Chapel was blessed on 13 August. Ten 

days later Father Terraillon received an invitation to rejoin his former seminary 

companion, Father Champagnat. He was not enthusiastic to do so. On 31 October 

he wrote to Father Colin: “I still do not know for sure whether Cerdon will become 

the cradle of the Society. My own feeling is just about the same as ever. If it were 

within my power, you would see me arriving as soon as possible in your little valley, 

for which I retain a love beyond words to express.”
60

 It was therefore reluctantly, 

compelled by the resistance of Monseigneur De Pins, that Etienne Terraillon came 

to ‘Our Lady of the Hermitage’.  

There Terraillon met up with Fr Courveille, who was elated as ever. The 

service of the Brothers not being enough for Courveille’s overflowing zeal, he still 

directed the Marist Sisters and worked in other spheres related to things Marist. 

The archdiocesan authorities finding all this somewhat excessive, gave him  a 

warning: “25 August 1825: Father  Courveille will be advised to confine himself for 

the present to the work of the Brothers of Mary, all other projects being 

inopportune.”
61

 We do not know exactly what was the purpose of this warning. His 

record with sundry parish centres, such as Verrières, Rive-de-Gier and Epercieux, 
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as well as that with archdiocesan authorities, had not been a successful one in 

regard to harmonious relationships.  

 

DESIRE FOR POWER SEIZES JEAN-CLAUDE COURVEILLE 

 

 Pride of achievement always went to Courveille’s head. Now, since the 

archbishop restricted him to the Little Brothers of Mary – ah, well, he would get 

busy with them. In Courveille’s mind it seemed that he himself would be Superior 

General, Father Champagnat the Director General and, probably, Father Etienne 

Terraillon the Master of Novices.
62

 Being thus confined to the Little Brothers, 

Courveille saw no harm in displaying his position as Superior in their regard: 

“Dressed in a great long blue cloak” (Father Champagnat never wore the blue 

cloak), “he took on all the airs of an abbot, and passed himself off as such wherever 

he went.” 
63

 “He brought out a Rule which he said he had composed, and had it 

read, but, as it did not suit the Brothers; they kept on living according to the rules of 

the house.”
64

 (Note: Brother Jean-Baptiste added in a note written in 1868 that 

nothing remained of this Rule, which was only a lot of fine theory.) Father 

Courveille was much offended by this. He was also concerned that, while the 

Brothers did not raise any objection to his authority (reasoning logically that his 

authority was to be exercised especially over the priests), they still persisted in going 

to Father Champagnat for their spiritual and temporal needs. 

 Courveille’s position became increasingly uncomfortable. Although the 

proposed Statutes of the Marist Brothers had not been fully approved by the 

authorities in Paris, Courveille sought to make use of them in his own regard. He 

had recourse to Article 4, which stipulated that the congregation would be governed 

by a Superior General elected for three years by an absolute majority of votes of the 

directors of the schools and the professed Brothers of the Mother house. Once 

properly elected, he would dispense real authority and all ambiguities would cease. 

This is why “he endeavoured to win the Brothers’ confidence and attach them to 

himself”, using for this end “all kinds of expediencies”.
65

 

When he thought the time was ripe, Courveille called a Chapter at the 

Hermitage for September 1825. Contrary to Article 4 of the Statutes, no delegate of 

Monseigneur de Pins was present to preside. In his inaugural address, the founder 

of the Society of Mary dwelt at length on the good which the congregation was 

called to do and the many undertakings envisaged. Shrewdly, he asked the 

capitulants kindly to choose the one among the three priests in the residence at the 

Mother house whom they wished to direct them, adding: “I am devoted enough to 

sacrifice myself for you.”
66

 In their simplicity the Brothers did not suspect anything. 

They silently wrote down the name of their choice. Father Champagnat’s name was 

on nearly every ballot paper. Father Courveille cast a look at Father Champagnat 
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and said to him with a feeling he could not suppress, “One would think they had 

agreed together to give you their votes.”
67

 

 Instead of working out the way he wanted, things had obviously gone wrong 

for Courveille. Father Champagnat, quite convinced of his unworthiness and always 

regarding the founder of the Society of Mary as his Superior General, asked that the 

first ballot be annulled and, before the second ballot, he addressed the capitulants: 

“Do not think that, because we have known one another for a long time, that I am 

better qualified than anyone else to direct you. Instead of being occupied with 

manual work, they have devoted themselves exclusively to the cultivation of piety 

and the study of religion and have a knowledge of all these matters which I do not 

have.”
68

 The second election was carried out as simply as the first. Father Courveille 

counted the votes. “The result is still the same,” he bitterly announced. Then, 

turning to Father Champagnat, he added, “You will be their Superior, since they 

will have no one but you.”
69

 

 The candidate rejected by both these ballots of the Brothers did not consider 

himself beaten. To take command of the situation by indirect means he proposed to 

Fathers Champagnat and Terraillon that they should proceed to the election of a 

Superior General of the Fathers, for, until now, it was on his own authority and 

from his role as founder of the Society that he had arrogated the title of Superior 

General. He was given to understand that the election of a Superior General in a 

group of three people seemed improper; he did not persevere with this plan. Thus, 

Courveille’s rank as Superior never became definitive. 

 

FINANCIAL CRISIS AND SERIOUS ILLNESS OF FATHER CHAMPAGNAT 

 

 The Marist Brothers’ financial position was becoming more precarious from 

day to day. The spiteful criticism provoked by the building of the Hermitage 

gradually dried up all the sources of donations and there was no way of putting a 

stop to the agitation of some minds and the malice of some tongues. So it happened 

that, when the due dates arrived for the payment of certain debts, the coffers were 

hopelessly empty. 
70

 It was impossible to pay M. Montellier his 5,000 francs on 13 

May 1825 for the first purchase of land. Montellier was satisfied with an interim 

payment of 2,000 francs. It was therefore necessary to obtain a loan. On 13 

September Madame Justine de Divonne lent 12,000 francs at 4% interest, payable 

on 13 June and 13 December in gold or silver coin. As security for the loan, Fathers 

Champagnat and Courveille conjointly mortgaged all their property and rights 

thereto, present and future, especially a large house called the ‘Hermitage of Our 

Lady’: “ vast buildings, courtyards, gardens, orchards, farm, fields, land, wood and 

a water-valve”. 
71

 

 More disturbing still than the financial plight was the awkward situation now 

existing between the founder of the Society of Mary and the founder of the Little 

Brothers of Mary, now the Brothers’ elected Superior General. This was a  situation 
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which could seriously threaten the life of the Brothers’ congregation. “Deeply 

offended by the preference shown for Father Champagnat”,
72

 Courveille wrote 

letters to the Brothers in the houses, letters full of bitter reproaches, blaming the 

Brothers for not having chosen him as Superior and pretending that “this conduct 

was a gross insult to himself, a want of respect and confidence, and could only draw 

down God’s disfavour on the congregation”.
73

  

When Father Champagnat returned from a general visitation of all the 

Brothers’ houses in December, Father Courveille was still not in control of his 

chagrin and he fiercely criticised Champagnat. In his opinion, the Brothers were not 

well directed; the novices were not well tried or trained in piety and learning; the 

discipline of the house was neither strict enough nor sufficiently monastic; temporal 

matters were neglected and expenses were too high. In a word, Father Champagnat 

was a bad administrator; therefore, Courveille took the purse from him. But the 

purse in his hands was no better supplied. Indeed, it was very often empty; then his 

bad temper would give vent to invectives against his fellow-priest. 

 Physically exhausted by his recent travels and psychologically worn down by 

the conduct of the one whom he continued to regard as his Superior, the founder of 

the Little Brothers of Mary broke down. On 26 December 1825 he took to his bed. A 

week later he was at death’s door. Courveille then ordered all the communities to 

pray, and have prayers said, for Champagnat’s recovery – in all the parishes where 

the Brothers conducted schools. Not least among Courveille’s motives was the 

terrible thought that, if Champagnat were to die, all the heavy debts would fall on 

him alone.  

3rd January 1826. 

“All for the greater glory of God and the honour of Mary, Mother of the 

Lord Jesus. 

“From The Hermitage of Our Lady.   

“Our very dear children in Jesus and Mary, 

 

“It is in the sorrow and bitterness of our heart that we write to you in order 

to direct you to pray earnestly the Father of mercies and our august Mother, the 

divine Mary, for our very dear and well-loved son, Father Champagnat, your very 

dear and venerated Father Director, who is dangerously ill. 

 

“I beg you, my very dear children, join with us in praying urgently the divine 

Jesus and the divine Mary, our Mother, to preserve for us a son who is so dear to us, 

and for you a father who should be no less dear to you. Ask the reverend parish 

priests to kindly pray for him and to recommend him to the prayers of the faithful. 

 

“Be assured of the paternal tenderness with which I have the honour to be, 

Your very devoted and fully-committed Father  

In Christ Jesus and Mary, 

J.C.Courveille. f.D and S.p.g.m.”
74
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Both the initial and the final invocations were written in Latin. The initials at 

the letter’s end probably mean ‘Director of the Brothers and Superior General’. 

The use of the royal plural, usually reserved to bishops and major superiors, gives a 

good idea of the lordly assumptions of Courveille. Champagnat is for him a “well-

loved son” and Champagnat’s followers are “directed”  to pray, not for 

Champagnat, their Founder, but for Champagnat, their “Father Director”. 

The sick priest decided to make his will and chose Father Terrailllon as his 

sole heir. But Terraillon refused, being unwilling to be responsible for the debts. He 

and Father Courveille did not cease telling the Brothers that the creditors would 

come and drive them from the Hermitage. As for the two priests, they would leave 

the house and accept a parish. In this extremity Father Champagnat thought of 

Abbé Joseph Verrier, director of the minor seminary at Verrières, who had also 

been one of the twelve aspiring Marists of 1816. Later on, Verrier joined the Society 

of the Cross of Jesus of Father Bochard, in which he made his profession on 15 

October 1820. These vows were subsequently annulled by Monseigneur de Pins – as 

were the vows of all Verrier’s confreres at Chartreux (Bochard’s Society of the 

Cross of Jesus). On 6 January, then, the priest testator named Fathers Courveille 

and Verrier as his sole heirs, but he did not even have the strength to sign the 

document. 

 

DEFEATISM AND AN EPISCOPAL INQUIRY 

 

 In the Hermitage community discouragement was rife. Brothers and novices 

were convinced that, if Father Champagnat were to die, all would be lost and the 

community dispersed. Anxiety and despair led to relaxation and dissipation in the 

house. Instead of acting with prudence and gentle firmness, Jean-Claude Courveille 

resorted to severe repression, which excited general discontent and increased the 

bad spirit. Trying to conquer by force, he made severe threats and sent away some 

subjects. But irritation changed to exasperation when the founder of the Society of 

Mary announced that he was going to ask the archbishop for a parish. From then on 

most of the Little Brothers began to think of their future. Some intended to return 

home; others decided to join another congregation; still others intended to enter 

some business or profession. The congregation seemed lost.  

 Father Champagnat recovered relatively good health, only to be confronted 

by new difficulties. The Brothers’ minds had been embittered by the trials they had 

undergone. On recovering from them, they felt no confidence in Jean-Claude 

Courveille, and he in turn was discontented with everyone and everything. 

Exaggerating the excellence and duties of the religious life, he required of the 

novices a perfection that one would be happy to find in seasoned religious. He 

imposed a yolk which nobody could carry and sent away anyone who tried to throw 

it off. Besides all this he defamed the founder of the Little Brothers of Mary (who 

was then convalescing at Father Dervieux’s presbytery in St Chamond) to 

Archbishop de Pins. He wrote a letter in which he accused Father Champagnat of 

receiving too easily all kinds of subjects, of not sufficiently forming the Brothers to 
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piety and the religious state, of occupying them too much in manual work while 

neglecting their instruction, and of being so kind and indulgent that monastic 

discipline was weakened. 

 To find out what was going on, the archbishop directed Father Simon Cattet 

to conduct an inquiry at the Hermitage. Born at Neuville-sur-Saône (Rhône) and 

younger brother of Jean-Francois Cattet, Professor of Dogma at the University of 

Lyon, Simon Cattet had just been made a Vicar-General of Monseigneur de Pins (28 

December 1825). With this title he took over from Jean Cholleton the care of 

religious communities. He was a forceful and abrupt character, a restless individual 

who tried to undo everything in order to rebuild it to his way of thinking. He 

descended on the ‘Hermitage of Our Lady’ unannounced; he went into everything 

in great detail, submitted the Brothers and novices to a severe examination in 

religious knowledge and matters of primary teaching and made no attempt to hide 

his discontent. His conclusion was that the Brothers were not sufficiently instructed. 

He criticised this, found fault with that and made complaints about everything. 

 It was true that many postulants, on their arrival at the Hermitage, possessed 

a minimum of education, and, during the building of the Hermitage and the 

subsequent serious internal crisis, their little mental store was unlikely to increase to 

any extent. The complaints of the Vicar General were, then, partly well-founded, 

but they were, nevertheless, unjust. 

 Meanwhile, financial survival was a prime necessity. At Easter-time, since 

the country children went to work then, certain Brothers were free. To occupy them 

at the novitiate and procure finance to reduce the debts, Father Champagnat was 

authorised by the archbishop’s council of Lyon, 15 March 1826, to establish a silk-

mill at the Hermitage. Would this, then, be the end of their difficulties? No! The 

saddest and most humiliating trial was yet to be announced. 

 

COURVEILLE FALLS FROM GRACE 

  

In the month of May 1826 Jean-Claude Courveille, miraculously cured by 

Our Lady of Le Puy, charged by her with founding her privileged company 

reserved for the struggles of the last times, Superior General of the Society of Mary, 

a man who saw only faults in the Little Brothers of Mary and incompetence in their 

founder, Father Champagnat, fell into the vice of sodomy. To put his conscience in 

order, he set out on  ‘pilgrimage’ to La Trappe at Aiguebelle (Drôme), which had 

been re-established twelve years earlier. Nobody was surprised at this pilgrimage. 

“Father Courveille was regarded everywhere as a saint, and, up to this time, it was 

true.”
75

 

 It was Father Terraillon, his colleague at the Hermitage, who made this 

statement and who was the first to discover the evil. From La Trappe a letter 

written on 4 June 1826 by the unfortunate Courveille called for an important 

decision to be made. In this very long letter, part of which is quoted here, Father 

Courveille wrote:  
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A sample of Courveille’s writing, with his personal seal. 

 

“All for the greater glory of God and the greater glory of Mary, Mother of 

Our Lord Jesus Christ, the very venerable Fathers of the Society of Mary, Fathers 

Champagnat, Terraillon, and the very honoured Brothers in Our Lord Jesus Christ 

and Mary, His holy Mother. 

 “ I cannot tell you how happy I am with my pilgrimage to the holy house of 

Our Lady of La Trappe. I have found here holy peace of soul; I have accomplished 

towards God the promises I had made and now I am at peace. 

 “It is true that among these good religious is not found that deep religious 

knowledge which very often (as says the Apostle) puffs up the heart. But also I can 

assure you that here is found the true science of the saints. This alone is necessary 

for salvation, and of this, though I am very stupid in all things, I have not even the 

first elements.  

 “These good religious received me with that charity which marks the saints; 

they have all kinds of regards for strangers; and it is clear that, guided by Faith, 

they receive them as they receive Our Lord. … 

 “The Superior of La Trappe seems to take all care to mortify and humiliate 

his inferiors on all occasions, and his inferiors seem to receive reproofs with a 

respect, a humility, I almost said a holy avidity, that make it easy to see that they are 

not amateurs, but that they leave to the Superior a complete liberty over their 

conduct.  

 “Oh, my very dear Brothers, how I wish that the house of the ‘Hermitage of 

Our Lady’ might be a faint image, I don’t say of the hard and painful life, of the 

extremely rigorous penance which is practised continually in the holy house of Our 

Lady of La Trappe (and of which a great sinner like me would have so great a need),  

but I know that it is not given to everyone to have such great courage, and especially 

to one as lax as I am. I should wish, I say, that the house of the ‘Hermitage of Our 

Lady’ were a faint image of the regularity here – of the mortification, the silence, 
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the humility, the renunciation of one’s will and judgement to conform oneself to the 

will and judgement of the Superior (which is that of God), of the abnegation and 

contempt of self, of the love of holy poverty, of union, of holy perfect charity one 

towards another, of respect and forbearance, and especially of submission, of blind 

and perfect obedience to the Superior, which gives to him an entire liberty to 

command and order whatever he believes is most useful to the community and to 

the spiritual good of each one. So be it. So be it. 

 “Now, my very dear and very tender Brothers, I am going to open my heart 

to you and let you share my sentiments, to ask your advice and to beg you to address 

yourselves to the divine Jesus and the divine Mary by fervent prayer so that you 

may be able to know what will be for the greater good, so that I may not act of 

myself, but according to their holy will. 

 “If, therefore, you believe, after having consulted God, that I am only a 

stumbling block in the holy Society of Mary, more harmful than useful (and of this I 

am myself very much convinced), I pray you to tell me simply and then I will be able 

to live in the holy house in which I am, to make sure of my salvation; for these good 

religious are very happy to have me. The Father Superior is anxious to have the 

favour of writing to the archbishop to obtain permission, but that will be only after 

your reply.   

  “It is true that their way of life is hard and it could be said in a certain sense 

that their life is a continual martyrdom, but I hope that, sustained by God’s grace, I 

will be able to support it. Besides, even if I were to die ten or even twenty years 

sooner, what does it matter, provided I have the happiness to die a saint? 

 “I will not conceal from you, my very tender Brothers, that for some time I 

was in great trouble, seeing the very little regularity there was among us, the 

difference of opinions concerning the end, the form, the intentions and the spirit of 

the true Society of Mary, seeing our independence, our scant submission and our 

individual ideas. … All that threw me into disquietude and led me to think that the 

demon of pride, of insubordination, and especially of division was coming among us 

and that we could not carry on for long. I accuse no one but myself and I regard 

myself as the true cause of all that. I am well convinced that I alone was preventing 

the blessings of heaven from coming to the Society of Mary and that my want of 

regularity, my lukewarm and irreligious conduct were for every one a cause of 

scandal. I indeed ask pardon of you all, and also for all the failings I may have 

shown in any way at all. 

 “I believe that it will perhaps be more useful to the dear Society of Mary if I 

be not there; and, although it will be for me a most cruel blow to see myself excluded 

from it, nevertheless, for its greater good and greater usefulness, I am ready for 

whatever will be the holy will of God. No matter what happens, I can assure you 

that I shall never lose sight of it, and that it will always be for me something very 

dear, something I will recommend without ceasing to Our Lord, and I will pray 

continually for the members who compose it and for all those who will join it in the 

future – and all this in a quite special manner. 

 “ I very much desire that whoever will be set up as Superior and be charged 

with directing may be filled with the spirit of God and that he will in no way depart 

from the end of the Institute and the true intentions of the divine Mary, which I 
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hope she will make known to him. I wish with no less ardour that all, without 

exception, will allow him a full and entire liberty to conduct them, that all will have 

great respect for him (whoever he may be), regarding him as Our Lord, and as 

holding for them the place of God, seeing that he is not acting against the will of 

God, the faith of the holy Roman Church, the Constitutions of the Order, the good 

and usefulness of the Society of Mary. Moreover, may they have in his regard an 

entire submission, a perfect obedience, not only of will and exteriorly, but also 

interiorly and in judgement, leaving him an entire and complete liberty to order and 

command according as he believes it best before God, more useful to the good of the 

community and of more benefit to the spiritual advancement of each one. Without 

this no religious community can be at all regular and endure for long. 

 “I can assure you, and the august Mary is my witness, that I am very much 

attached to you, that I bear you all dearly in my heart, and that it will be for me one 

of my greatest griefs to see myself separated from you; but, once again, for the good 

and benefit of the dear and holy Society of Mary, I resign myself to everything, even 

to being anathema, if necessary. 

“Be so kind, then, my well-beloved and very tender Brothers, I beg you with 

tears, after you have examined the whole thing before God, having no other views 

but His sole glory and the honour of his holy Mother, to let me know as soon as 

possible what you believe is most for the glory of God, the honour of the holy Saint 

Mother and most useful to the dear Society of Mary. So that I may know to what I 

am bound, I will not make, nor allow to be made, any approach to Lyon, nor will I 

enter the novitiate, until I have received beforehand a reply from you, so as not to 

behave imprudently or take any steps which I would have to cancel later.  

“I pray you to believe in the friendship and sincere attachment with which I 

embrace you with all my heart, and with which I have the honour to be,  `   

“Your very devoted brother in Christ Jesus and Mary, 

J-C Courveille. f.d. et s.p.g.l. + priest ind. n.n.s.d. etc 

Aiguebelle, from the house of Our Lady of La Trappe, 4 June 1826. 

I desire my letter to be read to the whole community.”
76

  

On receiving this letter, astonishing in its candour, Father Champagnat 

entered into the views of Father Courveille. Was he not, after all, his co-owner of the 

property ? He thought of advising him to return to the novitiate, but Father 

Terraillon, to whom Champagnat gave the letter to read, and who knew the social 

and moral danger which poor Father Courveille represented, insisted, on the 

contrary, that the insincere resignation of the ‘pilgrim’ at Aiguebelle be taken at its 

word and that Courveille stay at La Trappe. The next day Father Colin arrived 

from Belley. Father Champagnat saw him first and influenced him to share his way 

of thinking. Alone against the other two, and unable to explain himself clearly, 

Father Terraillon held more strongly than ever to the point of view which he had 

expressed the previous evening. “You are missing an excellent opportunity which 

might not occur again. You will regret it, I am certain. Father Courveille has the 

reputation of a saint in this district. If we are obliged to remove him later on, as 

could happen, all the blame will fall on us. By our taking advantage of this occasion, 
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he will be excluding himself. It will appear that he is an inconstant person and we 

will be sheltered from all blame. Believe me, accept his resignation. You will 

congratulate yourselves on it later on, I am certain.”
77

 

Father Terraillon then showed them a letter he had already written; it 

required Father Courveille to stay at Aiguebelle, since it was so good there. The 

letter also informed him that his resignation was accepted. Fathers Terraillon and 

Champagnat signed the letter; Father Colin was not supposed to know about it. The 

next day Father Terraillon posted it at St Chamond and then went on to Lyon. 

Vicar General Barrou, to whom Father Terraillon entrusted the whole affair, was 

very happy to learn how events had permitted such a great misfortune to be settled 

in the greatest secrecy, thus preventing a scandal. At least, so he thought. Gradually, 

however, the fault became known at the Hermitage. 

             The withdrawal of the founder of the Society of Mary was a violent shock 

for the Brothers. Everything seemed to have failed, at least in the priests’ branch in 

the archdiocese of Lyon. Father Terraillon, who really had come to the Hermitage 

against his will and who had paid ten francs each month for his keep (an indication 

of tenant-status), profited by the great Jubilee 
78

 to leave the Hermitage discreetly 

and to be engaged as a Jubilee preacher. (Later, in May 1827 he was a curate at 

Ainay, Lyon). Father Champagnat remained alone to face a most painful situation. 

It is hard to describe the depth of his grief in these circumstances. What a crisis 

must have shaken his soul when he discovered the scandalous conduct of the one 

whom he had always regarded, in spite of everything, as his Superior General and 

founder of the Society of Mary! The public accused him of being the cause of the 

departure of Fathers Courveille and Terraillon and he could not exonerate himself 

without revealing scandalous behaviour, a procedure he had no intention of 

pursuing. 

Far from discouraging Champagnat, this terrible lesson fortified him in his 

plan. In May 1827 he wrote to Monseigneur de Pins: “The lack of success up to now 

of the priests at the Hermitage prevents me from daring to present myself to your 

Grace to let you know my sorrow. God wishes this work in these perverse times; this 

is still my firm belief. But, alas, perhaps He wants other men to establish it. May His 

holy name be blessed! The unfortunate affair which involved the one who seemed to 

be its head shows clearly the terrible efforts the devil has produced to overthrow a 

work which he foresees is destined to do so much good.”
79

  

 Even seven years later, in the midst of a different crisis, Champagnat was 

unable to prevent himself from giving vent to his grief at the remembrance of the 

unfortunate step he took to have Father Courveille come to La Valla: “Very soon 

new dangers much more terrible than the early ones came to assail the Little 

Brothers of Mary. What a disastrous approach was the one I made to the Council, I 

mean to say, when I went to ask for Father Courveille, who was then Superior at 

Epercieux. Oh! Truly fatal day and more than capable of ruining a work which the 

divine Mary would support with all the strength of her arms!”
80

 After the departure 
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of Courveille it was essential, first of all, to compensate for the evil caused by that 

wretched priest. Consequently, the archbishop’s Council proposed a Retreat for the 

Brothers. The Council Minute reads: “5 July 1826. Father Cattet is happy to assume 

the task of trying to have a Retreat given to the primary teachers in the building of 

the Hermitage at St Chamond.”
81

 This Retreat probably took place. Moreover, 

apart from its moral objectives, the presence of Father Cattet, Vicar General, 

enabled two other matters to be broached: the financial state of the congregation 

and the question of fusion of Champagnat’s Brothers with the Brothers of the 

Sacred Heart, a proposal put forward to archdiocesan authorities, most probably by 

Father Cattet. Both these matters ended satisfactorily for Champagnat. Finance 

affairs proved to be no great worry and Father Coindre, leader of the other 

congregation, was quite opposed to any union – as was Champagnat. 
 

     THE AFTERMATH OF COURVEILLE’S DEPARTURE 
 

There still remained the thorny problem of the co-ownership by Father 

Courveille of the properties at La Valla and the Hermitage. As was to be expected, 

Father Courveille had not stayed at La Trappe, Aiguebelle; he had not even asked 

officially to be admitted there. He withdrew to the Marist Sisters at St Clair-sur-

Rhône after Father Colin, still deemed unacquainted with what had happened at the 

Hermitage, had refused to receive him into the Belley group.  

 We have the following account of Courveille’ s visit (some time before 19 July 

1826) to the aspiring Marists in the diocese of Belley; it comes from from Father 

Pierre Colin: “ When he came to Belley on his return from La Trappe (Aiguebelle) 

we told him not to come back, that we could no longer regard him as one of us. He 

wept, begged. …We were inexorable. Monseigneur Devie, bishop of Belley, … was 

exactly of our opinion and even forbade us to let him stay among us. We had had 

enough trouble concerning him. Afterwards, we destroyed all our correspondence 

with this poor Courveille; nothing of it remains.” 
82

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Monseigneur Alexander Devie, Archbishop of Belley. 
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For Courveille’s meeting with Champagnat about financial matters we find 

that it was Father Gaucher, parish priest of Chavanay (the Brothers had opened a 

school there in 1824), who prepared the way for the meeting. (Chavanay is on the 

right bank of the Rhône, opposite St Clair). At the end of September Father 

Champagnat wrote to his former Superior, now resident at St Clair, to ask for a 

meeting. The rough draft of his letter shows us Champagnat’s embarrassment: 

“My dear Father Courveille, 

    “I desire very much that you come or that you assign me 

a place for an interview. ...Father Terraillon not being at the Hermitage, and if the 

Vicars have not forbidden you, I ... as I have to make a journey to Grenoble for an 

interview with the archbishop.”
83

  

The answer came back quickly.  

“All for the greater glory of God and M.D.G. j.ch. Amen.   

“Reverend and dear friend, 

    “If you wish to give me the pleasure of seeing you and  

conferring on our business, which we will conclude, I hope, with the grace of God 

and the help of the august Mary and in spite of evil tongues, in a just and 

satisfactory manner on your side as well as mine, and that we will always be united 

together, I ask you kindly to come on Wednesday 4, Thursday 5, or Friday 6 

October to St Clair, because after that I have to leave on a rather long journey. Give 

my regards to the Brothers; I commend myself to your prayers and to theirs. 

    “Receive, my very dear friend, the assurance of the 

attachment and sincere friendship with which I have the honour to be,  

“Your very devoted servant,  

    “J-C Courveille  f.d.s.p.g. Priest. 

  St Clair, 29 September 1826.”
84

 

The meeting took place as arranged. Before M. Lions, solicitor of Chavanay, 

Father Courveille granted to Father Champagnat “all rights in property that he has 

or could have, over all that comprises the establishment called ‘The Hermitage’, 

without reserve… except the right to live in a room at the said Hermitage when he 

pleases… a room reserved for Father Courveille, with all the furniture he brought. 

… If he finds any of it to be taken away or damaged or lost, the right to be paid by 

Father Champagnat.” 
85

(This Deed was agreed on for the sum of 5,000 francs, which 

Father Courveille declared having received that day from Father Champagnat, and 

for which sum he gave a receipt. Nevertheless, Father Courveille still retained his 

title as co-owner of the house at La Valla, contenting himself with appointing Father 

Champagnat as his agent under Power of Attorney, by an Act under his personal 

signature. 

So Father Courveille retained a room at the Hermitage. …”He was not being 

completely rejected; he was regarded as a friend of the house. This restored him 

somewhat in the eyes of all, and it was also a shrewd act of charity and 
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appeasement. … Moreover, his fault was perhaps not very much noised abroad, 

thanks to the prudence of Fr Champagnat.”
86

 We can see from these proceedings 

that Courveille did not regard his expulsion as final, so he retained a way of re-

entry. Father Champagnat informed Father Colin of all these transactions. Colin 

was very happy and replied on 5 December 1826: “We are very happy in the news 

that you have concluded matters with Father Courveille. This was very disturbing 

for us on your behalf. ...”
87

 Unfortunately, difficulties arose in regard to the La 

Valla property. Father Champagnat sold his half in two portions (in 1827 and 1829). 

The management of the other half, owned by Father Courveille, had been 

relinguished by Power of Attorney to Champagnat. Through an anomaly, however, 

Courveille, on 29 September 1828, gave a Power of Attorney to a M. Mouton to sell, 

in his name, the half-share of the La Valla property which belonged to him! And M. 

Mouton sold it to Jacques Coste on 12 October. No doubt the difficulties arising 

from this double power of attorney forced Fr Champagnat to ask Fr Courveille to 

approve all the operations he had enacted in Courveille’s name. Fr Courveile 

approved of them without reservation - but Courveille, problably in need of money 

for his new venture at Saint Antoine, obviously had not done the right thing by 

Champagnat.
88

  

Couveille’s departure from the Marist scene in 1826, ten years after the 

pledge of Fourvière, was a watershed in the affairs of the Society of Mary. In a way, 

it was a blessing, too, for Courveille, who was handling Marist affairs principally 

within the archdiocese of Lyon, was far from being popular with archdiocesan 

authorities; he had trodden on too many corns. Besides, his rather imperious ways 

(e.g., his conversation with the Mayor of Charlieu), his lack of judgement and of 

inter-personal skills (e.g., his treatment of the novices at the Hermitage, and also his 

failure to seize opportunities (e.g., not speaking to Archbishop de Pins about Marist 

aspirations) all impeded progress for the Society of Mary in the great archdiocese. 

From now onwards Belley slowly became the centre of gravity for the Society of 

Mary under the leadership of Father Jean-Claude Colin. But the archdiocese of 

Lyon was yet to see a great Marist resurgence in the priestly branch, led by Séon 

and Champagnat - so much so that, when the Marists gained approval for the 

priests’ branch of the Society of Mary in 1836, the number who gathered from Lyon 

for the occasion was short by only one from the number from Belley, and, although 

the bishops of Belley and Lyon carefully conserved their priests under their own 

authority until 1836, the archbishop of Lyon had given fuller recognition to his 

Marists before 1836 than had his counterpart in Belley. 

As for Courveille, his fall from grace was no doubt tied to his successive 

failures over the ten years since the Pledge at Fourvière. He had tried to carry out 

Mary’s behest as he saw it, but the strife he encountered with archdiocesan 

authorities, the failure of his ventures at Verrières (the Third Order), Feurs (his 

Marist Brothers), Charlieu (the centre for missionay priests), and the Hermitage 

(becoming the Superior of Champagnat’s Marist Brothers), as well as the 
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unsuitability of his personality to relate to people, to lead people and to administer 

affairs all conspired against him. The isolation of the Hermitage location and the 

resentment he engendered there would also have contributed to turning him in on 

himself and would have placed greater stain on his self-restraint. Despite all this and 

despite his fall, however, Courveille was not yet finished and soon was ‘once more 

unto the breach’, this time following his star, his behest from Mary as he understood 

it, in another region of France.   

 

COURVEILLE FOUNDS A NEW CONGREGATION 

 

 Jean-Claude Courveille remained at La Trappe, Aiguebelle for only a few 

extra days after his resignation from the ‘Hermitage’ had been accepted. Supplied 

with a letter of spiritual association granted him on 11 June 1826 by Dom Etienne 

Malmy of Aigueville, according him the title of ‘Superior General of the venerable 

Marist Brothers’, and with a celebret from the archdiocese of Lyon dated 17 June 

1826 (a “celebret ad revocationem”, i.e., not for a set time, but at the will of the 

archbishop), and another from the diocese of Chambéry dated 19 July, which 

recognised him as ‘Superior General of the Order of Holy Mary’, he took up 

residence in the diocese of Grenoble (at St Clair) about 7 September of the same 

year, 1826. 
89

 

Now, since 18 August 1826 a new bishop, Monseigneur Philibert de 

Bruillard, had succeeded to the see of this diocese after the death of Monseigneur 

Claude Simon. The Prefect of Isère, Jules de Clavières, had earnestly urged the 

bishop to found a congregation of Little Brothers, probably at La Côte-St-André. In 

the previous year de Clavières had asked the General Council of Isère to vote 6,000 

francs for this eventuality. Also in 1825 (31 October) he had written to the Minister 

of Public Instruction and Worship, Monseigneur Frayssinous, to say that this 

project was of the utmost importance in a district where primary instruction had 

for a long time been left to errant and unprincipled men.  

Scarcely a month after his arrival at Grenoble, Monseigneur de Bruillard 

wrote to the Prefect, 25 September 1826, stating that he sweated blood and tears in 

sharing the Prefect’s views of establishing Little Brothers, but that, unhappily, he 

despaired of succeeding. He then drew up for the Prefect a new plan, the result of an 

interview with Father Courveille, ‘a respectable priest’ who had presented himself 

at the bishop’s house as ‘Director of the Little Brothers called of Mary’ of the 

archdiocese of Lyon. He had been informed that several parishes of Isère were 

asking for these ‘Little Brothers’. The ‘venerable ecclesiastic’  handed him some 

copies of a Prospectus dated 19 July 1824, approved by Vicar General Cholleton. 

Courveille wanted to buy, for 15,000 francs, part of the buildings of the abbey of 

Saint-Antoine (near St Marcellin in Isère) belonging to M. Jubie, if the consent of 

M. La Bâtie, sub-Prefect of Saint-Marcellin, was favourable. The bishop went on to 

say that he had himself promised Courveille  500 francs.  
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  BENEVOLENCE OF EPISCOPAL AND GOVERNMENTAL AUTHORITIES  

 

  The Prefect rejoiced at this excellent news and immediately proposed an 

allowance of 1,600 francs for the foundation of the ‘Society of Little Brothers 

established at Saint-Antoine’. When Monseigneur de Pins’ council at Lyon heard of 

this enterprise, they wondered whether they should warn Bishop de Bruillard ‘of 

the mischief’ of Father Courveille at the Hermitage: “28 September 1826. Father 

Courveille, having had some setbacks at the Hermitage, wishes to found an 

establishment at Grenoble. The bishop there welcomes him; the Prefect offers him a 

house at 600 francs rental. Should we give this prelate warning?”
90

 It was decided to 

remain silent on the matter, “unless the bishop of Grenoble should ask for 

information”.
91

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  The Abbey of Saint-Antoine. The Sisters’ part is to the right of the wheel-window. 

  

The bishop of Grenoble suspected nothing and did not seek information. He 

was only too happy to have found a community ready to bring some life to the 

magnificent ruins of the abbey of Saint-Antoine and, with the approval of the Rector 

of the Academy of Grenoble, Berroyer, he hoped to form there a teacher-training 

school under the guidance of religious. Meanwhile, Courveille had prepared the way 

for his own acceptance into the local parish: “He told the parish priest of Saint-

Antoine, whose successor told Brother Théodose (one of Champagnat’s Brothers), 
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that, not finding himself well received, respected, esteemed, recognised as superior 

at the Hermitage, he went to establish himself at the abbey of Saint-Antoine.”
92

 

 Under full sail now, Courveille bought for 60,000 francs a large part of the 

superb abbey and was pleased to hear himself being called Abbot of Saint-Antoine.  

He managed to entice there some two, perhaps three, Brothers from the Hermitage 

to join his new venture, among them Brother Dominique. As we have seen, 

Courveille’s links with Champagnat’s work in the archdiocese of Lyon were not 

entirely broken and he could thus make this new work appear to be a branch of the 

first. It seems that the ulterior motive of Courveille was to form in Isère another 

section of the Society of Mary, able to be joined to those of Loire (Champagnat) and 

Ain (Colin). He hoped perhaps by that, at the moment of unification of all three 

sections, to regain what he had lost by his fault. And (why not?) he may get himself 

elected as Superior-General? So he still continued to add his titles to his signature – 

the famous letters ‘f.d.s.p.g.’ meaning, probably, ‘Director of the Brothers and 

Superior General of the Fathers’. 

On 10 December 1826 the municipality of Saint-Antoine, proud of the 

establishment which was favoured by the bishop, the Prefect and the Academy 

Rector, voted 220 francs to furnish “the Brothers of the Congregation of Mary 50 

tables, desks and seats, 50 small desks for little children, and a high desk for the 

supervisor of the class”.
93

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The facade of the abbey church. The abbey –‘one of the most beautiful in France’. 

 

  Two days later, 12 December 1826, a Prefectorial note accepted the 

undertaking proposed by ‘the General of the Society of the Little Brothers’ to 
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supply teachers for primary instruction in rural districts which asked for them, and 

agreed on a Departmental payment of 200 francs for each teacher who, at the end of 

his course of studies, obtained a certificate by the ordinary means. In addition, it 

granted an initial aid of 1,600 francs, as it had promised in September. 

 Soon the ‘abbot of Saint-Antoine’ had around him twelve to fifteen young 

men -  in general, from good families, whom he wished to make religious. To this 

breakaway branch of the Little Brothers of Mary he added his ‘Sisters of Mary’ 

whom he had brought from Saint-Clair-sur-Rhône and Rive-de Gier; they very soon 

opened a school for girls at Saint-Antoine. Indeed, it is two of the nuns (Francoise 

Brun and Antoinette Rollat) who are named as co-proprietors of Courveille’s 

section of the magnificent Saint-Antoine abbey property, purchased for 60,000 

francs. These ladies, then, put up the cash and retained the ownership of the parts 

purchased for the use of Courveille’s religious personnel. Their retention of 

ownership was, all in all, a wise decision.  

On 17 September 1827 Jules de Calvières, deeming that the novitiate of the 

Brothers of Saint-Antoine seemed “to be perfectly fulfilling the proposed end”,
94

 put 

at the disposal of “Rev. Father Courveille, General of the Society, a new fund of 

2,300 francs from General Council funds”
95

 (Prefecture of Isère).  This payment was 

made on 2 November 1827 and was followed in 1828 by two others: 970 francs on 4 

February and 400 francs on 14 May. 

` The Rector of the Grenoble Academy wrote to Vicar General Bossard, 

presenting the new government’s educational organisation of 1828 as being still 

more advantageous to the Church than that provided by the 1824 Ordinances. He 

said that the government proposed to recognise and adopt the houses of Brothers 

and Sisters of congregations authorised for primary teaching, and the inspectors 

could do nothing more in conformity with the interest of these pious and humble 

educators of children than to assure them that, in conforming gladly to the rules 

traced out by the king with much benevolence towards them, they would suffer no 

change in their position except that of a yet more powerful protection assured for 

their pupils and for themselves. 

 Favoured by administrative support from the Department of Isère through 

its civil officers, from the University and from diocesan authority, assured of a 

definite revenue, occupying historic buildings, Courveille could hope to make 

reparation for his scandal, fulfil the mission confided to him by Our Lady of Le Puy 

and keep the promise he had made to Our Lady at Fourvière. 

 

FAILURE OF JEAN-CLAUDE COURVEILLE’S NORMAL SCHOOL  

 

 It was a comparatively easy matter, then, for the ousted founder of the 

Society of Mary in Lyon to make the Normal School at Saint-Antoine prosper. 

Unfortunately, he was not the man for the task.  

 The Prefectorial decision of 12 December 1826 anticipated a payment of 200 

francs for each teacher who, on finishing his course of studies, would secure his 

brevet in the usual way, and, for this purpose, 1,200 francs had been advanced to 
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the Superior of Saint-Antoine. “But, as the knowledge of the only student who it was 

thought could fulfil this condition was deemed unsatisfactory, there had not been 

one centime paid out of the allocation.”
96

Thus, Courveille found himself obliged, 

whenever he would have money available from the agreed-on bonus, to give money 

back to the Contingency Revenues’ Fund of the Prefecture. Moreover, the bishop of 

Grenoble disassociated himself from the enterprise in February 1929, disgusted by 

the “the excessive ignorance” of the Brothers formed by Courveille. 

 The Academy Rector, Berroyer, ended his report to Vatimesnil (French 

Minister for Public Instruction) on 3 February 1829: “The personnel of this 

establishment is such that it cannot break out of its incompetence which, up till now, 

has been utterly complete. This is about all that must be said in this report, which 

Your Excellency has asked for concerning an enterprise of which even the name is 

unknown to the people of the district in which it exists.”
97

 

 It seems that Courveille made other contacts. Since July 1828 he had been in 

touch with Father Mazelier, Superior of the Brothers of St Paul-Trois-Châteaux 

(Drôme) and there is a report of a visit of the archbishop of Valence. Because of this, 

Father Fière (Vicar General of Valence) informed the latter of the failure of the 

Brothers in Isère: “The Brothers of Saint-Antoine, for want of subjects, have 

abandoned their enterprise, and with great losses, after having acquired the 

convent. The lack of novices and of harmony between the parish priest and the 

Superior contributed to this disaster.”
98

 

Division, together with a complete lack of resources, dispersed Courveille’s 

Brothers. Brother Dominique returned to the sheepfold. “He presented himself at 

the Hermitage and asked to be re-admitted. Father Champagnat pushed him 

towards the refectory:  ‘Come in, yes,’  he said to him, smiling, as if he wished to 

say. ‘You poor prodigal son. Yes, you can come back. You have been made a fool of. 

You have made a blunder. Ah, well, re-enter, and may all that be over and done 

with.’”
99

 

 Division was not the only problem. “Courveille was often absent, often 

travelling. The young fellows, left to themselves, did practically nothing, spent their  

time playing and ended by withdrawing, at least after the departure of 

Courveille.”
100

  

 A letter from the new parish priest of Saint-Antoine tells us of the dispersion 

of Courveille’s Brothers. He is writing to Father Mazelier, founder of the Brothers 

of St Paul-Trois-Châteaux. 

        “Saint  Antoine., Isère. 

“17th July, 1829. 

“Dear Father, 

  “I hasten to reply to your letter of 13th in which you ask for information 

needed for the admission to your novitiate of the young man Joseph Roux of Chatte. 
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“I will speak according to my conscience and my own personal knowledge of 

the young man in question. Firstly, I have been parish priest at Saint-Antoine for 

only five months, so what I say is only about the time since I took over the parish. 

“When I arrived, I found a community of Brothers, named after Mary, 

destined for the teaching of country children, but for reasons known only to the 

bishop, he sent away the Reverend Father in charge. The community thus found 

itself without a head and each member was forced to look after himself. Some went 

this way and some that, all without any scandal attached, but all suffering from the 

surprise of finding himself unable to follow the vocation which had brought him to 

the one house under the one head. 

“Like the others, young Roux looked for some means of earning his daily 

bread, but, less fortunate than the rest, he was the last to arouse pity, and the Sisters 

of the convent of St Antoine (they had come from St Clair), out of charity, finally 

took him in as a sacristan – a task which he fulfilled admirably, being unable, 

because of his delicate constitution, to undertake heavy manual work. He continued 

the same work for me, to my great satisfaction. His conduct has been exemplary; the 

collapse of the community has in no way changed his practices nor the pious way in 

which he receives the sacraments. Since I took possession of this parish I can only 

praise God for the edification this young man has given to the parish and to his 

Brothers. I believe he would be very useful to any community that received him, 

and, when I say this about him, I speak from the depths of my conscience.  

“Perhaps you are surprised, Father, that, after the debacle brought about by 

forces of circumstances in this community, the Brother in question did not follow 

the others. There is nothing surprising about that; they were all obliged to fend for 

themselves, but this one, whose health, if not feeble, is at least delicate, was not able 

to do so. These are the details which my conscience compels me to give you. You 

may be sure that I would be very loath to harm your community by presenting 

someone to you who would not fulfil all the promise I have made of him. 

 “Yours, etc., 

 “PONCET, Rector of Saint-Antoine.”
101

  

 Already, by proxy, on 29 September 1828, poor Courveille had given full 

liberty to a third party to take away and sell his furniture that remained at the 

Hermitage, and, on 12 October of the same year, he sold his share of the La Valla 

property for 2,000 francs to a merchant of St Etienne.(Father Champagnat had sold 

his portion of La Valla, i.e. the school, to Father Bedoin, parish priest (1 May 1827) 

and the remainder to Couturier on 5 February 1829).  

 

THE MARIST SISTERS AT SAINT ANTOINE 

 

The establishing of Brothers at Saint-Antoine was one year before the Sisters, 

who went there in September 1827. They went from Rive-de-Gier to St Clair in mid-

July 1827, where they joined those who had begun in 1816.
102

 The situation at Saint-

Antoine was better as far as the Marist Sisters were concerned, since, after having 
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adopted the Statutes of the Sisters of Notre Dame de Pradelles (Haute-Loire), they 

found themselves authorised by the Royal Ordinance of 21 December 1828.  

The following information comes from Father Detours’ edition of the work of  

Brother Avit, Marist Brother, who certainly was not a witness, but who was  a 

determined pursuer of facts and stories - and perhaps a too-credulous recorder. 

What he says here harmonises well enough with the character of Courveille: “After  

some time Courveille found himself pursued by his creditors and little esteemed by 

the Sisters. …Father Courveille departed.”
103

 And this is what Detours has to say  

about Courveille’s portrait which, according to Detours, Courveille had arranged to 

be painted on the wall of the St Antoine convent: “A sister was found trying to 

efface this portrait, when someone remarked to her, ‘But Sister, is that how you 

treat your founder’s portrait?’ ‘Ah, Don’t talk to me about that,’ she replied, and 

continued with vigorous strokes to erase the painting from the wall with her 

broom.” 104 Father Detours had some additional information from Marist Brother 

Théodose, who became well acquainted with the Saint Antoine scene: “In one 

section of the abbey he placed his foundation of Sisters, the Religious Sisters of 

Mary (that was their name); they put him aside at the end, for Courveille did not 

suit them. Then one fine morning Courveille put the key under the door and 

disappeared; it was said that he left for America. Maybe he is still there.”
105

 Another 

statement from Brother Théodose is to this effect: “It appears that Courveille 

wanted to adminster in his own manner.The Sisters, annoyed with this, finished up 

by settling down in their own premises and governing themselves, putting him 

aside.”
106

 Courveille’s break from the Sisters was now complete.  

In 1844 Father Colin made inquiries about the Sisters in an endeavour to 

help them. The Marist Sisters of Belley tried to revive them and assimilate them by 

the sending two Marist Sisters to be with them for a period of ten months. It was not 

a successful venture. The Sisters of Saint Antoine slowly declined in numbers until 

the persecution of 1903 finally dispersed them.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Father Jean-Claude Colin, founder of Marist priests and Sisters.  
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COURVEILLE’S DESCENT 

 

With the collapse in 1829 of his attempt to found teaching Brothers, Jean-

Claude Courveille abandoned the abbey of Saint-Antoine and withdrew to the 

parish of Apinac, where his mother had been born, where he owned some property, 

and where his uncle was parish priest. From the many celebrets that he received 

from diocesan authorities at this period, it would appear that he made an extensive 

journey throughout France in the spring of 1829 before settling in Apinac. His 

wanderings took him to Nîmes, Toulouse, Limoges, and Clermont. 

 By the beginning of July he turned his back on the diocese of Grenoble and 

settled in that of Lyon. It would appear that he lodged with his sister at Apinac and 

managed his own affairs as well as hers. Apinac was the parish of his uncle, but, 

being still in the archdiocese of Lyon, Courveille was not permitted to exercise 

priestly ministry. We read an archdiocesan Council Minute regarding this matter: 5 

November 1829: “M. Gonnet, parish priest of Chénerilles”(a village about twenty 

kilometres from Apinac) “asks for Father Courveille as a helper during the Jubilee. 

Refused.” 
107

 This refusal by the archdiocese seems to indicate that Courveille was 

deprived of confessional powers and that it was not intended to give them to him 

even temporarily. For a brief period, however, there was a relenting of this ban, as 

we learn from an archdiocesan Council Minute: “21 March 1832: Father Courveille 

is authorised to help Father Beynieux, parish priest of Apinac, until Pentecost.”
108

 

This is the first time since 1829 that full faculties were given to Courveille.  

From later chroniclers of the Marist story we learn about a further attempt by 

Courveille to regain his position among his fellow Marists. These chroniclers may be 

confused with an earlier attempt, but it is possible that Courveille made a second 

sally to regain his lost post, on this occasion probably in 1832. His approach to Colin 

at the clergy Retreat at Lyon (some of the Belley Marist aspirants were there) is 

described in this way: “ M.Courveille commenced to take on his mysterious airs and 

to menace them with the maledictions of God if they continued not to listen to him. 

The M. Colin, animated with holy zeal, said to him: ‘Do you believe that we are not 

aware of your conduct?’ At these words he fell to a silence full of confusion. It was 

all over - it was the end.”
109

  

After this rebuff by Colin, Jean-Claude Courveille returned for a while to 

Apinac. Father Jeantin, who is one of the chroniclers of the life of Father Colin, 

gives an account of what he gleaned from Colin concerning the period of 

Courveille’s life from the failure at Saint Antoine and to his departure for the 

diocese of Bourges in 1833. It seems that a grave moral lapse occurred towards the 

end of this period: “M. Courveille retired to Apinac, his parish of birth. …As he had 

constructed a little chapel in the wood bordering on the church, he brought children 

there on pilgrimage and acquired a great reputation for sanctity. One day, as one of 
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the women was scolding a child who did not want to go on pilgrimage, and was 

reproaching him for his want of regard for a saint like Father Courveille, the child 

indignantly cried out: ‘Your Father Courveille! I know him.’ Astonished at this 

reply, the good woman interrogated the child and discovered secrets of iniquity. 

Other women, alerted by the first, questioned their children; six children were 

found who had been victims of this abominable passion. 

“The priest in charge of the canton was informed about it; he denounced the 

guilty party to the diocesan authorities, who then imposed an interdict. At this news 

the good and worthy parish priest of Apinac closed the sacristy of his church to 

prevent his nephew from celebrating holy Mass. The latter having had the audacity 

to lay claim to the key of the sacristy, the venerable priest said to him with 

legitimate indignation: ‘You wretch; you have been celebrating Mass here all too 

long; you will not celebrate here any more.’”
110

 Courveille then quit Apinac. For the 

best part of the next four years he led a tortured existence. 

Accepted by the bishop of the archdiocese of Bourges, Courveille was given 

the pastoral care of people in a home for the aged in a place called Châteauroux. 

The Register of the archdiocesan Council Minutes gives us a good account  of 

Courveille’s activities in 1833 and beyond. At the meeting of 18 February 1833 

Courveille was appointed chaplain to the old-age home in Châteauroux. Then, 

“Minutes of 9 April: Father Molat believes that Father Courveille is capable of 

occupying a more important position and he presumes that he would not be averse 

to being named to a rather lucrative place to allow him to bring his sister, of whom 

he is the sole supporter. The Council is disposed to accept this nomination.”
111

 

“Minutes of 7 October 1833: Some disturbing information having been given to a 

member of the council about Father Courveille, chaplain of the old-age home at 

Châteauroux, some inquiries have been made concerning his past history, the result 

being that he has many grave faults to reproach himself with in regard to moral 

behaviour. For this reason he was sent away from the archdiocese of Lyon. …These 

documents lead the Council to believe that M.Courveille needs to be supervised 

carefully.”
112

 “Minutes of 17 October 1834: Father Courveille…expresses the desire 

to occupy a post where he can give more scope to his zeal. The bishop proposes to 

reply to him that he will give attention to the request.” 
11 3 

“Minutes of 17 August 

1835: Father Courveille … is accused of grave acts against morals, of the same 

nature as acts for which it appears that he had previously been convicted and 

punished. The bishop charges M. Molat to make inquiries.”
114

  Twenty-two days 

after the Council had decided on an inquiry concerning the denunciations relative to 

M. Courveille, the latter received  his exeat from the archdiocese of Bourges. 

Courveille was on the run again. 

In September 1835 another scandal forced his departure to another location, 

this time in the diocese of Reims. The bishop there gave Courveille an assignment at 

Witry-lès-Reims, but he left that post suddenly in April 1836, no doubt for the same 

                                                           
110

 O.M. 3, Doc. 820, Paras 26-27 
111

 O.M. 1, Doc. 407, Para. 2 
112

 ibid., para. 3 
113

 ibid., Para. 5 
114

 ibid., Para. 7 

 



 50 

reason as his other departures. He is next to be found in the diocese of Le Mans 

where the kind bishop, Monseigneur Bouvier, gave him not only a celebret but also 

an accompanying letter which reads: “Le Mans, 9 July 1836. M.Courveille, bearer 

of this present letter, is a pious and zealous priest. We permit him to celebrate Mass 

in the churches and chapels of the diocese, with the consent of the parish priests and 

chaplains. He is not due to stay long, unless he does not find a place at Solesmes or 

in another community.”
115

 On the same day, the generous bishop wrote a letter, 

introducing Courveille to dom Guéranger of Solesmes: “9 July 1836. “My dear 

Prior, here is a priest from the diocese of Le Puy who is recommended to me by an 

excellent parish priest of the diocese of Bourges with whom I am in contact. He gives 

the recommendation as a friend of the nominee and states that the latter is a pious 

priest. It appears that he wants to enter your establishment, but I can see that he 

would not be able to be of great use to you. If he asks to be associated with you, you 

will determine what prudence will advise you to do.” 
116

 Couveille’s friend on this 

occasion is the same Father Molat, archpriest of Châteauroux of the diocese of 

Bourges, the one who was charged with inquiring about Courveile’s background. 

Doubtlessly, he took into account the possibilities of recovery for the unfortunate 

chaplain of the home for the aged and sought to give him another chance. 

Thus four terrible years came to an end for Courveille when, armed with this 

letter of recommendation, he found acceptance in the Benedictine monastery of 

Solesmes, newly restructured by the famous dom Guéranger. As for the sad faults of 

this unbalanced priest, they were certainly seemed to be of a nature to bring him 

before the Courts of Justice, but it appears that he always succeeded in shielding 

himself from the wrath to come. Only one tradition, reported by Father Lagniet, 

mentions a brief imprisonment of Courveille, but such a report cannot be verified. 

In a way, Courveille’s  punishment was that recommended for Hamlet’s mother: 

“Leave her to heaven, And to those thorns that in her bosom lodge to prick and 

sting her.”
117

  

Nevertheless, three rays of hope emerged from the events immediately prior 

to Courveille’s acceptance to the monastery. In the person of Archpriest Molat he 

had someone who believed in the possibilities of his redemption, and this belief 

induced Bishop Bouvier to write the recommendation. Secondly, it can possibly be 

assumed that the misdeeds imputed to Courveille were perhaps not as grave as the 

denunciation could lead us to believe in the first place, because Molat investigated 

the charges against Courveille and yet urged the bishop to give Courveille the 

precious reference for Solesmes. Finally, the bishop’s statement concerning 

Courveille’s not being of any use to the monastery ironically turned out to be 

untrue, as we shall see.     

There was yet another factor which told in Courveille’s favour. Just prior to 

his arrival, there had been a type of internal revolt within the monastery walls at 

Solesmes; it aimed at nothing less than the deposition of the prior, dom Guéranger. 

After its failure, only four religious, including the Prior, renewed their vows, this 

time for five years. The fact that the re-establishment of monastic life at Solesmes 
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had begun only three years before Courveille’s application, plus the diminution of 

numbers after the ‘revolt’ may have had an influence on Courveille’s being 

accepted.  

The trust of Molat, the recommendation of the kind Bishop Bouvier, the 

readiness of dom Guéranger to receive recruits may perhaps be seen as the 

intervention of Courveille’s guiding star, Mary, offering a lifeline to her devotee 

who had gone astray. Will he grasp it and come to shore, there to stand on solid 

spiritual ground once again?  

 

COURVEILLE - A CHALLENGE TO CHANGE 

 

It is difficult to be sympathetic towards Courveille, but an attempt must be 

made to be fair. It seems certain that he was genuinely convinced that the Mother of 

God commissioned him to found the Society of Mary. He gave himself totally to the 

task, but the sweetness of the first inspiration and the first achievements was soured 

by subsequent misunderstandings and failures. He was aware of his being put aside, 

of receiving a series of rebuffs which culminated in final rejection by his fellows in 

the words spoken by Colin. A series of moral failures marked some of the years of 

his middle-age. Finally, at the age of fifty, this man who had not learned to look 

within, this man who had not come to an adequate knowledge of himself, this 

Courveille, stood at the threshold of the Solesmes monastery. There, for the next 

thirty years, this man of dreams had scope for the getting of wisdom.  

 

COURVEILLE – DEFECTS DOCUMENTED 

 

There are plenty of voices raised to point out the defects in Courveille’s character – 

plenty of scope for Courveille’s self-improvement within the monastery walls. His 

defects were constantly noted by observers. Marist Brother Théodose, who lived 

close to Saint Antoine for twenty years and thus to knowledge of Courveille, had this 

to say about him: “He launched out, putting himself at the head of everything, but 

had no continuity afterwards. There was exaltation, high spiritedness in him. One 

moment everything was fine, magnificent, and he was full of largesse, of 

expansiveness. Then all was lost; all was changed.”
118

 Brother Théodose also 

declared that, according to Brother Francois, Champagnat’s deputy and successor, 

“Courveille wanted perfection in the Brothers - one must be perfect. He pushed 

ahead without discernment. He was an extremist.  You cannot have perfection at the 

beginning. When he wanted to accomplish something, he pursued it, pushed for it 

without properly reflecting whether he was acting wisely and well.”
119

 Théodose has 

yet more to say of the mercurial Courveille: “At the Hermitage Father Courveille 

reared a crow, and he used to pluck out its feathers, saying to it:‘Defend yourself.’ 

He was so changeable that he inspired little confidence.”
120
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 The Colin brothers were far from being enamoured of Courveille; they knew 

his faults only too well. Here is the voice of Pierre Colin: “Ah! How he harmed the 

Society at the beginning! He was stupid.”
121

 Pierre Colin then went on to give an 

example of Courveille’s gross folly – the episode of the misuse of the Papal letter.      

Father Jeantin, a later historian (1895) who interviewed Father Jean-Claude 

Colin, has this to say about Courveille: “He was generally laughted at wherever he 

passed himself off as founder and superior of a religious order. People laughed at 

him because of his weak head and his little judgement.”
122

 Vicar General Cholleton, 

the protector and guide of the young seminarians planning the Society of Mary, says 

of Courveille: “I never considered M. Courveille as being the one who was to lead 

the project; he did not have the head for it. He was enthusiastic…”
123

 These 

statements suffice to give the general impression that Courveille was much in need 

of self-knowledge and self-improvement. Just how much a middle-aged priest could 

enter into a self-evaluation programme remained to be seen.     

 

COURVEILLE’S PURGATRORIAL PATH 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

dom Courveille, Benedictine monk. 

 

Jean-Claude Courveille was clothed as a Benedictine monk on 27 August 

1836. There followed eighteen months of novitiate leading to his profession of vows 

in the abbey on 21 March 1838. During the period of his novitiate he was given 

charge of the sacristy. After first profession he was appointed to the post of being 

responsible for the lay Brothers of the abbey, an employment he fulfilled until 1841. 

From the Annals of the abbey (12 May 1839) we read of the exhortation he 

gave to some children in the gardens of the abbey at the time of their First 
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Communion. From the same annals (19 November 1839) we find that he made a gift 

of his possessions to his nephew in exchange for a life annuity.  

 The time of novitiate and the immediate post-novitiate period were fraught 

with tribulations for the middle-aged novice. Tension and trouble arrived when dom 

Guéranger had to absent himself from the abbey to travel, first to Paris, then to 

Rome to obtain approbation for the Constitutions of his congregation. His absence 

of nine months was an agony for Courveille, so much in need of the guidance and 

support of the abbey’s founder. Courveille’s letter, written when he was still a 

novice, shows his dependence on dom Guéranger and also his extreme sensitivity: “I 

would not know how to express just how much your absence is painful to me, how 

much disquiet it has brought to my inner self. But, one word from your revered self 

will restore tranquillity to my soul. At the present moment I am quite disconcerted. 

It seems that the devil has prevailed over me to make me carry out my duties very 

badly. ...Take good care of your health, which is so precious to us, and come back as 

soon as possible to the midst of your dear children, who are like poor orphans 

during the absence of their dear father. … Don’t forget me in your fervent prayers. 

I am, as you know, the most wretched of your children and the one who has most 

need of prayer. But I am also one of those whom you love most sincerely.”
124

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 dom Guéranger, Benedictine monk, Abbot of Solesmes. 

 

Making allowance for the somewhat exaggerated mode of address in mid-

nineteenth century France, we can, nevertheless, discern an excess of feeling and a 

touch of instability in this middle-aged monk. A second letter, written to dom 

Guéranger on the occasion his sojourn in Paris for work on the second volume of 

‘Institutions Liturgiques’ again contains protestations of humility and attachment. 

Written three years after that of 1837, this letter reveals emotions equally as strong 

as those of those of the earlier correspondence: “It seems that a century has passed 

since you departed from the midst of your dear children. … The hours of your 
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absence seem like months and the weeks seem like years. ... I have missed five fasts 

since the beginning of Lent. You know that when this old gourmand stomach of 

mine begins to rumble, it is absolutely necessary to give it something. I hope that the 

Lord will accord me the grace to fast for the remainder of Lent. …All goes well in 

the community, except for this cowardly old sinner who does nothing worth while, 

whatever it may be."
125

  

 The high level of feeling which these letters manifest was almost inevitably 

followed by a period of profound discouragement. The crisis seems to have come in 

1840 and is brought to light in Courveille’s letter to dom Guéranger, dated 15 

February 1841. The abbot was again in Paris, this time to make arrangements for a 

foundation in the capital city of France. From the letter we learn that, in an 

endeavour to endure the doubts that plagued him, Courveille had had recourse to a 

procedure from the past – living the life of a hermit, but, on this occasion, within the 

monastic grounds at Solesmes. 

He had the permission of his abbot to lead a mitigated eremetic life, but with 

compulsory attendance at certain exercises made in community. This was a time of 

sensible graces which seems to have lasted for about a year and which ended, at the 

end of 1842, in a painful crisis after Bishop Bouvier refused Courveille’s request to 

become a hermit permanently.  His letter to his Abbot in the first days of eremetic 

life reads thus: “I have been in the little hermitage for about a dozen days, with a 

good and firm resolution to work all the better at my sanctification and to acquire 

the perfection of our holy state, for I must avow …that up to the present moment I 

have not commenced to be either a true religious or a true Benedictine. … I have led 

only a lukewarm religious life, seeking all too much my own convenience and 

comfort under pretext of infirmities, from which only death will deliver me.  

 “One other matter, dear and tender Father, which the devil made use of to 

ravish my poor soul, an issue which has been the reason that I have perhaps given 

you trouble and chagrin, a concern which has made me wanting in obedience and 

submission on several occasions, a consideration which has led me to lose almost 

entirely the confidence which I had in your Paternity during the first years of my 

monastic life, and something which has given me a distaste, nay, even a kind of 

resentment for the monastery – that matter is my self-love and the demon of pride 

which dominated me and persuaded me that you had only contempt for me, that 

you regarded me as nothing, that for a long time you had not spoken to me with that 

openness of heart which wins confidence. … 

 “But God, full of goodness and mercy, was waiting for me in the little grotto, 

where, to speak truthfully, I am very cramped for body space… but where, on the 

other hand, the God of all goodness has expanded my soul and enlightened my spirit 

to allow me to see and recognise the snares the Demon has spread for me. He has 

put into my heart a great desire to be held in scorn, to have the self-abnegation of a 

life hidden and unknown – the type of life for which I formerly had great reluctance. 

Above all, I feel that God has given me a deep love of perfect obedience, has caused 

to be reborn in me the initial confidence which I had in your fatherly care.”
 126
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 It seems quite probable that the over-sensitive Courveille badly misread his 

Abbot-father. In the second half of 1840 dom Guéranger had much to occupy his 

mind – finishing the second volume of  ‘Institutions Liturgiques’, grave financial 

concerns, and the reception of numerous guests. He just did not have for Courveille 

as much time as the latter craved. 

 It is obvious, too, that Courveille is treading the purgatorial path. Like the 

Ancient Mariner, that other spellbinder with words, this man Courveille, whose 

presence at Champagnat’s Hermitage was so very woeful and disturbing, could 

admit, “And I had done a hellish thing and it would work ’em woe.” 
127

 But, 

happily, we find, that, like the Mariner, Courveille “hath penance done and penance 

more will do”.
128

 Again, like the Mariner this “soul in agony”
129

 this Courveille, will, 

in the days of Divine Providence, once again have occasion to say without pride, “I 

have strange powers of speech.” 
130

 Yes, despite his cloistered life as a Benedictine, 

Courveille was destined to feature once more in the Marist story. The opportunity to 

do so was, however, yet a long way off.  

 

COURVEILLE AGAIN ON THE RACK 

 

 From the abbey at Solesmes the man who was living an eremetical life within 

the monastic grounds wrote to his Superior, dom Guéranger, who was again in 

Paris, making arrangements about a foundation there. The letter tells us much 

about the interior life of Courveille, much about the secret of his prayer life in the 

fifth year of his Benedictine way to God: “I can tell you, nevertheless, my tender 

Father, that, despite all my miseries and my extreme unworthiness, the good Lord - 

and He is so very good – has given me, and still gives me, some very great graces, 

especially in the state of prayer, in which, in His infinite goodness, He has been 

pleased to place me for some time, and which, I am firmly convinced, is a true state 

of contemplation. He reveals himself to me in these precious moments in such a 

striking manner and makes Himself felt in my soul is such an ineffable way. I have 

never felt nor experienced anything like it before. On the other hand, He unfolds all 

my misery and makes me see so very clearly all my sins, my faults, and my 

innumerable imperfections, that my heart is broken with the most lively grief, so 

that I feel again such a great confusion about them that, if I could then do so, I 

would bury myself in the centre of the earth to hide from all creatures - so much do 

I see myself as being deformed, horrible, abominable. … Oh, in those moments, how 

willingly and wholeheartedly would I leave my life, nay, give a million lives, in order 

never to have offended the good God.”
131

  

 We have several letters of this period which inform us of the interior crisis in 

the soul of Courveille - a period when spiritual consolations marked by felt graces 

alternate with prolonged states of spiritual prostration. This period is also marked 

by projects which indicate that he was not fully settled to monastic life. At first there 
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was the readiness to quit Solesmes for a new Benedictine foundation. This 

Courveille expressed in a letter on 30 April 1842. We cannot say whether, in the 

spirit of obedience, he was merely affirming his religious willingness to go wherever 

his Abbot had need of him, or whether he was drawn by the prospect of a change of 

location and a more active life. Then there came the idea of committing himself 

wholly to the eremetical life - a project which was forbidden by the local bishop. 

 A gap of five years in the Solesmes archives precludes our learning how 

these crises were resolved, but resolved they were. During these five years a 

missionary apostolic gave a report to Father Mayet, bringing knowledge of 

Couveille’s existence to the Marist world, thus paving the way for the great 

revelation of later years – that is was indeed Courveille who was the initiator of the 

Society of Mary. Marists throughout France were aghast.  

When we next encounter Courveille and his troubled soul we find his 

situation has notably changed – for the better. This period 1847 –1852 was grim for 

dom Guéranger, but for dom Courveille it was close to being his ‘finest hour’.   

 

COURVEILLE UNBOUND 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  The abbey of Solesmes in the time of dom Guéranger. 

 

The dissolution of dom Guéranger’s Paris project left the Solesmes 

monastery in a critical financial situation. The committee formed to aid the monks 

stipulated that financial aid would have to be sought and that those religious who 

were able to do so should take a part. The monks were therefore asked either to take 

to fund-raising activities or to find in public ministry a mode of acquiring income 

for their threatened monastery. Dom Courveille volunteered to help and thus 

became, at least occasionally, a preacher in nearby parishes. It was a veritable 

godsend, in that the task lifted Courveille’s self-confidence, and the change from 

monastic life, undertaken under obedience, settled his restless soul, giving him a 

longing for stable regular existence after periods in a parish milieu.  
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 From 1847 to 1852 and perhaps beyond, then, Courveille, despite his age, 

travelled in the Maine-et-Loire region, preaching missions, retreats and jubilees, at 

least during the period from autumn to Paschal time. We have definite information 

concerning his presence for a jubilee celebration at Etriché in 1847, his preaching at 

Morannes in 1848, other spiritual renewal efforts until May of the same year, a 

probable journey to Le Puy in July 1851, a jubilee at Brigné in December 1851, a 

mission at Chavagnes, and, finally, further preaching stints at Angers. These are the 

endeavours of which we have definite information. Beyond 1852 we have no more 

indications of his ministry. And it was during this period that Father Mayet made 

contact with him and obtained Courveille’s story of the origins of the Society of 

Mary. 

The animator of former years had not lost his pulpit skills. The old 

enthusiasm revived, fervour and conviction were stamped on his bearing, and his 

witchery with words could still cast spells. Letters from parish priests bear 

testimony to Courveille’s impact for good.  

 Father Homeau, from a parish thirty kilometres from Solesmes, was more 

than impressed. Writing to thank dom Guéranger, he declared: “I cannot contain 

within me the sentiments of joy and thanksgiving which abound in my heart. … I 

therefore attempt to relate to you the good things which the Jubilee has done to my 

parish, thanks to your kindness and to the zeal of Reverend Father Courveille. … 

And, certainly, very Reverend Abbot, you who know Reverend Father Courveille 

better than anyone, you would have no difficulty in believing it. Indeed, in addition 

to his eminent virtues, what a talent he has for the pulpit. An instruction very solid 

and very logical, the art of fitting it within the capacity of the listeners, an 

inexhaustible fund of preaching skills. His preaching of the required sermons was 

worthy of a cathedral, his voice was magnificent, his delivery excellent, an eloquence 

surging from the depths of the heart, a tone paternal  – and all this to gain the 

attention, to convince, to touch, to persuade. Moreover, in the confessional – the 

secrets of hearts and of conscience. In a word, without flattering anyone … it is not 

possible to direct in a better way a Jubilee, a Retreat, or a Mission.”
132

 Knowing 

something of Courveille’s checkered career at the monastery, we may wistfully 

wonder whether dom Guéranger  “would have no difficulty in believing it”. 

 There is no doubting the enthusiasm of Father Homeau concerning the 

impact for good that Courveille made in his parish .The same Homeau also seems to 

be a shrewd observer of men. His letter went on to say: “Reverend Father 

Courveille always conducted himself well during his sojourn at Etriché – and this 

despite his great labours. I am led to believe – nay, I am convinced, that similar 

occupations taken from time to time outside his monastery would be very beneficial 

for his health and would prolong his life.”
133

 Couveille’s successful preaching at 

Etriché was no isolated event, nor was this the only laudatory letter received by dom 

Guéranger. A second missive, this one from Father Terrien, parish priest of 

Chavagnes, confirms our picture of a restored and revivified Courveille: “ I bless 

Divine Providence which has led into my parish from your abbey of Solesmes the 
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Reverend Father Courveille, who was willing to sacrifice several free days in order 

to evangelise my poor parishioners. And he would have had such a pressing need of 

these free days in order to rest from his labours. I do not know how to express to 

you my sentiments of the most profound veneration and of highest esteem which his 

virtues as a religious, his admirable zeal for the salvation of souls and his talents as a 

preacher have inspired in me. What is more, he has achieved a complete success in 

my parish, where political affairs and the difficulties of establishing a new church 

have distanced a great number of men. Of our population, which numbers 1,190, we 

have had more than 800 people taking Holy Communion. Great has been my joy, as 

you can imagine, my dear reverend Father, and I am happy to let you know about 

it, asking you to recommend to our divine Saviour these souls whom the reverend 

Father Courveille has recalled to their duty, in order that they may persevere in the 

good resolutions which he has inspired in them. This parish priest also recommends 

himself to your prayers. 

“I have the honour to be, with the most profound respect, my very reverend 

Father, your humble and obedient servant. A.Terrien, Priest of Chavagnes.” 
134

 

Continued success marked Courveille’s sallies from the monastery, but his abbot 

was careful to control the situation so that sufficient time was spent in recollection 

and with the community. 

 

A VOICE FROM THE PAST  

 

Towards the end of his life Courveille once again had contact, tenuous as it 

was, with the Society of Mary. In a post-scriptum of a letter from dom Guéranger to 

another Benedictine we learn of Courveille’s departure for the diocese of Le Puy. 

We have no evidence that he arrived there nor that he visited the cathedral where, 

forty years before, the idea of the Society of Mary was born. We may reasonably 

assume, however, that Courveille went to the diocese and to the cathedral where it 

all began. From dom Guéranger’s letter (19 June 1851) we gather that Courveille 

possibly had some family affairs to attend to, and that, given this particular 

situation, he was charged with collecting funds for the monastery. Dom Guéranger’s 

final sentence is significant. “He has never returned empty-handed to the 

monastery, even after his shortest missions.”
135

 We are not quite sure whether the 

abbot is referring to Courveille as a bearer of heavenly or of earthly riches! 

If Courveille made that journey to Le Puy and to its cathedral, it would seem 

that the Lord (or Mary) was making a special intervention in Marist affairs. Shortly 

after his departure for Le Puy a letter arrived for Courveille from the world from 

which he had been excluded – the world of the Society of Mary. The letter came 

from the hand of Father Mayet, that indefatigable sleuth of matters pertaining to 

the Society. In 1846 Mayet discovered that, contrary to common belief in the Society 

of Mary, Courveille was not dead. About five years later he found time and occasion 

suitable to pursue inquiries with Courveille without the latter’s knowledge of the 

true identity of the interrogator. The reply that Mayet received to his inquiries 

showed that Courveille - whether or not refreshed in memory by a visit to Le Puy 
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cathedral - was quite clear on the origins of the Society. Later queries by Mayet 

were rewarded by a rather long account of the beginnings, one of the core passages 

being that in which Courveille establishes his claim to be the initiator of the Marist 

movement. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Father Mayet, Marist priest and recorder of Marist affairs. 

 

 It is of great significance to note that Courveille’s reply to Mayet was made 

at a time when he was preaching in the parishes with such notable success. He was 

at the height of his powers, as we know from the pens of parish priests for whom he 

was conducting missions. So his replies to Mayet are from a man whose mental 

faculties were wholly unimpaired – a far cry from dementia-ridden Courveille of his 

last few years on earth. The old Benedictine’s claim to initiating the Marist 

movement rings out clearly: “He heard, not with the ears of the body, but with those 

of the heart, interiorly but very distinctly,”
136

 an inner voice. He was told that the 

Blessed Virgin wanted a Society of Mary to be consecrated to her. He doubted, but, 

“interiorly it seemed that the Blessed Virgin reproached him because of his 

hesitations”.
137

 She then urged him to consult his spiritual directors. What is 

remarkable in all this is that Courveille, more than twenty years after final rejection 

by the Society and believed to be dead, was rediscovered (it was after his own return 

from le Puy) and was called upon to unfold his story. It must have been a great relief 

for Courveille to speak about the Society of Mary. That he kept the Society in mind 

is evident from the words of a priest who contacted Father Mayet, who says: “This 

missionary told me that Father Courveille displayed much piety and gave 

edification, and that he endeavoured to sanctify himself in solitude. He told the 

missionary that his whole happiness is to pray for the Society of Mary and that the 
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Society is ceaselessly present to his mind.”
138

 Writing in 1869 to Father Fabre, 

Superior General of the Marists, Abbot dom Guéranger added this reflection: “The 

impression that remains with me is that of his esteem and respect for the Society of 

Mary.”
139

 Evidently, there was in Courveille much magnanimity of heart. 

  

   THE FOUNDER PROBLEM 

 

Well might the Marist world be puzzled when news of the existence of  

Courveille was noised abroad. The younger members had never heard of him; the 

few contemporaries who knew him or who knew about him either believed he was 

dead or preferred to remain silent in his regard. Jean-Claude Colin, first Superior 

General of the Society of Mary, had many reasons for not raising the name of 

Courveille. Not only was there the scandal of 1826 and the probability of later lapses 

of the same nature on the part of Courveille, but there was also Colin’s conviction 

that Courveille had not played his proper part in trying to establish the Society. His 

letter of implied reproof to Courveille after Colin’s interview with Archbishop de 

Pins, of whose archdiocese Colin was not a member, is a good indication of this 

attitude on Colin’s part. 

Of course, inquiries were now made and answers recorded. By 1851, the year 

in which Father Mayet had Courveille’s reply re the foundation of the Society, Jean-

Claude Colin was no longer Superior General. Moreover, he had destroyed much of 

the correspondence at his disposal. The stress of the years of struggle, his advanced  

age, the fading of his memory, his conviction that Courveille was more a hindrance 

than a founder, and perhaps the inaccurate promptings of interrogators with special 

viewpoints would have led to statements from Colin like those which follow. 

From Fr Jeantin’s notes quoting Colin we find: “In 1815 and 1816 M. 

Courveille passed in general as a pious seminarian. … In his mysterious language he 

allowed it easily to be assumed that he had received heavenly communications. He 

was the first who, in those years, manifested the project of a religious society of 

Mary, We say manifested, because others, without revealing it, were concerned 

interiorly with the same project.”
140

 Jeantin further reports Colin concerning the 

latter’s choice of congregations: “How many times I wanted to give myself to this 

project and then to that one!” (At the seminary there was Father Bochard’s ‘Pious 

Thoughts’ and its priestly project. There were also the Lazarists, the Sulpicians and 

the Jesuits, the last-mentioned having been restored in 1814). “But, as soon as M 

Courveille manifested the idea of a Society of Mary, I said to myself, ‘That’s the one 

for you.’”
141

 “Never would I have had the courage to publish this idea; and, later on, 

when the thing was known, I was able to concern myself with it without seeming to 

be its originator.”
142

 Colin even claimed to have made prior preparations for the 

congregation of his choice: “Yes, yes, before coming to the major seminary of Lyon, 

I had even drawn up a little scheme.” 
143
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  Jeantin also has this from Colin : “M.Courveille had the honour to be the 

first, in 1815 and 1816, of manifesting it exteriorly, and eleven or twelve seminarians 

of the major seminary of Lyons joined him to work with him at this project. 
144

 M. 

Courveille and his young associates, having become priests at the end of the 1816 

scholastic year, and placed widely dispersed in the parochial ministry, gradually 

forgot their project, with the exception of two: Father Champagnat who, appointed 

curate at La Valla, set to work at once to form the branch of teaching Brothers, and 

Father……, curate of a parish in Ain, who, interiorly full of a lively confidence, 

equal to a kind of certitude that the project came from God and would be 

established in the long run, profited by his free moments to prepare its success by 

writing the first thoughts, which were to serve as the foundation of the 

Constitutions.”
145

 Father Colin dismissed the idea that Fr Courveille had done 

anything to realise the project; all he did was to publicise it at the seminary. 
146

 

“Father Courveille had no further credit in the project of the Society of Mary than 

that of manifesting it in 1815. Another, without manifesting it, had the same idea of 

the work.”
147

 

It would appear that, from the start, Colin had his doubts about the 

suitability of Courveille. We hear this from Fr Mayet: “In 1815 and 1816 I became 

attached to the idea of the Society, but not at all to Fr Courveille. Besides, Father 

Courveille had no part at all in the steps which were taken with the administration 

of the diocese of Lyon, with the archbishop of Chambery,”(Monseigneur Bigex) 

“with the Holy See, and at Paris with the Nuncio. If his name appeared sometimes 

on our letters, prudence seemed to demand it, because the work then seemed to be 

known under his name.”
148

 Further to the letters’ problem we again turn to Jeantin: 

“We thought it prudent to put in this letter and in some other official letters written 

at this time, the name of him who passed as the first instigator of this work.”
149

 

Father Detours, another inquirer, received this reply from one of the very first 

Marists, Father Déclas: “At St Irenaeus they went to little Colin. He said to 

Courveille, “Why do you play the superior? Wait until you are elected.”
150

 Colin has 

a valid point there; Courveille had not been elected, but, there again, no one had, 

but it is evident that in the first ten years he was regarded as the leader, possibly 

because he believed it so himself. Besides, Inspector Guillard was not the only one to 

have the impression that Courveille was the one who had authority over all the 

Marist projects. Some of the Marists also considered him as Superior, e.g., 

Champagnat,Terraillon, Déclas. 

  Colin went on to say, “During the whole time from his departure from the 

seminary until 1824, Fr Courveille did nothing in the way of achieving his project. 

...” Father Champagnat …humble… had no difficulty in letting him take the title of 
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Superior General and he recommended the Brothers to regard him as such. His 

unintelligent, severe, and harsh government during Father Champagnat’s illness 

alienated the minds of the Brothers.”
151

 

 It is true that Courveille nearly wrecked Champagnat’s work, but, although 

it is partly true that Courveille achieved nothing (the Sisters at Saint Antoine give 

the lie to this assertion), it is not true to say that he did nothing. In fact, he did a 

great deal, ranging from the attempt at a Third Order at Verrières, at Brothers in 

Feurs and Epercieux, at Sisters at Rive-de-Gier and St Clair, and, beyond 1824, at 

Brothers and Sisters at Saint Antoine to 1829. There is also the part he played, 

inconspicuous as it was, in the negotiations with Rome in conjunction with the Colin 

brothers. As mentioned earlier, we do not know how much Colin’s many statements 

about Courveille were conditioned by his interrogators or by his lapses of memory, 

but they can certainly be challenged – and repudiated. It is clear that Courveille 

played a significant part in initiating the Society of Mary. 

 We also need to consider the thirty years of prayer life led by Courveille as a 

Benedictine and the salutary effect he had on the sundry parishes and in other 

spheres when he issued forth from the monastery at his Abbot’s request. 

 Apart from the one lapse at Champagnat’s Hermitage, and the ‘wilderness’ 

years between the Saint Antoine failure and his acceptance to the Solesmes 

monastery in 1836, Courveille strove apostolically and unrelentingly for what he 

believed was the mission confided to him by the Blessed Virgin Mary. This was the 

period 1816-1829. It was followed by the dark period, in which it would appear 

there were moral lapses (we do not know for sure how serious they were) 

interspersed with priestly ministrations and, finally, there are the thirty years of 

purification, amendment and spiritual growth at Solesmes. This is not exactly a life 

for universal execration.    

 “Forget and forgive”, the words of King Lear after his purgation, are 

certainly applicable to Courveille. He had come to a stage where, like Lear, wrongs 

and misunderstandings could be put behind, forgotten and forgiven. That is evident 

from the words of a priest writing to Mayet in 1847: “I have seen Fr Courveille 

weep warm tears when speaking of the Marists, and calling down on them, with the 

greatest fervour of soul, all the blessings of God. He immolated himself to God for 

the Society of Mary in prayer and contrition”
152

 

 In writing in reply to Mayet’s inquiry in 1860, Courveille makes an 

unequivocal claim to founding the Society of Mary: “Being crippled and paralysed 

in the hands because of the gout which torments me, I am obliged to make use of the 

kind services of one of the Fathers to write to you. …I can further certify and I give 

you assurance, since I am now on the edge of the grave and ready to enter it, that all 

I have said or written touching the Society of Mary, whether it concerns its origin or 

its formation, or the causes which led me to found it, is the pure truth. There, that is 

all I have to say to you, and that, I repeat, is the absolute truth.”
153
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       ALBATROSS FAREWELL   

 

It was fitting that Courveille’s abbot, dom Guéranger, should have given 

Courveille the opportunity to exercise the great talents that he possessed for 

preaching and for imparting inspiration. It was fitting, too, that Courveille was 

invited to unfold his story to those searching for details of the origins of the Society 

of Mary. Like the Ancient Mariner, Courveille could say, ”Until my tale is told, this 

heart within me burns.”
154

 

 

  DEATH LAYS HIS ICY HAND 

 

“ 25 September 1866: At 2 p.m. Dom Courveille died after a long period of 

unconsciousness. He had regained consciousness in the morning for a short period, 

during which he made his confession to Father Prior.”  

“2 September 1866: Funeral of dom Courveille. He is the first monk buried 

in the new cemetery.” 
155

 Courveille is now buried in a little cemetery to the right of 

the choir of the church, in a tomb in which are gathered together the remains of all 

the monks who died between 1866 and 1895. 

So, then, Courveille lived on until the age of seventy-nine, his last years 

marked by many infirmities and, finally, by childish oblivion. Of this chastened 

monk it would be truthful to say that, like the Ancient Mariner, he had passed 

through a long period of penance. Courveille was one who had long experienced the 

torture of the ostracised and the lonely: 
 

“This soul hath been 

Alone on a wide, wide sea. 

So lonely ‘twas that God himself  

Scarce seeméd there to be.”
156

  
 

But Courveille had started something, had given early inspiration and 

impetus to a Society that would bear Mary’s name and would do her honour. After 

his thirty years of amended life it was only fitting that she should be with him in 

death. And perhaps his last coherent thoughts may have formed a prayer similar to 

that of the Mariner:’ 
 

“To Mary Queen the praise be given, 

She sent the gentle sleep from heaven 

That slid into my soul.”
157
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