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1. “Passion” meant something very different in the
thirteenth century than it does today; it referred to the
suffering and deaths of Jesus and the Christian martyrs,
while in contemporary times, the term means “strong
feeling,” especially of a sexual nature. Do both
meanings work when examining the book’s title?
2. The twelfth century abbot Bernard of Clairvaux
wrote, “If you question the heretic about his faith,
nothing is more Christian; if about his daily converse,
nothing more blameless; and what he says he proves
by his actions.” Does Berry’s portrayal of heretics
reflect this sentiment?
3. Was Dolssa’s “beloved” real, or was she delusional?
If he was real, why didn’t he save Dolssa and her
mother? If Dolssa was delusional, how do you explain
the miracles that seemed to occur in her presence?
4. What happens to the story if you consider each of the
three main characters (Botille, Dolssa, and Lucien) as
antagonists to the other two? What does each pair of
enemies fight over?
5. Did you find Berry’s use of multiple points of view
effective? Why or why not? How about the use of
nested stories?
6. Jobau appears to suffer from what we now call
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, or PTSD. Is he tragic
or heroic? Both? Would there have been a way for
him to live a different life, given the horrors he both
witnessed and committed as part of the Albigensian
Crusade? How is he a personification of the changes
that have come to the Languedoc region as a result of
the “holy war?”
7. Botille and her sisters go from homeless outcasts to
valued contributors of their community; Dolssa, who
once lived a privileged life, travels the opposite
way. What is significant about this reversal of
character arcs?
8. Lucien is a zealot who is spiritually broken after
Dolssa heals him. Does his state at the end of the book
satisfy you? Has he received justice for his actions?
What about his state at the beginning of the book,
which is the end of his life?

9. Adoption is a repeated theme throughout the book.
Na Pieret adopts her nephews as her heirs;
Astruga adopts the de Prato family, becoming wife
and mother. How do these subplots give resonance
to the main story line?
10. How are Dolssa’s supernatural gifts similar to those of
Botille and her sisters? How do they differ?
11. The good intentions of minor characters often
produce disastrous results for the main characters in
the story. Is this a reflection of reality? Why or
why not?
12. Why did Berry choose to make Botille a matchmaker?
How does her role as a matchmaker affect her
interactions with Dolssa?
13. It’s been said that history is written by the victors.
However, in many ways, this book is the story of
the conquered: Old Provençal (the “Langue d’Oc,”)
by the French language; the amicx de Dieu by the
established Church; and the practical values of the
peasants by the mores of the Catholic faith. What
does the novel express through its depictions of some
of history’s “losers?”
14. How does Dolssa compare with nonfictional female
mystics: Joan of Arc, Hildegard von Bingen, Julian of
Norwich, Thérèse of Lisieux? Many seem to travel
the same path from feared heretic to saint. Why is
this? Would Dolssa be sainted today?
15. Why did the Church fear heretics? What are some
modern parallels?
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