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Sacra Aedicula Portiunculae. cngraving by Franccs~o Pro\'idoni
(from F.M. Angcli. Collis Paradisi AmoenÏTas. Assisi. 17().:J).
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And where there had been
just a makeshift hut ta receive the music,

a shelter nailed up out of their darkest longing,
with an entryway that shuddered in the wind­
you buitt a temple deep inside their hearing.

Rainer Maria Rilke, Sonnets to Orpheus
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Abstract

Contrary to the view of Many interpreters tbat Francis of Assisi (1181-1226) dabbled in

church renovation for a few years following bis first conversion experienc:e in 1205,

architecture remained a central preoccupation uotil bis death in 1226. His creative practice

ranged from hennitage planning to the clothing design of ils occupants9 from architecturaI

legislation ta the composition ofpsalms ta be sung in the bermitage churches. Through the

medievaJ art ofmemory, Francis formed bis archiœctural intentions around two contemplative

foci: ~ the symbol ofthe tau9 wb.ich became bis attïre9 prayer positio~ signature9 talisman

for healing the sic~ and the crucifixion ofChrist imprinted on bis tlesh in the stigmata; and

second, the chapet ofthe Portiuncula, which Francis renovated himselfta be the cave ofthe

annunciation and the nativity, the womb of Mary and a portion of heaven on eartb where

angels descended. With its hedge-bound monastery, it bec:ame the prototype for construction

among bis followers. As the art ofmemory aimed at an ethics9 50 did his architecture strive

ta inspire communal good through narratives ofcompassion9 voluntary penance and humïlity.

The Portiuncula was copied throughout the Franciscan order9 but as the order grew its

commitment ta poverty waned. As a resul~ buildings began to deviate from Francis' ideals.

Rather than resort to prescriptive architecturallegislation, Francis addressed this dilemma

through an intrieately choreographed performance ofhis death whose poetic image would be

unforgettable for those who wished to imitate him in wo~ deed and architecture. Two yeus

after this even~ the Basilica of San Francesco in Assisi9 built by bis friend and hand~hosen

successor, Br. Elias9 rapidly rose to house the newly canonized saint. Ils earliest fonn9

narrative and symbo~aIso widely imitated, seems ta ilIustrate aptly Francis' architectural

vision: ifthe Portiuncula was the Bethlehem ofthe arder, the Basilica's tau plan became its

Jerusalem. From these two prototypes Italian mendicant architecture for the next century

drew its meaning and forme



Résumé

Contrairement à l'opinion de plusieurs interprètes selon laquelle François d'Assise

(v. 1181-1226) se serait donner dans la rénovation d'église durant les quelques années suivant

sa première conversion en 1205, l'architecture est demeurée pour lui une préoc<:upation

centrale jusqu'à sa mort en 1226. Sa pratique créative s'étendait de la planifiçatiOD d'ermitage

au dessin des vêtememts des occupants, de la législation architecturale à la composition des

psaumes que seraient chantés dans les églises des ermitages. Dans la pratique de l'art de la

mémoire au moyen-âge, saint François a défini ses intentions architecturales autour de deux

éléments contemplati1S: premièrement, le symbol du ttnl qui devint son habit, sa position de

prière, sa signature, son talisman pour guérir les malades et le crucifix imprimé sur sa chair

en stigmate; deuxièmement, la chapelle du Poniuncula que saint François rénova lui-même

la caverne de l'annonciation et de la nativité, les entrailles mariales, un coin de ciel sur la terre

où les anges pouvaient desœndre. Avec son monastère entouré de haies, <:eue chapelle devint

l'exemplum construit pour ses disciples. Comme l'art de la mémoire dont l'objectif était

éthique, son architecture s'efforçait d'inspirer le bien commun à-travers des récits de

compassion, de pénitence volontaire et d'humilité.

Le Portiuncula fut copié à maintes reprises, mais à mesure que l'ordre s'agrandit, son

engagement à la pauvreté s'affaiblit. Conséquemment, les bâtiments commencèrent à s'écarter

de l'idéal de saint François. Plutôt que de recourir à une législation architecturale normative,

saint François addressa ce dilemme en chorégraphiant tous les détails qui entourèrent sa mort

dont l'image poétique devait demeurer inoubliable dans l'esprit de tous ceux qui voulurent

ensuite l'imiter en parole, en action et en architecture. Deux ans après cet événement, la

Basilique Saint-François-d'Assise fut rapidement érig6e par son ami et successeur désigné,

Frère Élias, pour abriter le saint nouvellement canonisé. Sa forme originale, son récit et son

symbolisme qui furent aussi largement imités, semblent illustrer de façon adéquate la vision

architecturale de saint François: si le Portiuncula fut le Bethl~em de l'ordre, le plan en forme

de tau de la Basilique en devint la Jérusalem. De ces deux prototypes, l'architecture

mendiante italienne tira sa signification et sa forme pour le sikle à venir.
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Introduction and Review of Literature

The painted image ofthe crocified Christ moved its lips and spoke. CaIling him by name

it said, "Francis, go, repair my house, which, as you see, is falling completely to ruin"

(fig. 1).1

Under the inspiration ofthis vision, Francis ofAssisi (1181.1226) began a building campaign

in 1205. It involved the renovation by bis own band ofat leastthree churches in centralltaly.

Materially, it is possible to interpret Francis' architectural work as a weU-meant but perhaps

too literaI obedience to the woRls from the crucifix. His truc calling, according to his early

biographers, emerged ooly in 1208, when he heard an excerpt from the Gospel ofMatthew

read at the church of Sancta Maria de Portiuncula. Its interpretation gave him his lite plan:

to imitate the poverty ofChrist.2 With this second vocational cali, these writers considered

his building years to he over, and it is here that they designatcd the start of his religious life

'2 Cel 10. According to Théophile Desbonnets, St. Francis of Assisi "surpasses all the other
medieval saints by the quantity ofdocuments conceming him." From Intuition to Institution: The
Franciscans (Chicago: Franciscan Press, 1983), 151. At least nine non-FrancÏSQn sources were
written before Francis' death. Although these sources are oiten ftagmentary, in this paper they WIll
take precedence in factual matters over FranciscaD sources orthe same period, due ta tbeir objec:tivity.
Many ofthese are round in Leonardus Lcmmens, ed. Testimonia minora saecuJi XIII de S. Francisco
Assisiensi (Quaracchi, 1926), 10-11, 1~19, 79-80; Omnibus, trans. Paul Oligny, 1601-13, 1829.

For sources produced within the order, the 1228-29 Vila prima S. Francisei by l'bomas ofCelano
(cited here after as 1 Cel) remains "no douM, the Most important document conceming St. Francis and
things Franciscan tbat we have;" Placid Hermann, introduction, Omnibus, 186. The Yila prima is
found in AF, 10 (Quaracchi, 192641), 1-168; Omnibus, trans. Placid Hermann, 177-355. Written in
the classical tradition ofmedieval bagïography for the canonization ofthe saint oot two years after bis
death, it relies upon eye-witness reports, including Celano's own. His 124748 Vita secrmda S.
Francisci (cited here as 2 Cel) was wriueo as a supplement to the first biography taking account of
other writings and testimonials fiom Francis' c:ompanions. It is found in AF, 10 (Quaracchi, 1926-41),
269-330; Omnibus, trans. Placid Hermann, 35~S43. Finally, in 1250-53, Celano wrote the TraclaIUS
de miracuJis B. Francise; (cited hereafter as 3 Cel) which gathered every known miracle oflhe saint,
numbering over 200 entties; inAF, 10 (Quaracchi, 192641), 331ft; Omnibus, trans. Placid Hermann,
545-611.

21 Cel 21-22.
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proper. The rest, one could say, is history: the preaching tours, missions, poems, healings

and other miracles, the founding of three religious orders, and the bestowal ofthe stigmata

in 1224 upon his tlesh, rendering him one of the most widely studied and revered saints

across aIl religions.3

Even though this reading of Francis' biography was set down by bis disciple and eye­

witness, Thomas ofCelano, bis otherwise faithful narrative overlooks Francis' own account

of his early years as dictated in his deathbed Testament.4 Here, Francis divides bis life

between an eartier ~riod ofsin and a Jater one of penance. In 1205 or 1206, at the outset of

the penitential period, Francis admits an early devotion to church buildings. Francis sustains

his architectural interest until the cbronology ends al 1226. He then addresses contemporary

concems beginning with architecture:

Let the brothers beware that they by no meaos receive churches or poor dweUings or

anything which is built for them, unJess it is in hannony with [that] holy poverty we have

promised in the Rule, [and] let them always be guests there as pilgrims and strangers.s

According to Francis' own account, then, it is false ta limit bis architectural interests ta

the status ofa temponuy occupation or passing phase associated with a religious conversion

3Assisi, for instance, was chosen as the host for the tirst world inter-faith conference in 1984. A
briefglance at the Iatest Bibliographia Franciseana (published bi-annually in CF) would reveal the
degree 10 which Franciscan scholarship bas exploded in the Iate twentieth century. Close to a thousand
books, articles, films and videos are produced each year concerning Franciscan topies.

~est 1. The Assisi codex, MS. 338, dating te the second balfofthe thirteenth century and the
Florence Ognissanti MS. 1125 (ca. 1370) are the two most important sources for the writings of
Francis. See AF'H 5: 237-239 for a description of the Assisi codex by Benvenuto Bughetti. For a
description ofthe Ognissanti MS. sec Paul Sabatier, Le Speculum Perfectionis, vol. 2 (Manchester.
The University Press, 1931), 8-17. The authenticity of thîrty-three texts bas been established,
including five dictated letters wbich were transposed within the carly biographies. ln 1976. Cajetan
Esser compiled the most rigorous critical edition ta date, Die OpusCllla des Heiligen Franzislclls von
Assisi, after consulting no fewer than 181 manuscript collections; (Grouaferrata: CoUegium S.
Bonaventure, 1976). Esser's compilation stands within a long tradition ofeditions ofFrancis' writing
including the important carly work by Luke Wadding, B.P. Francise; Assisiatis OpusCllla (Antwerp,
(623) and the first critical edition, the Opuscu/a Sancti PatTu Francise; Assisiensis by the Fathers of
St. Bonaventure's CoUege (Quaracchi: Typo. S. Booaventurae. 1949). See, a,; well, I.R.H. Moonnan,
Sourcesfor the Life ofSt. Francis 0/Assisi (Manchester. 1940) and the introduction to OmnibrLf. 5-22.
1 relyon Esserts scholarship as translated and annotated in 1982 by Regis Armstrong and Ipatius
Brady in Francis and Clare: the Complete Works (New York: Paulist Press, 1982), hereafter cited as
Francis.

s-rest 24. "Pilgrims and strangers" refers to 1 Pet 2.11.

•
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1. A late 13th c. frcsco by Giotto. or the school of Giotto. in the Upper Church of S. Francesco in
Assisi. Il shows Fr.mcis kneeling: bchind the pulpitum receiving a message from the moving lips of
the crucifix go. repair my house. which as you sec. is falling complctcly to ruin" (2 Ccl 10).
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experience. Architecture was an integral part ofhis spirituality and, after 1208, became a

watershed issue for ms budding arder.' Indeed, if the binding charism ofthose who came

after Francis was poverty, then buildings-their ownership, use and omamentation-became

the lightning rad ofa poverty debate vicious enough ta fragment the Order ofthe Friars Minor

many times over. Francis had to address architectural issues directly, since architecture was

one of the MOst visible manifestations ofan order's adherence to their vow ofpoverty. It is

my belief, whose proof1 will demonstrate in this paper, that a unique, recognizable pattern

of architecture was initiated by Francis in 120S and had become identified with the

Franciscans until approximately 1232; thereafter, in a less purified but no less recognizable

fonn, it continued into the next century. liowever, a detailed legislative document for

Franciscan architecture ooly appears in 1260, thirty-four yeus after Francis'd~ by which

time Franciscan convents and churches throughout Europe numbered in the hundreds.7 How

then did Francis and bis early companions conceive ot: legislate and promote an approach to

building within the order that would express their specifie fonn of poverty? Was this

approach suceessful? What were its extent and its limits?

6Tbe symbolism of three churches in tbree ycars, and thereby the false confinement ofFrancis'
architectural activity ta ooly these years, was as important ta Saint Bonaventure (d. 1274) in, for
instance, LM, 2.8, as it bas been 10 recent biographers such as John Moorman in Saint Francis of
Assisi (London: SCM Press, 1950) and Omer Englebert in bis Saint Francis ofAssisi, 2nd cd.
(Chicago, Franciscan Press, (965).

ln 1263, Bonaventure, the Franciscan Minister General, was asIœd by the order 10 write a
definitive biography oftheir founder. It became the Legenda maior. A shoner version for liturgical
use was called the Legenda mino,.. Both are found in Doctor Seraplrici S. BonaventJl1'e S.R.E.
episcopi cardinalis Opera Omnïa, cd. PP. CoUegii a S. Bonaventura, (Florentina, ad Claras Aquas,
Quaracchi: 1882-1902), VIII, S05w04, 565-79. Previous biographies were ordered 10 he bumed. The
only manuscripts to survive the buming were those, such as Thomas ofCelano's, which were owned
by non-Franciscan monasteries. As a result ofthis purge, the Legenda maïor became "one orthe Most
widely disseminated texts of the Middle Ages," writes Ewert Cousins in the introduction to
Bonavenhlre: The SouJ's Joumey inJo Gad, The 7i'ee ofLifè and TIre Life ofSI. Francis, idem, trans.
(London: SPCK, 1978), 41. The Legenda is a theological biography placed within a rigorous
speculative structure and employing a complex array ofsymbolic images and numben taken from the
work of Augustine (d. 430). Since Bonaventure's works add littIe new information to previous
biographies, but casts Francis in a new light more in keeping with Bonaventure's era., this source will
have only limited use in this study.

1Architectural legislation appeared much carlier in the second largest mendicant arder of the
century, the Dominicans. Sec Richard A. Sundt, "Mediocres domœ ellnmriles hobeœltfrates nostri:
Dominican Legislation on Architecture and Architectural Decoration in the 13th Century," JOUI7fQ/

ofthe Society ofArclrileclllral Historian.s, 46, no. 4 (Dec., 1987): 394-407. For my discussion ofthe
differences and similarities between the architecture of these two mar groups sec chapter 7 and
conclusion.
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Researchers and bistorians have found lta1ian mendicant architecture-the architecture of the

Franeiscan, Dominican and other friar orders dedicated to the practice of poverty and

apostolic mobility--enigmatic and difficult ta understand.' Unlike the chronological,

symbolic and philosophical unity found in French Gothie, mendicant construction seems ta

have defied logical progression, and is more often than not described as an awkward, lcss

purified, over-exuberant and tberefore a failed imitator ofthe Gothie. Richard Krautheimer,

in 1925, was perhaps the MOst influential modem historian ta attempt an encapsulation of

mendicant buildings when he descnbed them as "preaehing barns."9 This rather functionalist

reading bas continued ta be endorsed more recently, for instance, by John White, Paul FranId

and Angiola Maria Romanini. lo In 1991, MaJvin Tracbtenberg attempted to reevaluate

mendicant architecture in ltaly on its own terms, in contradistinction from French Gothie. II

He finds tbat ltalian Medieval construction, unlike the lavor; modem; ofFreneh Gothie, was

always deeply historicist and eclectic. Bach city-state seems to have demanded a purposeful

originality in its architecture to distinguish their urbs from that oftheir immediate neighbours.

Just as their Roman ancestors had drawn from the Greek, Etruscan and indigenous traditions,

the Italians of the Medieval era seemed equaUy eager te meld into their buildings Islamic,

Byzantine, Roman and Romanesque, the vemacular as weIl as the Gothie, the opus

francigenum, DOW rising north of the Alps. Trachtenberg calls for historians of Italian

·See, for instance, Kurt Biebrach, Die Holzgedecklen Franzislcaner--und Dominikaner-Kirchen
in Umbrien und Toskana (Berlin, (908); Riehard Krautheimer, Die Kirchen de BetteJori:U!n in
Deutschland (Augsburg, 1925). 12; Paul Frankl, Gothic Architecture (Hannondsworth, Middlesex:
Penguin Books, 1962), 121-25; Wolfgaog Kronig, "Caratteri deU'architettura degli Ordini mendicanti
in Umbria" in Atli deI VI COlnlegno di Studi Umbri (perugia, 1971): 176-77; P. Hellot, "Sur les
Églises gothiques des ordres mendiants en Italie Centrale." in Bulletin Mo1lllllU!nlal. 130 (1972); Luigi
Pellegrini, "Gli insediamenti degli ordini mendicanti e la foro tipologia Consideraziooi metodologiche
e piste di ricerca," in Les Orderes MendianJs et la vi/le en llo/ie cenlra/e (v. 1220- v. 1350),89 (1977):
563-566; Louis Grodecki, Gothie ArchilectlUe (Milan: Electa, 1978); Angiola Maria Romanini.
"L'Arehitettura degli ordini mendicanti: nuove prospettive di interpretazione," Sioria cœJla Cilla, IX
(1978): 8-10; Francescod'Assisi: Chieseeconventi(Umbria, 1982); Wolfgang Sehcnkluhn, Ordines
Studentes: Aspekle ZJI1' KircMNuchiteklur tIer DominiJcaner und Franzislcaner im J3. (Jabrhundert
Berlin: Gebr. Mann, 1985); Angiola Maria Romanini. "0 francesc:anesimo DeU'arte: l'architetlura delle
origini," in eds. M. BaldeUi and Angiola Maria Romanini, Francesco. iIfrancescanesimo e /a cultura
della nuOlla Europa (Firenze: Paoletti, 1986), 181-95; lohn White, Art andArchilecture in IlaIy 1250
to 1400, 2nd ed. (HannoDdsworth, Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1987). 21ft; Marvin Tracbtenberg,
"GothiclItalian 'Gothie': Toward a Redefinition," JOII17Ial ofthe Society ofArchitectural Historians.
50 (March, 1991): 22·37.

9Krautheimer, Die Kirc~ 12.
10000te, Art andArclritectllre in ltaly, 21ft; Fraokl, Gothie ArchilectlUe, 121-25; and Romanini•

"L'Architettura degli ordini mendicanti," 8-10.
I1Trachtenberg, "GothiclItalian 'Gothie'." 22-37.

•
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medieval architecture ta cease imposing idealist theories upon Italy and to retum to the

buildings themselves ~ mierohistorical events. In 50 doing, however, Trachtenberg and his

followers seem to dismiss the possibility of shared ideas, symbolism and architectural

creativity, prefening formaI analysis, local documentary research and the often myopie

examination ofsingle buildings or parts tbereof. 12

A pendulum swing between idealist and strueturalist interpretations of mendicant

construction May have been both inevitable and necessary. However, by approaching

mendicant architecture in the manner of a phenomenologist, rather than the scientist, this

paper attempts to find a centre through fresh insight. 13 In such an approach, my primiIIY

responsibility is to describe not only the material and social conditions sunounding a

particular worlc, but the hidden, intuited and symbolic narratives implicit within il. 14 My

'2For instance sec David GilIe~ "8. Fortun8tO in Todi: Why the Hall Cburcb?:' Journal 01
the Society ofArehilectJual Historions, 48 (June, 1989): 158-71.

13Accordingto Max Scheler, Francis' wonderment, bis desire to understand by "standing-under,"
is one ofthe key examples in history ofa lived pbenomenological engagement. See Scheler's Selected
Phi/osophical Essays, traDs. David Lacbtmnan (Evanston: Northwestem University Press, 1973), 86­
87; and idem, The NatJue ofSympathy, trans. Peter Heath (Hamden, Conn.: Archon, 1970), 871f.
Likewise, the research undertaken in dûs paper relies upon a phenomenologica1 intention to bring my
questions-my genuine wondennent-before the source texts and buildings. Doing 50, bowever, bas
demanded that 1receivc the sources exactly as they appear to my consciousness, complete with their
/acunae and inconsistencies. Phenomenology iDsists upon an intentional analysis in which any heing
whatsoever primordially appears as itself in its immediate givenness. 1 apprebend that giVCDDess by
"wondering at what seems Most familiar. 1t On this sec Edmund Husserl, The Crisis ofEuropean
Sciences and TranscendentaJ Phenomenology (Evanston: Northweslem University Press, 1960), 80,
as referred to in Richard Schmitt, ItHusserl's Transcendental-Phenomenological Reduction," in
Phenomen%gy: The Phüosophy olEdmund Hwserl and Ils Interpretation, ed. Joseph Kockelmans
(Garden City: Doubleday and Co., 1967). Wonder guarantees that my thinJcing tends towards
reflection and as such, explanations give way ta descriptions, and answers give way to more questions.
As new questions arise, phenomenology directs the researcher to retum Itback ta the tbings
themselves" in order to rework the questions. lbus, as the scope of wonder adjusts to myever­
deepening engagement with the texts, l6nd myselfmore witbin its world than "on top of" it-relating
more to the unity ofFrancis' world, for instance, rather than objectively categorizing it in any strict
sense. On wonder and Francis, see Germain Kopaczynski, "Saint Francis and Philosophy," American
Catholic Philosophy Quarterly 64 (1990): 249-260.

'''By so doing, 1 am indebted to the iconology school ofAby Warburg, Erwin Panofsky, Emile
Mâle, Walter Burckhardt, Ernst Gombrich, GOnter Bandmann, Otto von Sîmson and others, hoping,
however, to steer clearofthe grand synthetic histories ofSedlmayr, or the simplistic cause-and-elfect
relationships that Panofsky, for instance, adopted in bis Gothie Architecture and Scholastieism
(London: Meridian New American Library, (951). On the contrary, myapproach, which may he
generally understood as phenomenological and hermeneutica1, bonours Warburg's more flexible
defmition of iconology as "an anaJysis which does Dot alIow itself te he hemmed in by the border
police," being nless interested in the neat solution than in the formulation ofa new problem." See Aby
Warburg, "Italian Art and International Astralogy in the Palazzo Schifanoia in Ferran,n tI'aDS. P.
Wortsmith in G. SchitI ed., GeT1IUlII &says on Art History (New Yorle, 1988), 234-54, esp. 246 and
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interest is less the cbronology or stylistic influences upon early mendicant architecture, than

its meaning in its own context, and its interpretation as a hermeneutic negotiated across our

shared horizon. 15 To this end, however, 1propose to examine the Iargest and Most influential

ofthe early mendicant orders, the Franciscans, by retuming to the origin oftheir architectural

prograDl, to Francis himself. My hope is that by initiating this study with an examination of

Francis' architectural vision as it influenced the approach to construction within bis order both

before and just after bis death, a more substantial understanding ofFranciscan and mendicant

architecture in thirteenth-œntwy ltaly May he gained.

The proposition of the direct architectural contribution of Francis of Assisi to the

duecento bas, more often than not, been dismissed by historians. Where Francis has been

attributed influence, it bas only been with regard to the overriding simplicity of mendicant

architecture. 16 Simplicitas, 1argue, bas not ooly a specific symbolic presence in Iate Medieval

ecelesiastical and popular culture, but also a consistent expression in the architecture of the

era's most widely imitated holy man, Francis. While architectural scholars may have given

short shrift to the problem ofFrancis' contribution, ecclesiastica1 and politica1 historians bave

250. On Warburg and the history oficonology, see Michael Ann HoUy, "Unwriting lconology," in
Brendan Cassidy, ed., Iconography al the Oouroads (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993);
Paul Crossley, "Medieval Architecture and Meaning: the Limits of Iconography," The Burlington
Magazine 130 (Febnwy 1988): 116-21; and the introduction to Cesare Ripa, Baroque and Rococo
Pictoriallmagery: The 1758-60 Hertel Edition ofRipa's lconologia wilh 200 Engravednlustrations,
ed. Edward A Maser (New York: Dover, 1971), vü·xix. For recent research on Warburg, see H.
Bredekamp, M. Diers and C. SchoeU-GIass, cds. Aby Warburg, AIcten des intemationaJen Symposion,
Hambwg, 1990 (Weinhe~ 1991).

ISHermeneutical engagement begins witb the belieftbat the distance between past and present is
continuous and bridged by tradition. However, the dialectic engendered when past and present engage
demands that l hold my cultural horizon ever before me, while. al the same time, remaining open to
question its undisclosed tradition. As a result, my pre.conceptions, questions and assumed cultural
prejudices are brougbt into play rather than operating beneath a veneer ofobjectivity, trusting that
what MaY be inappropriatc will be sifted out in the aoss.cultural dialedic. As weil, the prejudices and
political deformations of the source texts themselves will undergo a similar sifting. Together, a
conversation is intended ta Coster a "fusion ofhorizons" in which something expressed becomes not
only mine or Francis', but shared and open to further communal participation. See Hans-Georg
Gadamer, Trulh and Method (New York: Seabury Press, 1975), 258; idem, Phi/osophicaJ
Hermeneutics, trans. and cd. by David E. Linge (Berkeley: University ofCalifomia Press, 1976); and
Alberto Pérez-G6mez, "Henneneutics as Archiœctural Discourse," introduction to History and Theory
Graduate Studio, McGiJ/ School ofÂTchitecture (Montmli, 1997), exhibition catalogue. One ofthe
very few examples ofsuch a hermeneutic approacl1 to Francisc:an artistic production is, perbaps, John
Fleming's From Bonaventure 10 Bellini: An Essay in Franciscan Exegesis (Princeton, N.l.: Princeton
University Press, 1982).

16e.g., Paul Frank!, Golhic Ârchitecture, 121; W. KrOnig, "Caratteri dell'architettura," 176·77;
John White, ÂTt and Architecture in ltaly, 23; and Marvin Trachtcnberg, Architecture: From
Prehislory to Post-Modemism: The Western Tradition (New York: Abrams. 1986), 261.

•
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taken special notice of poverty, as it both defined and eventually divided the order. An

authoritative work on tbis issue is Malcolm Lambert's 1961 Franciscan Poverty: the Doctrine

ofthe Absolute PO'verty ofChrist and the Apostles ;n the Franciscan arder, 1210-1323. 17

Lambert asked, "What did Francis intend bis order ta be?" and attempted to answer this

question beginning with an examination of Francis' own way of thinking. Dy initiating a

quasi-phenomenological exploration through the symbolic, visuaI and concrete thougbt-world

of the saint, Lambert shifted the scholarship in this area away from legal discussions ofthe

various mIes of the arder and tbeir intertextual discrepancies." Michel Mollars 1962 work

Les Pauvres au Moyen Age initiated a number ofstudies conceming the poverty ofthe friars

in the structuralist method of the Anna/es school, where anthropology, sociology and

economic-material factors form a conditioning environment neœssarily preceding textual

interpretation. 19 Monat's research has enriched our social and political understanding ofthe

17(London, S.P.C.K.), cited hereafter as Lambert. For an even wider perspective on poverty and
asceticism see aIso Malcolm Lambert, Medieval Heresy: Popu/ar Move",enls from the Gregorian
Reform to the Reformation. 2nd ed. (Oxford and Cambridge, Mass.: B. BlackweU, 1992). The issue
of poverty in the order regained momentum among historians with Paul Sabatiers polemic, Vie de St.
François d'Assise, transe L.S. Houghton (London, 1926), which seemed ta cast Francis as a
mistmderstood revolutionary. More moderate scholus who defer to Sabatier are A.G. Little, "Some
receotly discovered Franciscan documents and their relations ta the Seçood Life by Celano and the
Speculum Perfectionis," Proceedingsofthe British Acodemy 12 (1926): 147-78; idem, "Paul Sabatier,
Historian ofSt. Francis," Franciscan Paper~, Lisls and DOCII1fIJ!1ÙS (Manchester, 1943), 179-88; John
Moonnan, Smuces; and idem, A History ofthe Franciscan Drderfrom ils Origins to the Year 1517
(Oxford, 1968).

IIEmploying a similar approach, although oot specifically on the area ofpoverty, is Cajetan Esser,
to whom all modern Franciscan research owes a sigoificant debl See, for instance, bis Dos Testament
des heiIigen Franzislcus von ÂS~i.si Eine UntersueJrung über seine &htheit und seine Bedelltung
(Münster-i~W.,1949); and, idem, Origins ofthe Franciscan Order, cited hereafter as Esser.

'9Mjchel Mollat. The Poor in the M"uJdJe Ages: An &say in Social History, trans. A. Goldhammer
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986). Scholarship emerging from a struetura1ist approach whicb
bears upon Francis and Franciscan architecturaI research wouId include Jacques Le Goff: LiJ BOJD"se
et la vie: Economie et religion QJI Moyen Age (paris: Hachette, 1986); idem, "The Usurer and
Purgatory," in The Dawn ofModem Banking(New Haven and Londoo: Yale University Press, (979),
22-52; Armando Sapori, The [ta/ion Merchant in the M"uldJe Ages, trans, Patricia Anne Kennen (New
York: Nono~ 1970); Robert S. Lopez, The Commercial Revolution ofthe Middle Ages, 950-/350
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976); Lester Little, ReligiOllS Poverty and the Profit
Economy in Medieval Europe (Itbaca, NY: ComeU University Press, 1978); idem,"Social Meaning
in the Monastic and Mendicant Spiritualities," Past and Present 63 (I974): 4-32; R. 1. Moore, The
Origins ofEw-opean Dissent (London: A. Lane, 1977); Raoul Manselli, S. Francesco d'Assis; (Rome
1980); David BUlT, "Poverty as a Constituent Element in Olivi's lbougbt," in David Flood, cd,
Poverty in the Middle Aga (New York., 1975), 71-79; idem, "Franciscan Exegesis and Francis as an
Apocalyptic Figure," in E. B. King, J.T. Schaefer and W.B. Wadley, eds., Monks, Huns tlI'IIl Friars
in Medieval Society (Sewanee: Press ofthe Uoiversityofthe South, (989),51-63; David Flood, "The
Domestication of the Franciscan Movement," FS 60 (1978): 311-27; idem."Assisi's Rules and
People's Needs. The Initial Determination of the FranciSCID Mission," FrtDtCiscan Digest 2, no. 2
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early mendicants. Unfortunately, structuralist critical theory often requires a large net in order

to designate manipulative superstructures. MoUat is no exception here. Often slipping

through the mesh is the context out ofwhicb bis facts emerge and, more importantly, the

symbolic domain whicb infonos 50 much ofthe Medieval thought-world.:ZO The other problem

with Mollat and bis scbool, and Lambert for that matter, is that tbeir study ofarchitecture as

it relates to poverty is relatively brief. 1 bope by undertaking this researeh to extend this

inquiry and ask more specitica1ly how Franciscan poverty emerged in the construction ofthe

order, aiming at understanding not ooly its origin and carcer, but its meaning for architectural

creation in general.

Focusing on the architectural nature ofpoverty raises the question, as it did for Malcolm

Lambert, ofwbat exactly was the mind-set, the particular vision-tbe inspiration for centuries

of literature, art and architecture-ofFrancis himself.21 Medieval people generally believed,

following the teaehing ofChrist, that onels contemplative practice or interior life are retlected

in one's exterior situation-that both good and evil acts originate primarily in the heart or

saul22 Even though this paper reserves its main discussion for the architectural questions and

(1992): 69-89; idem. "Francis' Assisi: Its Politica1 and Social His1ory, 1175-1225," FSI34 (1974):
393-424; idem, "Peace in Assisi in the Early 13th c.," Franciscan Digest 1, no. 1 (1991): 1-20; and
Robert Brentano, "Early Franciscans and ltalian TOWDS," in King, et al., Monks Nuns and Friars, 29­
50.

20By the words symbol and symbolic, 1 am referring 10 Paul Ricoeur's definition as that whicb
precedes myth, language and ail narrative. Ricoeur believes that the degree that an artifact or gesture
exists as meaningful communication is the degree ta which interpretation takes place within the poetic
structure ofits language. Sec "The Madel ofthe Text: Memingful Action Considered as Text," Social
Researc~38 (1971): 529. But iflanguage is the ground ofall texts, then interpretation must include.
ifDot begin, in the symbolic reaJm. Symbols, for Ricoeur, open up the common tradition across time
through their characteristically open framework-they continuously invite questions and revea1 the
subconscious structures of domination and fteedom. Symbols are signs, but not every sign is a
symbol. Symbols bave an inexhaustlole deptb, while the sign becomes depleted immediately. A
symbol is primarily oneiric, existing at the most fundamental part ofour psychic self; cosmic, in that
the invisible hierophany is contained in il, and poetic in that it is creative and caught up in the event.
As a "language in emergence," symbols initiale thougbt and thus require a less systematic interpretive
approach, and one more tentative, trial and errar, with the intention to bonour, as a ttanslator, the
appropriate give and take oftraditional symbolic participation. Sce Paul Ricoeur, "Herméneutique
et critique des id60logies, ft in Enrico Castelli, ed., Idéologie et démythisation (paris: Aubier, 1~73),

72; cited in JosefBleicher, Contemporary Henneneutics: Hermel1elltics as Method. Philosophy and
Critique (London, Boston: RoutIcdge " Kegan Paul, 1980), 223. Sec aIso Paul Ricoeur, The Conflicl
ofInterpretalions: Essays in Hermenevtics, ed. Don Ihde (Evanston: Nortbwestem University Press,
1974); and idem, TM Symbolism ofEvü (Boston: Beacon Press, 1969), 3·24, 347·57.

21Lambert, 31-67.
llSee, for instance, the introduction 10 Jacques Le Gott: The Medieval ImaginQ/ion, traDS. A.

Goldhammer (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1988), 1-17.
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issues identified above, it is premised, in the first two chapters, upon an exploratio~to the

degree that sources permit, of Francis' architectural vision. I propose to come al this by

addressing his approach to memory work and contemplation and their relationship to his

creative expression and poetics with respect to ethics.

Since the concepts "ethics" and "poetics" do not derive directIy from Franciscan sources

but belong instead to a much wider philosophica1 heritage in which, 1 believe, the

architectural approach of Francis participates, these terms need to be clarified. Dy ethics, 1

refer to the basic responsibility of the self for the other as deveJoped in Greek and Iudeo­

Christian systems ofthougbt Ethics infers solidarity, socialjustice, and, at its Most extreme,

substitution. 1 distinguish ethics from rules and prescriptions for morality; ethics impües

something more experimental and interpretive, and, ifanything, serves as the precondition

for morality. Such a view is presented, for example, by Aristotle when, in perbaps the earliest

Western systematic discussion about ethics, he places it under the heading ofphTonesis, or

practicaJ wisdom.23 Phronesis deliberates about actions and ends in a context where humans

discover, perhaps playfully, the ethos binding them to others in a community, tradition or

polis. Ethos is literally the "dweUing" aJongside others in which the self finds itself as it

cultivates vafue.24

By poetics, 1understand, with Plato, the making visible or bringing ioto existence ofwhat

is otherwise invisible or non-existing, and, with Aristotle, any productive activity having an

end or value beyond itselt:25 Plata setpoiesis omide philosophicallogos as a fonn ofdivine

"inspiration" or "enthusiasm" (entheos, meaning "full ofthe gOO").26 AristotIe placed both

poiesis, understood as artistic production of everything from poetry to architecture, and

praxis, or ethica1 action, outside theoria, sincc the fonner two were bath more provisional,

tentative and more informed by the triaI-and~nor,hit-and-miss contexts of Iived experience

and example. Plato and AristotIe both refer to Herodotus' earlier use ofthe termpoiesis to

refer to the "making" ofGreek culture, as demonstrated by Hesiod and Homer through their

making ofstories about the birth, Dames, characters and actions of the gods.Z7

Paul Ricoeur shows how the inherent narrative fonn ofmaking or poetic production bas

23Nicomachean Ethics, 1140a-l145a.
24Nicomachean Ethics, 1103a.
2SPlato, Symposium, 205e; AristotJe, Nicomachetm Ethic.s, Book VI; Po/itic.s, 1254a, 13261.
26Plato, Ion. 533e; Mena, 99d; PhaednIs 24Sa. Note, however, that Plato takes the side of logos

againstpoiesis in the tenth book ofthe Repub/ic.
2'7J1erodotus, Book n, 53.
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an essentiaIlyetbical vocation.lI Indeed, ethics for Aristotle was the le/os, the îmaJ cause or

end, ofpoetical production. Praxis requires poiesis in order to show itself as ethical action.

Poetics, in Ricoeur's understanding, proposes ta the imagination "thought experiments" which

cao link together ethical aspects ofwhat is said. Our "1iee imaginative play" with the myths,

dreams, fictions, metaphors and narratives ofour culture enables us to make a habit of the

virtues shared by that culture.29 Mythopoeic imagination aUows for the ethical and poetical

envisioning offutwe communities ofjustice, of"worlds otherwise."JO However, the inherent

totalizing or fundamentalizing danger in the reception of any cultural narrative is kept in

check through a certain critical distanciation which entails, in etIect, a hermeneutic dialectic

between belonging to and distancing from the given cultural mytbs.ll

Poetic action may be understood, following Martin Heidegger, in a threefold sense of

cultivating (co/ere), constructing (aedificare), and "letting dweU" by unfolding sometbing ioto

the fuilness of its being (producere).n Heidegger draws poiesis close to the original Greek

sense of elhos as "dwelling". Altbough for Heidegger the gods bave since fled from our

modem technological will-to-power, the poet is nevertheless charged with creating that spaœ­

of-waiting for their possible retum. If Ricoeur's social imaginary could be grafted onto

Heidegger's metaphorically architectural, but somewhat passive ethics, then architecture, as

a fundamentalJy poetic act, could assume its inherently narrative function ta imagine possible

u-Iopos, ethical worids otherwise. Similarly, the modem architect is invited to decline the

Romantic role of objective or enligbtened genius, and become an active participant in

21By narrative 1 understand the act of imitating action which Aristode calls mimesis and Ricoeur
designates as refening to aU accounts, literary and historical, that tell stories involving a temporal
concordance ofdiscordance-ranging hm mytbs and legends to fiction and television stories; see
Paul Ricoeur, rzme and Narrative, vol 1 (Chicago: University ofCbicago Press, 1984). In the strict
sense, Ricoeur's D8lI1Itive action excludcs music, lyric poetry, painting and arcl1itecture. My definition
includes these and all the arts whicb bave a narrative intention.

29See, for instance, Paul Ricoeur, The Symbo/ism ofEvi/, 3-24.
lOpauI Ricoeur, Lectllres on [dea/ogy and Ulopia ed. G. Taylor (New York: Columbia University

Press, 1986), xxvü-x:xxv and lecture 1.
liOn distanciation, see Paul Ricoeur, "Science and Ideology" (1974), in Hermeneutics and lM

Human Sciences, ed. and trans. Jobn B. Thompson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981),
222-46; and idem, "Myth is the Bearcr of Possible Worlds: An Interview," in Richard Keamey,
Dialogues wilh ConlempOrary Thin/œrs: The PhenomenologicaJ I/eritage (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 1984),36-45.

J2Martin Heidegger, "Building, Dwelling, Thinking,Il in PoeIry, Language, Thollglrl, tI'anS. A.
Hofstadter (New York: Harper and Row, 1971), 145-61.

•
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aedificare, as a criticaI-hermeneutical midwüe for cultural narrative.JJ

By exploring how Francis ofAssisi worked out an approach ta building as aedificœ'e, the

following thesis seeks ta understand, through concrete example, how poetic vision may

translate to architecture. What is ultimately at stake, and will he addressed in my final three

chapters, is the duration of this vision and whether or not it could he sustained as an active

tradition.

nFor a more extensive discussion than mine CODCeming the link between ethics and poetics see
Richard Kearney, Poetics ofMotlemity: TOWOI'd a HermeneJllic [maginotiolf (New Jersey: Humanities
Press, 1995).
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The Education of Francis

The principle aim of medieval education, from a student's earliest school years, was the

training of the memory. A weU trained memory was understood to order, to physically

fonn, the heart and soul. When carefully constructed, the memory would not only provide

a way of securely storing thoughts, but aIso function as the facully of imagination and

creative activily. For instance, St. Augustine (d. 430), whose authority overshadowed the

Middle Ages, believed that memory not only served ta remember past things but ta aIso

represent present and future thoughts--creativity was an ad ofremembering.1 As a resuJt,

memory implied much more than providing oneself with a means ta converse and

compose intelligently when books were not al hand, for it was in memory that one created

character, ethics and sainthood.

"Ancient and medieval people reserved their awe for memory," says Mary Carruthers,

tttheir greatest geniuses they describe as people ofsuperior memories, they boast unashamedly

of their prowess in that faculty, and they regard it as a mark ofsuperior moral cbaracter as

weil as intellect n2 For instance, Thomas Aquinas (1224-74) was a bighJy literate man in a

highly literate group and yet bis contemporaries reserved tbeir greatest praise not for bis books

but for his memory. The entire Summa Theologica in fact, was composed mentally and

dictated from memory with the aid ofat most a few notes. The remarkable testimony ofaIl

his pupiJs and secretaries recounts how "he used to dictate in bis cell ta three secretaries, and

even occasionally to four, on different subjects al the same time."l Often dictating in a trance-

IAurelius Augustinus, De Quanti/ale AnimDe, 33-34; and ibid, Confessiones. edited and transIated
by William Watts, corrected by W.H.D. Rouse, 2 vols, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 196().61), bic. 10.
~ CalTutbers, The Boole ofMemory: A ShIdy ofMemory in Medieval Cu/hue (cambridge,

EngIand; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 1.
]Antoine Dondaine, Les Secrétaires de SI-Thomœ, 2 vols. (Rome: Editori di S. Tommaso, 19S6),

51.
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like state, all the while claiming visitations and discussions with bis ancient authorities, bis

words "ran 50 clearly tbat it was as if the master were reading aloud from a book under his

eyes ... he simply let bis memol)" pour out its treasures. ,.. Augustine described bis school

friend Simplicius who not only knew ail of Virgil and much of Cicero, but could run

backwards and forwards througb any point in the text, ail the while pulling passages out of

context and a1igning them onder commoo topics.s And Francis' follower, St. Anthony of

Padua(1195-1231), is said ta have leamed the whole Bible by heart merely from bearing it

read aloud. Feats such as these could ooly have been possible wheo the memol)" was

deliberately trained.

Francis, according to bis biographers, had a phenomenal memory. "He was oot a deaf

hearer of the Gospel," says Thomas of Celano, "but committed ail that he had beard to

praiseworthy memory...6 Wheo a fiiar once otrered ta read the Sc:riptures te an ailing Francis,

he replied:

It is good to read the testimonies of the Scripture; it is good te seek the Lord our Gad in

them. As for me, however, 1 have already made 50 much ofthe Scripture my own that 1

have more than enough te meditate on and revolve in my mind. 1 need no more, SOO.
7

And Celano tells us that,

although he had been educated in none ofthe branches oflearning ... whenever he read

the Sacred Books, and something was once tossed into his mind, he indelibly wrote it in

bis heart. He had a memory for [whole] books because having heard something once he

took it in not idly, but with continued devout attention bis emotion-memory [affictus]

chewed 00 it This he said was the fiuitful method for teaching and reading, not te have

wandered about througb a thousand learned discussions.1

4Biographical DocumenISfor the Life olSainl Thomas 01Aquinaf. trans. Kenelm Foster (Oxford:
Blacldiiars, 1949),374 38, SI. Francesco Petrareha (d. 1374), whose memory power was legendary,
claimed that Julius Caesar couId dictate four letters al once, while writing a fiftb in his own band. Sec
Rerum memorandam libri, ed. Guiseppe Billanovich (Florence: Sansoni, 1945), u.

5Augmtine, De 1J/ltII1'a et origine animae, IV, vii, 9; idem, CorfJJIS Scriptorum EcclesiasticOl1Oll
Latinoru.m, 60, p. 389, lines 7 4 19.

61 Cel 22.
71 Cel 105.
12 Cel 102.
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Due to his Jack ofcompositional styling, Francis' Latin was criticized by bis biographers as

deficient.9 Nevertheless, without immediate access to books himselt: Francis dictated the

majority ofhis letters, admonitions, mies, offices and poems-many ofthese composed when

he was a1ready blind near the end ofhis life-containing over 300 passages from the Old and

New Testaments, as well as quotations from the likes of Saints Benedict, Bernard and

Anselm.

Among the European nations Italy May have had the largest proportion of those outside

of the leamed clerical or noble classes who received an education. Nevertheless Assisi,

Umbria and Europe in general still operated within a predominandy oral tradition. IO By oral

tradition, 1am referring ta cultures whose communal history relies more upon human memory

as passed through the generations tban upon the use of written or printed texts. ll The

~ccleston, VI. The cbronicle ofEcclcston maps out the history ofthe English province ofthe
Friars Minor from 1224-1258. He is cspecially valuable for infonnation conceming the politics ofthe
order and the demise ofBrother Elias in particular. For an inIroduction ta Ea:lesto~see Brooke. 27­
45.

lo-rhose who were truely literate in Medieval Europe only constituted a tiny minority. As Brian
Stock observed, "down to the age ofprint and in many regions long afterwards, literacy remained the
exception rather tban the mie." See Brian Stock, The Implications ofLiteracy (Princeton: University
Press, (983), 13.

Lay education was especially encouraged in Italy after Pope Innocent m, in 1199, allowed
reading ofthe Scripture for a group oflaypersons ("lest these simple people he forced ioto heresy"),
and granted those laity who could read and compose in Latin, the laici litterat;, the permission to
preach in their communities, in the streets and in neigbbouring churehes-ifthe local cleries conceded.
It may Dot be chance that the movement of the Humi/iati, with ils Iiterate and articulate layelement,
had a power base, as it were, in Lombardy. See DL. D'Avray, The Preoching ofthe Friars: Sermons
Diffu.sedfrom Paris before J300 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), 29, 32. Laymen were often able
ta hold important professional, academic and political positions alongside cimes and nobles. The
greatest university in ltaIy, Bologna, permitted vacant chairs ta pass to the sons ofthe professors. This
indicates an entirely different situation fiom nortbem Europe where all but the cImes seemed to he
excluded from educational opportunities and wbere the professions were barclly developed. sec F.M.
Powicke and A.B. Emden, eds. Rtuhdml's Medieval UniversiJies (Oxford, 1936), i, 214. Even among
mercbants, non-professional groups of nobility and among some women who bad no access
whatsoever to the professions, a considerable knowledge ofLatin prevailed. J.W. Thompson, The
Literacy ofthe Lairy in the Middle Ages (New York, 1939), 59.

11Qnly in the monasteries and the universities in the early thirteenth century, where the tedmology
ofwriting and access ta the written word were cultivated, did a truly literate sub-culture develop and
eventually blossom ioto Scholasticism. The di1ference is Jess between an iIlitente and literate culture
than one in whicb a primarily interpretive oral interaction W8S heginning to he slowly displaced bya
more fundamenta1ist textual culture. l'bat is ta say, in the context oforality, texts, whether written or
oral, built or imagined are the talus, the "weave" which formed coIDIDunity through the ongoing
interpretive adjustment of foundational heliefs, myths and laws to cbangïng circumstances. For
instance, "rhetoric," in ils Greek original. techne ,hetori/œ. "speech art." was an entirely oral memory
perfonnance as indicated in rhapsoidein, "to rbapsodize" meaning to "stiteh songs together." See
Walter Ong, Orality and Literacy: Technolog;nng the Word (London and New York: Routledge,
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possessor of a great memory, typically the poet, bore the cultural responsibility for the

narration ofcommunal history, mytbs and beliefS. The poet, tberefore, had ta have a personal

memory capable ofordering a massive vocabulary ofset phrases in arder to construct correct

metricallines according ta a given theme. 12

By the time Francis was in bis early twenties, he was known for bis poetic memory.

Celano tells us that Francis was the dominus or master of a local band of reveUers or

troubadours who engaged in song, jokes, banqueting and drunken foolishness. 13 Francis even

sang, recited poetry and begged in the courtly language associated with the ttoubadours,

Provençal.14 The troubadour poetic tradition originated in eleventh~nturycourtly circles in

the south ofFrance and spread &Cross Europe until it waned in the late thirteenth century.15

The Provençal word trobador derives, in part, from the Latin ward for poet-eomposer,

tropator, in Old French, trouvère. Relating directly ta the fimction of Medieval memory,

1982). 9; cf. Munro EdmtmSOD, Lore: An IntrodllCtion to the Science ofFoIlcJore andLiterahlTe (New
York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1971).323.332.

t21t is not surprising that Mnemosyne, the goddess ofmemory. among the most ancient of the
Greek deities. was considered the mother ofthe muses, whose special providence was poetry. See
James A. Notopoulos, "Mnemosyne io Oral Literature," Transactions ofthe American Philological
Association. 69 (1938),473. MA. Clanchy bas found that, until the fourteenth century, "documents
did not immediately inspire U'USt," instead, the memory ofwi1Desses present at any event, lecture or
transaction was always the final arbitcr of truth. Whereas the written word could be forge<! or
miscopied and always remained silent under SClUtiny. the human memory, especially when ttained,
was coruiidered entirely secure. more accurate than writing, and able ta answer aIl its detractors. See
MT. Clanchy, From Memorylo W,iltenRecord: England. 1066-/307 (London: Arnold, 1979). 160.
230.

13 1 Cel 2. 2 Cel 7. Francis' earliest œputalion, according ta the Legenda Trium Socionutl. rested
on bis refusaI ta use coarse language and that, as is often said of memory praetitioners. bis words
"came spontaneously from bis heart." Cited hereafter as 3 Soc, this tcxt is a fourteenth-century
manuscript compilation ofstories conceming Francis. It contains an important section which cao be
dated to 1246 containing the eye-wi1Dess reports oflbree companions ofFrancis whicb were eventually
incorporated iota 2 Cel. Some of these earlier passages have been stitched iota Rosalind Broolcc's
Scripla Leonis (see cbapter 2. note 38). See Théophile Desbonnets' introduction ta the text in
Omnibus, 853-84; cf. Rosalind Brookc, "The Lives ofSaint Francis," in T.A. Omey. Latin Biography
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1961), 177-198. esp. 188.

I~ Cel 13, 127; 1 Ccl 2; 2 Cel 7; 3 Soc 1; Sec aJso F. X. Cheriyapattaparambil, Troubadour
Influence in the Life and Writings ofthe Man Saint ofAssis; (Rome, 1985). The French loDgue may
have been taught ta him by bis mother. Pica, whom legend designates as French in origin. A more
likely source. however, was thc result of Francis ac:companying bis father from an carly age on some
of his frequent trade journeys ta the Champagne textile market. Both Francis and bis father loved
everything French, Francis always longed ta die in France; bis father sold French cloth and even
coined the rather original Dame "Franœsco" on bis son after a particularly lucrative trip; 2 Cel 1. Ste
Fortini, 87-89.

ISRoger Boase, The Origin and Meaning of ColU1/y Love: Â critical SIJIdy of EuropetUI
Scholarship (Manchester: University Press, 1977).3-24.
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tropare in Latin meant "ta find, invent, devise or compose." Similarly, the troubadour was

coosidered to he one who invented and memorized poems, verse forms and melodies for his

lyrics.

The troubadour was typically accompanied by an apprentice jongleur who was a minstrel

charged with interpreting and executing the troubadours works (fig. 2). The jongleur was

often a variety artist, tbat is, ajoculator or jester whose talents included singing hymns about

the Virgin Mary, juggling and tumbling, and reciting chansons de geste. Since the

accomplisbed jongleur aspired to be a troubadour, the troubadour was usually a fonner

jongleur and, on his own, would often perfonn the duties ofboth. 16 This MaY bave been the

case ofFrancis, who, as dominus ofhis troubadour group and later as leader ofthe religious

arder which be sometimes referred to as iocuJatore.s Dei, "the jongleurs ofGad,ft certainly

demonstrated a lifetime ofbath composing and performing his poetic vision. 17

Thomas of Celano tells us that Francis fust lcamed to read at the church of S. Giorgio in

Assisi. l1 The canons at S. Giorgio seem to have been responsible for the education ofFrancis'

more literate contemporaries sucb as St Clare, author ofher own Testament, Form ofLife

and a number of letters, Brother Giles, author of al least one extant poem, and the poet

Brother Pacificus, nicknamed the "King ofVerse." 19 Clare and Giles were bath baptized at

the same font as Francis, and were likewise connected with S. Giorgio-Clare having once

heard Francis preach there. Clare was known for ber own memory powers, quoting authorities

16ef. L.T. Topsfield, Troubadours andLove (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975),2;
and R T. Hill and T.G.B~ Anthology ofthe Provençal Troubadours. n (New Haven and London,
1973),237.

17According to David Ieffi'ey, ioculatores Dei were a particular subset ofjongleurs, who, "with
more devotion than art, ftamed rude songs or dramatic pieces on the chiefevents ofthe Gospel story. Il
David Jeffiey, "Franciscan Spirituality md the Growth ofVcmacular Culture," in idem, ed., Dy Things
Seen: Reference and Recognition in Medieval Thought (Ottawa: University ofOttawa Press. 1979):
146. 80th the rise of Medieval drama and poetry in the vemacular cao be auributed mostly to
Franciscan traditions; idem, "Franciscan Spirituality,Il 155-57. Even Dante admits that bis treatisc of
vemacuJar language, De Vulgar; EJoquentia, was fostered during bis education onder the FrancisC'ans
at Santa Croce in Florence. T.B. Cbubb, Dante andbis Wo,ld (Boston, Toronto: Little, Brown, 1966),
224-27.

III Cel 23, 116-118; LM 4.4, 15.5.
19p'or Pacificus, sec LM 4.9. For Giles sec VE, introduction, p. 307-317. The Vita beat; F,atrÎS

Aegidii (1263-71), cited here as \lE, was probably written by Br. Leo after Giles' deatb. It is a smaIl
but interesting source ofdocumentation conceming the earlyarder. For CIare's education and memory
see Clare ofAssisi: Early Docrmtents, cd. Regis Armstrong (St. Bonaventure, NY: FI'BIICÎSC8D Institute
Publications. 1993),25.
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freely in her dictations even though books, in the early years, were not kept al her monastery.20

The canons of S. Giorgio obviously supported active laiei /itteratï.

Judging from the evidence ofhis written and dictated tem, Francis' mastery ofstyle and

composition in Latin, compared ta his contemporaries 5uch as Celano, was modest. Francis

considered himself an idiota, meaning, in Medieval language, one who was neither of the

ecclesial or courtly class and who had tbus not mastered Latin fluently.21 His education was

probably geared towards the practicalities of working in bis father's cloth business, where

Latin proficiency was helpful but not essential.n Francis, according ta bis biographers,

remained in scbool until about fowteen years of age; this was the prevailing custom for

merchants' sons intent onjoining their relatives in the shop.2J

Francis' command of Latin may have been faulty, but bis mnemonic powers were

considerable in a culture that valued memory. This ability was not simply the consequence

ofbis natura! talents but the bard-won prize ofdeliberate training and constant practice.

Francis' teachers were members of the ordo eanonicus, that is, deacons and priests

gathered under a bishop and attached to an urban cathedral. They lived either in religious

cloister ofvarying strictocss or alone in eivitale. While communallife al cathedrals existed

since the fifth century, a reform movement in the eleventb century, led by Pope Urban fi and

the Umbrian hennit Peter Damian, resulted in more canon groups living in cloister under an

ascetic regime which included fasting, wearing coarse woolen habits, cbanting the office and

practicing chastity, silence and poverty. The refonD, however, simultaneously inspired an

apostolic thrust towards the urban laity, encouraging canons ta educate youth and open

»rwo other early companioos, Br. Süvestro and Br. Peter Catanii were once QIlons ofS. Giorgio
themselves. On Br. Silvestro, see 2 Cel 109. On Peter Catanü see 24 Gen, 4; Bartholomew ofPisa,
AF, IV, 203; and Brooke, 57, n.

21G. Lauriola, "La formazione cultura1e di Francesco," L'Italiana Francescana 56 (1981),371-72.
1 Cel 89; LM 14.1; EcclestoD, VII, 28; sec Raoul Manselli, SainJ Francis ofAssisi, trans. Paul Duggan
(Chicago: Franciscan Press, 1988), 122.

221brougbout a numher ofÂnNlles articles by Henri Pirenne, a demoostrated link cao he made
between education and the success of the mercbant class in tbirteenth-a:ntury EW'Ope. Merchant
fathers are recorded as sending tbeir boys to masters to learn letters as well as good marais. One could
assume that they would he expected at the very least to perfonn sums, ifnot being able to draw up
detailed business contrads. Sïnce Francis' family was one ofthe leading merchant familles in Assisi,
it is Iikely that the education ofFrancis and bis brothers went band in band with their familles' rise in
prestige. Henri Pirenne, "L'Instruction des man:bands au Moyen Âge," Annales d'histoire économique
et sociale, 1 (1929): 13-28; cf A. Murray, Reœon tmdSociely in the Middle Ages (Oxford, 1978),
189-94; and D'Avray, Preaching. 38.

233 Soc; 2; LM 1, 1; Fortini, Saint Francis, 109.
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hospitaJs.24 Unlike the rorally-based monastic orders, the canons were situated in the centre

of bustling cities whose cathedral forecourts often doubled for markets. The reform drew

them to serve those caught up in the new mobili1y ofgoods, financial transactions and secular

entertainments, yet instituted communal practices which s1rove to keep !hem untainted by

these worldly pursuits. Behind these reforms were the revival and adaptation among the

regular canons of the late sixth~enturyRegula Sancti Augustin; whose aim was to recreate

the pre-Constantine ecclesia primitiva, that is, the tirst community ofChristian apostles of

Acts 4.32ff; whose tradition sttetched back, so the canons claimed, to Aaron and the Levites.n

Both ofthese sources stressed the importance ofa full common Iife serving an urban popuJaœ

while committing themselves to total personal poverty. It must have been astonishing for the

laity to see a type of monastic spirituality not hidden away in a far-off cloister but actually

woven into their own urban existence.

Two of the MOst important reform or regular canon groups resided at San Frediano in

Lucca and Santa Croce at Mortara from where they spread their influence across central

Italy.26 ft is almost certain that the Assisi group were reformed regular canons as well; the city

was in direct contact with Peter Damian, the canons lived in cloister and S. Giorgio was a

parish church which administered bath a school and hospital.27

Through their ascetic discipline and charitable works, the canons breathed new life into

the European church: lay groups were beginning to gather, pray and organize on their own

initiative, and the ranks of the canons bulged. Marie-Dominique Chenu attributes to the

influence of the regular canons an awakening ofconsciousness throughout Europe-a new

self-awareness characterized by the simultaneous cultivation ofthe individual conscience and

an intemalization ofChristïan morality.2I Under the inspiration ofPeter Damian and Bernard

of Clairvaux, their commitment to the ideal of a revived ecclesia primitiva even sparked

24Little, Religious Poverly, 105-12.
2SCharles Dereine, "L'élaboration du statut canonique des chanoines réguliers spécialement sous

Urbain n," Revue d'histoire ecclésiastique 46 (1951): 534-65; and Caroline Walker Bynum, "The
Spirituality ofthe ReguIar Canons,ft in Jesus as Mollier: Studies in the Spirihla/ity ofthe High Middle
Ages (Berkeley: University ofCalifomia Press, (982),29.

26Little, Re/igious Poverly. 105;Fo~ 107.
27Qn Peter Damian's relatioosbip to Assisi, and possible influence on Francis, see Raphael Brown,

The RoolS ofSt. Francis (Chicago: Franciscan Herald~, (982), 153-58.
21M.-D. Chenu, L'mil dt! la conscience dans la civilisation médiévale (paris, 1969); cf. Lester

Little, "Social Meaning in the Monastic and Mendicant Spiritualities,n Past and Present, 63 (1974):
19.
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discussion coocemïng the political authority of the papacy and the degree to which true

Christian commuoities had to bend a mee ta feudal power.29 A few radical groups eventually

splintered offfrom the canon chapters and established themselves in the wildemess, and some

individuals left to become wandering preachers or hermits. In one notable case, Arnold of

Brescia, once the prior of a canon chapter, drew a vast following of mendicant students,

directIy challenged papal wealth, and promoted division ofchurcb and state.JO

ln a recent essay, Caroline Walker Bynum bas proposed that the key difference between

secular clerics and monastic orders, on the one band, and the reguJar canons on the other was

the canons' oft-repeated dietum: ta live a life by word and example.1J Whereas the monks saw

themselves as life-Iong students, the canons saw themselves as both leamers and teachers.

Specializing in educating for the art ofpreaching, the goals oftheir asceticism went beyond

monastic penance and purification to become a necessary preparation for apostolic work.]2

The canons understood there ta be a direct connection between personal poverty and the

impact ofwhat was said in their preaching. Preaching by example became an ideal. Besides

their hospitals and schools, they were weil known for charitable works ranging from feeding

the poor 10 writing tracts on medicine, and eveo bridge-building.]] The apostolic life of the

Gospels, and the tract on Pastoral Care by St. Gregory the Great (d. 604), prompted the

regular canons to place themselves al the service of those who lacked bealth, sustenance,

education, or, a means of travel for pilgrimages.

Educating the memory for contemplation and preachiog 100 the regular canons ta develop

a detailed mnemooic pedagogy. This pedagogy was developed al their school ofSt. Victor

outside Paris. After i1s foundation in 1108, manyan important teacher resided there iocluding

the renowned mystical author Richard of St. Victor (d. 1173), the Iiterai-historical exegete

Andrew of St. Victor (d. 1175), the liturgical poet Adam of St. Victor (d. 1192), and the

29Glenn Olsen, "The Idea of the Ecclesia Pri",itiva in the Writings of the Twelfth-Century
Canonïsts,·' Tradilio, 25 (1969): 83; G. Miccoli, "Ecclesiae Primitivae Fonna," in Chïesa GregorianD:
Ricerche sulla Riforma dei &cola XI (Florence, 1966), 225-99.

30fn 1147 he even led an anti-papal uprisÏDg in Rome, and was subsequently captured, trie<!, ex­
communieated, hanged and bumed. Otto ofFreisiog, Gesta Friderici Il,,,puatoris, ed. Waitz (1928),
ii28, p. 154; as citcd in Little, lWigiollS Poverty, 110.

l1Bynum. "Spirituality ofCanons," 53-55, 57.
32Little, ReligiOllS Poverty, lOS.
J3Mollat, La PaJnI1'f!S, 90-93. Even though reœrds ofbridge building concem France more tban

ltaly, it is possible that the consideration ofconstruction as a possible charitable work may bave been
passed on ta Francis as the canons promoted their tradition among their students.
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philosopher-eosmologist Godfrey of St. Victor (d. after 1194). AlI, however, considered

themselves the disciples of tbeir famous teaeher and prior, Hugh of St. Victor (d. 1141).

Hugb's exceptional scholarly achievement gained him recognition as a leading master in Paris

by the mid-1120's. Friend of St. Bernard and Abbot Suger, he wrote tem on philosophy,

biblical exegesis, theology and contemplation, making significant contributions ta each of

these fields. One of Hugh's great legacies to medieval scholarship was bis monumental

Didascalicon which drew together ail ofthe liberal arts ioto a vast pedagogy that placed a

new emphasis on the literal and historicaJ sense ofScripture.3c For these ideas, indeed bis

entire philosophy, Hugh drew UPOn Augustine ta the point of being tagged a/ter-.A.ugustus.

Hugh's two widely distributed treatises, De arche Noe mystica and De archa Noe mora/i,

continued his interest in education as that which is founded on the proper training of the

memory and aims toward mystical contemplation and vigorous ethical action. Historians

Meuy Carruthers, Ivan Dlicb and Howard Zinn ail designate Hugh as the great compiler ofa

thousand years ofmonastic mnemonic practices and one ofthe last great thinkers to emerge

from and epitomize Western oral tradition.3S

If for Augustine and Hugh, memory was the basis ofcreative action in the future, then

it is in the memory ofFrancis, edueated in their tradition, where bis architectural intentions

would lie. Sïnce direct access to the inner contents and operation of Francis' memory would

he the preserve ofFrancis himself; we must infer its nature through i1s representation in words

and actions. The next chapter, therefore, begins with an example of one ofFrancis' better

known sennon-performances which Thomas ofCelano presents as a demonstration ofFrancis'

mnemonic ability. This example, and lessons from Hugh ofSt. Victor's pedagogy, will shed

light on the contemplative, interpretive, interactive and ethical aspects ofFrancis' memory­

training as it will bear upon his architectural vision.

l4$ee Ivan Illich, ln tlte Vineyard ofthe Text: A Commenttuy to Hugh's Didascalicon (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1993).

35Carruthers, 80-83; Ulich, Yineyard ofthe Tezt, 1-28: Grover ZinD, "Hugh ofSaint Victor and
the Art ofMemory." Viator. 5 (1974): 227.



22



•

•

Memory and Vision

In the Prima Vila, Thomas of Celano reports that Francis would continually bring to his

memory, with directed concentration, the birth and death ofJesus Christ.I In order that he

may illustrate the exterior effects of dUs interior labour, Celano recounts the 1223

Christmas eve mass organized by Francis for the residents of Greccio in the MOuntains

above the towo. Defore the mass, Francis asked a local man to construct a nativity scene

in a cave with a manger, hay and live animais, in order to illustrate the poverty of the

nativity. Before his fiiars and the Greccio residents on Christmas eve, Francis delivered a

sennon which involved immersing himself emotionally and sensually ioto this nativity set­

Up.
2 The sermon, according to Celano, became stamped upon the participants' memories

such that visions and miracles were witnessed among them. (fig. 3)..l

Ifthis event demonstrates Francis' mnemonics, then one of its results-the construction

of the Ïlrst Chrïsttnas presepio or crèche in the history of Christendom-seems to make a

direct relationship between memory and a type ofarchitectural invention. Moreover, ifthe

humility ofthe nativity was, as Cbristians believe, a virtue worthy of imitation, then Francis'

interaction with this construction imparted an ethical exemplar by impressiog a vision of

humility upon the memory of those present. Dy fleshing out Celano's description of this

sennon-performance, with reference to Hugh of St. Victor's mnemonics as a pedagogical

tradition shared by Francis' regular canon tcachers, myaim is to investigate how Francis'

memory and creativity translated ioto architecture and ethics.

Il Cel 84.
21 Ce186.
31 Cel 86.
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Q. The Sensual Ward

As a prelude to the events at Greccio, Celano tells us that Francis

would recall Chrïst's words through persistent Meditation and bring to mind his deeds

through the most penettating consideration. The humility of the incarnation and the

charity ofthe passion occupied bis memory particularly, ta the extent that he wanted to

think of hardly anything else.4

Intense concentration, according ta Hugh ofSt Victor, was the comerstone ofmemory work.5

Training the memory began on the first day of a child's education with a type of

contextualized memoriDtion, typically consisting ofverses from the psalms or maxims from

Cato's Distichs.6 For example, the psalm manuscripts were, unlike the rest of the Bible,

presented to the students neither numbered nor in verse fonn. The ooly divisions in an

otherwise solid black oftext were indicated by coloured initiaJs: typically altemating red and

blue for the verses, and both colours for the beginning ofa particuJar psaIm.' The pupils' first

lesson, therefore, was how to remembcr a verse in its unique visual context: its exact position

on the page, the colour ofns initial, the lines above, below and beside it (fig 4). But one did

not stop there; the conteX! extended to the specific day, hour, classroom, weather or anything

that could jog the mind of the unique occasion when it was first committed to memory.·

Together with singing the verse silently, and smelling and tasting the imagery il evoked, each

41 Cel 84.
sHugh of St. Victor. Didascalicon 3.11; and De tribus maximis cÛ'cvmstantiis gestorum, 490,

lines 3941 .
.ssee Pierre Riché, Educalion el cv/lUl'e dans l'occident barbare, VIe-Ville siècles (paris: Seuil,

1962); transe by l J. Contreni as Educalion and Culture in the Barbarian West, Salh Through EighJh
Centuries (Columbia, SC: University ofSouth C8r0lina Press. 1976),460 ff.

'Dating, signatures, alphabetical iDdexing, footnoting, eataloguing and even the practice ofplacing
spaces between words are all late Medieval developments in a textuality geared to a culture of
increasingly silent readers. whosc memory formation was coming to rely less on the auditory or
gestural and more on the visual. Bcfore the thirteenth cenWry, however, books, manuscripts and
written documents were less narrative monologues than thesauri or treasure-boxes ofpast memory
performances as prompts for similar events in the future. This is why in carly documents one will
often find, as in an oral performance, slighdy misworded qUOtatiODS gathered ftom every possible
source and woven seamlessly together under broad topies. Ivan Illich, Vineyard ofthe TaI, 91.

'Carruthers.94.
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.., Two jongleurs. From an Il th c. St.
Maniai tonary. Paris. B.N.lat. 1118. fol IllV
(phlHO Bibl. nat. Paris). As reproduccd in
Kendrick. The Game ofLenoe. 56.

•

3. Francis rccnacts the natlvlty at Greccio in 1223. He employs bath a live baby and animais
hcforc his audience of friars (on the Icft). and townspeoplc (on the right). Miniature from St.
Bonaventure. Legenda maior (Rome: Musco Francescano. Pergarncnacco Codice. 1457. inv. nr. 1266.)
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verse was to be received in a total interior synaesthesia (fig. 5).' Within Hugh's genealogy

oftime the students continually bad ta find their unique place: a psaIm's praises and Jaments

became their own, its characters sitting next to them, and its setting, their monastery.IO

For the sake ofmemorization the initiais and margins of the psalters incorporate vivid

pictures ot: for instance, jewels, coins, bints, becs, fruit and tlowers. Il Both pictures and text

refer to words (as sounded out), which in tum refer ta the things themseJves. 12 An eagJe

illustrated in a psalter indicates the written word "eagle," encompassing the entirety of its

metaphorical implications, and onJy coming ta Iife by being spoken aloud by the reader.

While the reader speaks the word of the illustration, the picture, in tom, May speak ta the

reader. An illustration not only serves ta contextualize a passage on a page, but may also

provide a spoken gloss on the adjacent text ifdesignated to do 50 by the master or reader. 13

For instance, in the thirteenth-century Cambridge Trinity Apocalypse, an illustration of

speaking angels, complete with taJk ballooDS and a "listcning" John ofPatmos, provide a Jale

example ofjust such a textual dialogue between reader and picture (fig. 6). Hugo de Folieto's

bestiary, De avibus, attributed until the eighteenth century to Hugh of St. Victor, provides a

picture ofa hawk and a dove which is meant ta speak and summarize the text surrounding it

(fig. 7). In another lreatise ofHugo's, "The Wheels ofTrue and False Religion," the wheel

images are labeUed "chapter 1" indicating that they are not illustrations or even a diagram of

the text, but a portion of the text itself. Without paying attention to these images, modem

9Scribes themselves typically mumbled as they wrote just as the medieval reader had to speak each
word out loud in order to release its meaning: the scriptorium was the noisiest chamber in the
monastery. The complex training ofthe scribe, as M. T. Clanchy bas shown, was entirely separate
from that ofthe composing author. Clanchy, Memory to W,inen Record, 89-115.

IO"Hugo of SL Victor: De tribus marimus cÏTcumstanliû geslonun," trans. W. M. Green,
Speculum 18 (1943): 484-93, esp. 491, fines 3ff,· and ZiDn, "Art ofMemory," 227. History for Hugh
Dot only means the historical sense ofthe text but aIso a discipline ofstudy which must he mastered,
with appropriate sources and tec:bniques. Sec Beryl Smalley, The Stvdy ofthe Bible in the Middle
Ages, 2nd ed. (Oxford, 1952), ch. 3 and M.-O. Chenu, Nalllre, Man and Society in the Twelfth
Century, trans. J. Taylor and L.K. Little (Chicago, 1968),99-145.

IIThese items stood for the contents ofmemory by infening their respective containers as memory
metaphors: treasure boxes, purses, nests, cells, trees and plants.

Izm. the eleventh and twelfth centuries, scnbes were often cal1ed painters. For instance a monk,
Isadore, in an 1170 Paduan manuscript is called its painler even though he is illustrated as writing.
Sec these and other examples in IJ. Alexander, "Scribes as Artists: The Arabesque Initial in Twelfth­
Centwy English Manuscripts," in M.B. Parkes and A.G. Watson, cds. Medieval Scribes andLib,aries:
Ersays Presented 10 N.R Kerr (London: Seolar Press, 1978), 107-109.

uCarrothers, 223-24.
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editoes would be essentially deleting chapters frOID this work. t.

Words are the building blacks of thought, and thougbt, according to Augustine's

NeopIato~Mediates betweeo visible things and their true invisible reality: the sounding

oftemporal words leads our mind upward ta the logos or timeless Word.1$ This is the guiding

concept behind the beginner's reference book, the bestiary. Popular since Alexandrine

Greece» bestiaries are anthologies tbat provide moralized illustrations ofhundreds ofanimais»

bath real and imagin~but a1most never displaying actual pictures ofthem. Their contents

were considered voces animantium» literallyanimal soumis» to be used as mental aides­

mémoire when memorizing a texte Sïnce only written descriptions were give~ the student

was forced to imagine bis or her own striking creatio~ either from invention or tiom an actual

encounter with the beast. The imagined animal or bird forms remain forever plastic, now

displaying this characteristic, DOW mouthing that word, according ta the particular situation

in which the contents ofthe student's memory were required. 16

At the most elementary level ofa child's education a pupil such as Francis tirst leamed

that the understanding was entirely dependent 00 cultivating the imagination. AU the senses

had to be employed ta imagine and imprint the word as a new and persona! experience upon

the memory. The memory was geared toward perfonnative interaction with the words by

absorbing the given text and illustrations, and by interiorly imprinting the context in which

the tex! was received. Francis' "penetrating consideration," therefore, seems ta have been a

necessary labour, an uoavoidable first step» ifhe desired to communicate the life ofChrist to

thase around him.

b. Constructing the Res

Francis asked a local Greccio resident to galber tagether those things "that will recali to

memory the iittle child who was barn in Bethlehem and set before our bodily eyes in some

'4Carlo de Clercq, "Hugues de Fouilloy, Imagier de ses propres oeuvres?" Revue dM Nord
(Université de Lille) 45 (1963): 3142.

15Confe.ssions, Il, S; Robert 1. O'CoDDe~ Art and lhe Christian Intelligence in St. AIIgIIStine
(Oxfor~ 1978). 100.

16Qn bestiaries in gcneral sec Florence McCu1loc:h, Medieval French andLatin Bestiaries (Chapel
Hill: University ofNol1h Carolina Press, 1962).
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~. A 12th c. monastcry cIassroom. Note that
studcnls arc nut taking notes. but discussing
points and imprinling on their rncmories the
mastcr's tcaching. From Aristotle's Physica.
PluE. 1~ sin. 1. c. 1 (BML). As rcproduced in
Massimiliano G. Rosito. cd. Sama Croce, nef
sa/co della sroria (Aorence: cd. Ciuà di Vita.
1996).61.

.-

5. Lady Memory takes her
place bctwccn the Doors of
Sight and Hearing. Mini-

.\'
aturc from Richard de
FournivaL Bestiaire cl 'amour
(Paris: Bibliothèque Nation­
ale, MS. fr. 1951. fol. 1.)
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6. John of Patmos witncsscs the rcjoicing in Hcavcn. John. on left. lifts his hood to hear the angel.
aoo"e. speak the words in the 'lalk balloon", Miniature. 12th c. (Cambridge: Trini1Y College. MS
R,16.2. fo1.22. Counesy of 1he Mas1er and Fellows of Trinity Colicge. Cambridge.)

7. Hawk and do"e. in lef1 and right arches. respectivcly-figures which sland for 1he
lCXts around 1hem. Miniature. 121h c. Hugo de Folie1o. COllcem;llg the Dm'e and Ihe
Hal\·k (Oxford: Bodleian Library MS. Lyell 71. fol. 4r.)
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way the inconveniences ofhis infant needs."17 On Christmas eve, under a rocky mountainous

overhang (indicated by Celano and saon after enshrined by the present clay chapel), Francis

set down a manger and sorne bay, Icd in an ox and an ass, and welcomed the inhabitants of

Greccio bearing candies and torches "ta light up that nigltt that bas ligbted up ail the days and

years with its gleaming star." Il So new was this use of location, audience participation,

animais and fann objects for the nativity mass, that Francis, according ta Bonaventure's 1263

biograpby Legenda maior, had to seek a special papal dispensation a few weeks earlier for

fear of being accused of innovation. 19 The necessity of this composition for Francis May be

understood in tenns ofmedieval memory training.

Francis was taught ta use simple images, such as animais or symbolic items, ta organize

the mass ofdata one bas begun to place in the memory. In arder to progress from the maxims

or psalms to memorizing the Bible proper, the pupil would need to leam these more advanced

mnemonic skills. This involved the practice of dividing a text into manageable

pieces-usually about seven words or bits of information-and keying these chunks according

ta a series sucb as the Latin or Greek alphabet, oumbers, animais ofthe bestiary, the zodiac,

a caIendar or a combination of these.20 The pupil is advised to leave plenty ofspace in this

memory lexicon for digressioo or addition and ta imagine the area evenly lit 50 that every item

can be clearly seen. Once the sections are addressed and filed, the student is able to bath

cross-reference the information and re-combine the text in arder ta meditate on a theme or

fashion a composition. It is important ta have a clear beginning ta the chosen series, for when

it cornes tinte to retrieve something one simply has to nm up and down the list for the item

needed. As wel~ by developing a personalized ordering~ the student then bas a secure

set of mental file folders ready to reccive data not ooly seen but heard, such as matter from

a sermon or lecture. Every piece of information received by the ear, however conceptual,

must he transformed into words and then made iota sensual images visible and tactile to the

mind's eye and hand Ifthe pupil cannat perœive it concretely in his list or ordering system,

it will certainly he lost forever.21

171 Ce184.
III Cel 85.
19LM 10.1.
~ugh ofSt. Victor, Didasca/icon, traDs. Jerome Taylor (New York: Columbia University Press,

1961), ID. fi, p. 93; Zinn, "Art ofMemory," 221; Carrutbers, 83-85
21Katbryn L. Lync~ T1te High Medieval Dream Vision: Poel1y, Phi/osoplry, and Lituary Fa,.",

(Stanford, Calir.: Stanford University Press, 1988),34; Carrutbers, 95.
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At an even more advanced level, studeots were eocouraged to place their gathered bits

into topos. series or locus, meaning variously "a place set &part, a regioon or na point in time,"

as weB as "a part ofthe body." When these loci were arranged ioto a compact image, calIed

a res, the file folders, 50 tas~ were placed in their filiog cabinet. But unlike a modem

filing cabinet or a computer memory, the res itself would serve as an all-eocompassiog

metaphor whose simplicity ensured its mobility and flexibility to be recalled in varying

situatioDS. Hugh of St. Victor's most striking example of sucb a res was Noah's ark. It

evoked the primordial order delineated by Gad himselt: securely negotiating the flow ofthe

world's watery chaos. The ark was the thesaurus sapientiae, the book of life, the ark of the

covenant, the temporal}' storehouse for all ofcreation whose every element was fastidiously

labelled, filed and addressed for easy retrieval. Noah withdrew from the world ta construct

bis ark from the measurements-the essential numbers--ordained by Gad. "1 give you the ark

ofNoah," says Hugh, "as a model ofa spiritual building, which your eye may see outwardly

so that your soul May build inwardly in its likeness."22

Among the dozens of extant manuscript copies of Hugh's text, oot one provides an

illustration ofthe ark. While modem scholars such as Graver Zinn take for granted that it is

missing, Mary Carruthers believes that the ark was never depicted.2J Even though the image

Hugh describes seems ta have a certain precision, he contradicts himself and refashions

biblical texts often enough tbat they evade illustration.14 The picture that Hugh bolds before

his students was probably painted in words deliberately to force bis students ta imagine and

continuously renovate their own personalind ark. By avoiding prescription, the ark remained

personal, creative, and dynamic.

The shaping of the res relies 00 earlier lessons conceming the emotive and sensual

immersion ioto the content ta he memorized. In bis twelfth-century Poetria Nova, Geoffrey

~ 2; PL 176, 622B. Later thirteenth century examples would include the crucifix or Tree ofLife
as weIl as the Book ofMemory. The Franciscan Jordan ofSaxony, for instance, advised keeping the
crucifix "ever in your mind's cye ... wbere you look upon Jesus our Saviour stretched out on the cross
as a parchment, written in purple, illuminated in bis holy blood." Sec "Intentio Regulae, Il in L.
Lemmens, ed., Documenta Antiqua FranciscQIIQ (Quarac<:hi, 1901),93; as cited in Suzanne Lewis,
"The English Gothic llillminated Apocalypse, Lee/io divi1lQ and the Art ofMemory," Ward & Image
7 (1991): 1-32, esp. 4, n. 13.

2JGrover Zinn, ''Hugh ofSt. Victor and the Ark ofNoah: A New Look," Church History, 40, no.
3 (1970), 261-62; Carruthers, Boole 01Memory. 231.

24[van lllich estimaIcs tbat 220 square feet ofpaper would be required for a still-readable blucprint
of the ark with ail its historical interrelationsbips. Yineyard ofthe Text, 38.
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ofVinsaufportrays an inner band ofthe artisan tbatsculpts the imagination when enlightened

by the memory:

[The min~] as if it were a lump ofwax, at first is bard ta the touch; ifdiligent cale ignites

the imagination [ingenium] suddenly the material softens under the tire of imagination

and then follows it wherever the inner band summons, docile to anything. The hand of

the inner man leads [the ingeniuml, in order that it may amplify or compress the

material.25

For Hugh, the product ofthe inner band was an ark wherein eveJY cubicle, every roofbeam,

every rung of every ladder was crammed with numbers, colours, inscriptions, gesturing

animais, or personified and talking virtues and vices, all floating on ellipse-shaped oceans

fonning a mappa muNi; encircled by the arms ofChrist.

The locatio~ items and animais that Francis chose for the nativity at Greccio seem simple

enough. But if the all-encompassing res was the nativity itself, the collection of items and

animais cao he considered the memory's various loci rendered in unforgettable reality. The

hay, manger and animais came directIy from local use, thereby ensuring strong personal

resonances for the people in attendance. Their placement in the cave at night, their smell,

texture, noises an~ especially in the case ofthe ox, their looming presence, would have been

highly memorable. But take this entire set-up and invite it ioto the sacred time and precinct

of the mass, if not on the eve of the Church's second most holy celebration, and the event

must have been luminous for those in attendance.

Even though the annual construction ofa crèche became normative in Christian tradition,

its trrst set-up at Greccio reads as a rather idiosyncratic ioterpretation by Francis of the

nativity. There are no kings, no gifts, no shepherds, noteven Mary or 1oseph. The choice of

2SAs cited in Edmund FaraI, ed. Les ArtspOetiques duXi'- et duXii'- siècle (paris, 1924),203.
Isidore ofSeville says tbat the man who bas the facuIty of ingenhlm is capable ofbringing forth much
art. Etymologiae, ed. W.M. Lindsay, 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1911). 213; Petrarch,
Secretum. trans. Ugo Dotti (Roma: Archivio Guida 1zli, 1993),70; cited in Lynch. Dreœn Vision,37.
Hugh ofSt Victor uses the same analogy in connection ta goodness or ethics: "For, [wben a seal is
stamped] a figure tbat is raised up in the scal appears depressed in the impression in the wax, and that
which appears eut out in the seal is raised up in the wax. Wbat else is shown by tbis, tban tbat we who
desire to be shaped up tbrough the examples of goodness as ifby a seal tbat is very weil sculpte<!,
discover in them certain lofty traces of deeds like projections and eenain humble ones like
depressions." PL 176. 9338, translated by Caroline Walker Bynum in "Spirituality," 71.
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a rocky niche appears nowhere in the Gospel accounts, nor do bay, an ox or an asse Even

though sorne ofthese May bave been commonplaces in sermons of the time, no one before

Francis sougbt to interpret and depict the nativity in such detail during a mass that it would

actually come alive.

Vivid, local and personalized symbols fonn the foundation ofFrancisr creative works.

They unpack their meaning for, and instill their presence upon, collective memory to the

degree that they invite the intense concentration and sensual immersion in10 prayer,

contemplation and mnemonics.

c. Character and Ethics

The nativity mass began witb. joyful singing as the Greccio residents carried in their torches

and candIes. Francis, meanwhile, "stood before the manger, uttering sighs, overcome with

love, and filled witb wonderful happiness.n26 During the mass, Francis, who was a deacon

(that is, one who was ordained 10 preacb but not preside, as a priest does, over the rite ofthe

mass),

spoke channing words conceming the nativity of the poor King and the little town of

Bethlehem. Frequently too, when he wished 10 cali Christ "Jesus, fi he would cali him

simply the "Child ofBethiehem/' aglow with overtlowing love for him; and speaking the

word "Bethlehem," bis voice was more like the bleating ofa sheep. His moutb was filled

with more sweet affection than with words. Besides when he spoke the name "Child of

Bethlehem," or "Jesus," bis tangue licked bis lips, as it were, relishing and savouring with

pleased palate the sweetness ofthe words.17

Without an impassioned reJatjonship with the contents ofaners memory, the student was

261 Cel 85.
171 Cel 86.
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considered to be in danger offailing to fonn a character which was habitually ethical.21 That

is, once the bits ofdata, the ethical maxims and holy deeds, have been divided out, placed in

their loci, and filed in their res, the entire edifice had ta be ftequently reviewed in detail, with

feeling. Good deeds were rehearsed, as it were, in the mind. Hugh of St. Victor caUs this

action meditari, which the historian Jean LeClercq defines, according to its twelfth--œntury

secular use, as meaning

to think, to reflect, as does cogitare or considuare; but, more than these, it often implies

an affmity with the pradical or even moral order. It implies thinking ofa thing with the

intent to do it; in other words, to prepare oneself for it, ta prefigure it in the mind, to

desire il, in a way, to do it in advance-briefly, to practice il. The word is aIso applied

ta pbysical exercises and sports, ta those ofrnilitary life, ofthe school world, to rhetoric,

poetry, music, and, finally, to moral practices. To practice a thing by thinking of il, is to

fix it in the memory, to leam it.19

Through meditation, according ta Grover Zinn, Hugb's insistence on order within the memory

became "an existential concem touching the very core of life, whether in the classroom,

cloister or choir. Througb the proper ordering ofthought in the mind, a beginning of order

and stability in life MaY he affected."JO When the most imitation-worthy thoughts and deeds

found during the course of one's studies were carefully divided and properly placed, the

foundation for ethical action had been laid. Its completion and perfection were approached

only when those crucial foundation stones bad become one's habitus and character.

Ethical excellence or character, says Aristotle, results from repetition and habituation (the

Latin habitus or Greek huis, meaning a "physical" memory). The Greek word charaktér

means Iiterally "the mark engraved or stamped" on a coin or seal; in time il, and its Latin

counterpartjOrma (as in a brick fonn or mold), came ta he understood as a "distinctive mark

2JHugh ofSt. Victor. "De institutione novitiolUlD," PL 176, 933B, translated by Caroline Walker
Bynum, Jesus as Mother, 97-98. See aIso, Green, "Hugo ofSt. Victor," 484-93, esp. 489. See aIso,
"Hugo ofSt. Victor: De tribus maximis cÎ1'CUIJIStantiis gestonont" trans. W. M. Green, SpecuJron 18
(1943): 484-93. esp. 489.

291ean Leclercq, The Love ofLearning and the Desirefor God; A Study of Monastic Cu/lllre,
trans. Catharine Misrahi (New York: Fordham University Press, 1961), 16.

lOZinn, "Art ofMemory," 220.
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or quality" ofa person.Jl l'bus, a person's eharacter was considered ta he a compilation ofthe

deeds of the ancient martyrs and heroes integrated into one's own experiences and context.

A medieval auetor or author, for instance, would typicaUy depiet himselfas a reader ofan old

book or a listener to an old tale whieh would be recalled by retelling. A.uctoritas, or autbority.

derives from the word auctor, said Hugutio of Pisa in about 1200, and was defined as a

"saying worthy of imitation.n32 An author, or one composing one's life, was considered one

who is full ofauthorities. Even though Medieval quotations were seldom precise and never

footnoted, authors such as Francis or Celano often strove to compose documents whieh

chained quotation ta quotation sueh that their combined authority illustrated the subject at

hand. A text, says Gregol)' the Great, is not a collection ofrules for what we oughl ta be, but

images ofwhat we are, "our own beauty, our own uglïness."33 (Ibis may be behind what

modem seholars often see as the medievals' apparent lack of interest in historica1 philology

or archeology: past lives were sa continuous with dailyexistence tbat medieval thinkers were

unable to objectify them. Just as ancient and biblical figures in medieval illustration

constantly appear in Medieval dress, the omnitemporality of medieval thought invaded aU

aspects of medieval public life, from politics to architecture.)34

Written compilations of ethical maxims from ancient authorities, sometimes calIed

sophismata or dicta, can he seen in the medieval tlorilegium. Vices and virtues, ethical topics

and socially useful habits were arranged alphabetically or by topie. Protagoras, wrote Cicero,

was the first ta compile communes loci. Aristotle distinguished between these and eithê (from

the same mot as the word for ethics) because the communes loci belonged ta the practicallife

ofcivic duty and the rhetoric ofpoliticallife.J5 For late Medieval preachers these served as

promptbooks for composing sermons, but in the milieu ofthe regular canons, these dicta were

considered the primary guideposts ta personal ethical behaviour.36 At the tom of the

thirteenth century, ethics, and justice for that matter, had yet to become, as it would for the

Scholastics of the late thirteenth century, a set ofcategories from whieh ta deduce howone

3'Liddell and Scott, Greek-Eng/ish Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1974), s.v. Xœpœ1CTTl p.
32The etymologies and distinctions of tlJIClorilas are described in M.-o. Chenu's essay "Auctor,

actor. autor," Brdletin Du Cange 3 (1927): 81-86.
33Dia/ogi, PL 77, 127-430, esp 140; Canuthcrs, 182.
34Erich Auerbach was the first to coin the term and develop the idea of Medieval

"omnitemporality" in LiJeracy, Lanpage and ils Public in LaIe Latin Â1IIiqIIity and the Middle Ages,
trans. Ralph Mannheim (Princeton: University Press, 1965). 15-34.

3sCicero, BnthLs, 12. 47; Carruthers, 174, n. 73.
36Carruthers, 174, 177.
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should act in a particular situation. Practical ethics was guided instead by a web of stock

siruations.

The rehearsal ofjust acts would have been a key fonction of memorial practice for a

student such as Francis. To that end, the aet ofdividing and compiling required affectus, that

is, an emotional investment in the maxims. It wasn't enough ta know them by rote, but they

had to be written into the tlesh as perfonnance sa they became habituai responses ta particular

lived situations that parallel the ancient dicta. Francis' emotional relationship with the

nativity scene at Greccio allowed him ta not only bleat out its poverty with the sbeep, share

joyful tears with Mary over the birtb ofthe son ofGod, and mimic the infant Jesus' babble,

but to substitute himself, as far as he could, for a Bethlehem sbeep, or the poor Christ or his

mother. Images of the event typically show Francis substituting for the mother Mary by

holding the child Jesus in bis arms (fig. 3).37

If ethics, as in this case, was able to approach the heights of voluntary substitution,

practice in solitude would he essential.li In a silent and private place oners ,es could best he

run through mentally as weil as physically. Francis is recorded to have insisted on the same,

saying,

brother body is our ceU and our soul is the hermit, which remains inside its cell, praying

to God and meditating. Thus, ifthe soul does not remain in quietDess and solitude within

its ceIl, of little good ta the religious is a ceU made with bands.l9

l7David Jeffiey sees Francis' and Franciscan afJ'ective piety as the primary difference between
Franciscans and Dominicans; "Franciscan Spirituality," 151. St.. Bernard of Clairvaux may have
developed affective piety decades earlier, but it was Francis "who took the new sensibility ta the
people"; see T. Verdon, "Cbristianity, the Rena is5JlDce, and the Study ofHistory: Environments of
Experience and Imagination," in T. Verdon and J. Henderson, cds., Chrùtianity and the Renaissance:
Image and Re/igious Imagination in the Quattrocento (Syracuse, 1990), 12.

llHugh ofSt. Victor, Didascalicon, 6.4, p. 140-41.
19SL 80. In 1244, the newly elected Minister General of the Franciscans, Crescentius of Jesi,

ordered his mars ta submit ta him any information they may have "about the life, signs and wonders"
of Francis. Two years Iater, three companions of Francis, Leo, Rufino and Angelo, submiued a
substantial collection ofeye-witness accounts and sayings ofFrancis picked "as it were from a field
of flowers" those they tbemselves judged most beautiful. They saon became the lightning rad ofthe
questionfranciscaine. Their dating, oral and textual sources and influence have been debated for the
past century and have 6nally yielded a degree of agreement among scholars. In 1970, Rosalind
Brooke reconstrueted these iDto her book. Scripta Leonis, Rvfini et Angeli sociorvm S. Francisei: the
Writings ofLeo, Rufino and Ange/o. Componions ofSt. Francis, cd. and tI'aDS. Rosalind B. Brooke
(Oxford Medieval Texts: 1970), hereafter cited as SL, aceording ta the most reliable manuscripts.
Although this collection seems casual1y ananged by diverse bands, it can nevertheless he considered
one of the more authcotic and first band accounts of the founder and bis intentiODS. The early
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In Francis' practice, dûs inner wode demanded aU ofhis effort. Defore bis conversion, Francis

was known to pray in a cave near Assisi where he,

withdrew for a while from the bustle and the business ofthe world and tried to establish

Jesus Christ dwelling within himself ... he sought counsel with God alone concemÎDg

bis holy proposai.... He bore the greatest sufferings in mind and was not able to rest

until he should have completed in deed what he had conccived in his heart. . . .

Consequently, when he came out again ... he was 50 exhausted with the strain, that one

person seemed to bave entered, and another to have come out (fig. 8).40

Visualization was considered 50 integral to the development ofcbaracter that memory was

thought to occupy a physical space in the heart or stomach. St Augustine, for instance,

considered the memory as the "beUy of the mind": ifone wished to know something "by

heart," one only needed to perform ruminatio. "to ruminate" or chew over, like a cow chew5

its cud, digesting 50unds ioto easily regurgitatable visuals.41 Similarly, Birger Gerbardsson

points out the essential mnemonic practices of the 5waying of the upper body and vocal

':aIltillation within the earliest rabbinic memory practices.42 The action or posture associated

with an ethical Maxim serves to personalize the text, stamp it on the flesh, and ready it for

one's particular context.4J

Silence, solitude and posture alIow one to train the memory physically, but repetition

eosures its preservation by making them habit Francis and bis companions sang, echoed and

repeated the hours ofthe breviary according to yearly, weeldyand hourly calenders. Together

with kneeting, standing, or swaying, the perpetuai cycle ensured-just as musicians claim to

companions, however, fonned the core group from which the spiritual movement began. Their
interest, therefore, focuses on Francis himselfratber than on the needs ofthe growiDg order in the mid·
thirteenth century. As a result, the collection contains a considerable amount ofmaterial concerning
the Portiuncula, poverty and rules for building wbich will prove valuable for our discussion.

401 Cel 6.
41Confessions, 10.8.
42Birger Gerhardsson, Memory and MCUlllScript; Oral Tradition and Written Transmission in

Rabbinic Judaism and Etuly Clvistianily, trans. Eric J. Sharpe (Copenhagen: Ejnar Munksgaard,
1964). 163-67. MarœlIousse., in bis L œrthropologie du geste (Paris: Gallimard, 1974) demonstrate5
that remembrance means the triggering ofa weil established sequence ofmusallar patterns to wbich
utterances are lied. see also bis "Le bilatâ'alisme humain et l'anthropologie du langage," Revue
anthropologique. Aug.-Sept (1940): 1·30; and Dlich, Vineyard ofthe Tm, 61.

43Francis himself seems ta have preferred praying while kneeling or standing upright, arms
outstretched and hood down, i.e., in the form ofa ttnl-aoss; SL 95. Sec chapters 3, Do 60; and S.
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remember musical scores in their Mgas a motor-muscular memory ofthe sacred texts. The

intention was never to become caught in a Iapse ofmemory where any hesitation would cause

even the slightest pause from ethical behaviour.44 When that ideal is reached the properly

divided maxims have not only become habitus (through repetition), but one's recognized

public character.

By irnmersing himselfin the animaIs and objects and imaginary persons assembled for

his Christmas eve mass, Francis demonstrated how his nativity set-up was to be engaged.

Thus, architecture, for Francis, had to invite a concentrated, sensual union such that its

visitors or occupants would substitute themselves for its implied narrative persanae. The

degree that those personae are worth of imitation is the degree to which architecture

participates in ethical action.

d. Forming Communal Vision

Celano tells us that through the mass of the nativity at Greccio "simplicity was honoured,

poverty exalted, humility commended, and Greccio was made, as it were, into a new

Bethlehem.,,45 Francis' emotional and physica1 sermon on the birth ofChrist, "invited ail to

the highest rewards." The Greccio residents "were fiUed with new joy over the new mystery

... the whole night resounded with their jubilation.'r46 As a result, "the gifts ofthe Almighty

were multiplied there. Il.7 Celano reports that bay gatbered up after the mass and either fed ta

ilI animais or placed upon people who were sicle, restored them to health. Women in danger

of long labour gave birth safely after the bay was placed upon tbem•.eI Celano aIso describes

a visio, a rniraculous vision, which "a certain virtuous man" saw during the mass:

"It is weIl known tbat St Anselm regululy went without food or water in arder to jog bis minci,
and Thomas Aquinas was known often to lie prostrate, weeping, in the effort ofsolving intellectuaI
complexities. Bernardo Gui~ "Life of St. Thomas of Aquinas~" cap. 14. Latin text edited by D.
PrOmmer, q.v. Trans. Kenelm Foster~ q.v.~ p. 37; Carrutbers. 201.

45 1 Cel 85.
46} Cel 85.
~7} Cel 86.
41 Cel 86.
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he saw a littIe child lying in the manger lifeless, and he saw the holy man ofGod go up

to it and muse the child as from a deep sleep. This vision was not unfitting, for the Cbild

Jesus had been forgotten in the hearts ofmany; but, by the working of His grace, be was

brought to life again througb His servant St. Francis and stamped upon their fervent

memory.·9

How was Francis' enactment a mnemonic for those present sucb tbat miracles and visions

could result? An obvious answer comes straight from the teacbing of the regular canons:

Francis communicated bis memory lIerbo et exempta. But what may be missing from the

canon tradition, and Hugh ofSt. Victor for that matter, is that Francis 50Ugbt ta combine the

two at once. His sermons, according to eye witnesses, were not quite sermons, nor bis

example enacted without a considerable degree ofexaggeration.

Celano describes Francis' approach to preaching as tbat which was directed ta

unJeamed people througb visible and simple things, in as much as he knew that virtue is

more necessary than words, nevertbeless among spiritual men and men ofgreater capacity

he spoke enlivening and profound words. He would suggest in a few words wbat was

beyond expression, and using fervent gestures and nads, he would transport his hearers

wholly ta heavenly things. He did not use the keys of philosophical distinctions; he did

not put order into sermons, for he did not compose them ahead oftîme. Christ, the true

Power and Wisdom, gave "to bis voicc the voicc ofpower."SO

What seems immediately to emerge from tbis description, and is verified by eyewitness

reports tbroughout bis life, are four key points: Francis' sermons did not employ the

categories and distinctions ofthose who were tbeologically trained; he had a poetic economy

ofwords; he made generous use ofgestures; and bis sermons came across as ifimprovised.

Once, when confronted in the piazza publica by the entire population ofan academic town

such as Bologna, a non-Franciscan eyewitness records that,

the themes of[Francis1 sermon were angels, men and devils. And he spoke 50 weil and

•91 Cel 86.
~ Cel 107; Ps 67.34.
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so wisely of these three rational spirits that to many leamed men who were there the

sermon ofthis ignorant man seemed worthy ofno littIe admiration, in spite ofthe fact that

his discourses did not belong ta the genre of sacred eloquence: rather they were

harangues. Indeed, the whole manner ofbis speech was calculated to stamp out enmities

and to malee peace. His tonic was dirty, bis person unprepossessing.'l

His harangue, or emotional street exhortation, coupled with bis shabbiness, inspired the cmwd

to such great devotion on this occasion that they were incited to swarm him, tearing otfhis

clothing as relies.52 As opposed ta the preacbing methods endorsed by Bologna and other

university towos, where designated subject categories were metbodically dissected and

brought ta logical and moral conclusions, Francis' harangues seemed to he composed without

a linear structure. He was frequently repetitious, often diverging from the subject and

stringing disparate tapics togetber with an endless series of"et"s.5J As Malcolm Lambert has

noted, Francis' mind ranged ftom image to image, rather tban concept to concept, bis content

aIways immediate, persona! and concrete.54

Francis' preaching as well as bis writing (which was usually done by dictation to scnlJes),

seems to bave been the product ofan intense joumey througb bis memory res as he responded

to the situation al band. Celano records tbat before the pope and cardinaIs Francis once spoke

"w ithout restraint whatever the Spirit suggested.,," The Holy Spirit (the animus, the breath

of orality) so infused his body during these apparently ecstatic performances that at yet

another papal audience,

S'Thomas ofSpalato, Historia SaJonitanarum, in Momonenta Gennaniae Historica, 29 (1928),
580; trans. in Omnibus, 1877.

S2Thomas ofSpalato, Ommbus, 1877.
nnte frequent use of"et" appears within Francis' own writings and early Franciscan meditationaJ

literature. Along with the sentence structure, brevity ofwords and the use of the present tense for
historical narrative, the literary CecI is almost equivalent to the paratactic prose ofthe Gospels. Sec,
Denise Despres, Ghost/y SighJs: V"ISJIQ/ Meditation in lalO' Medieval LitO'ature (Norman, Oklahoma:
Pilgrim Books. 1989),40. Francis, ac::cording to Octavian Scbmuclci, "did not 50 much quote the Bible
as to speak. in the language of the Scriptures;" sec, "The Passion ofChrist in the Life ofSaint Francis,"
Greyfriars Review 4, Supplement (1990): 1-101, esp. 101.

~Lambert, 32-38. The testimony oCa leamed Medical doctor ofthe time seems to altest ta the
"image to image" metapborical flexibility ofFnmcis' preaching, such tbat the subject matter bad to be
interpreted and personalized by the listeners: "While 1 can retain the preaching ofothers ward for
word, ooly the things tbat Francis speaks elude me. Ifl commit any oftbem to memory, they do not
seem to be the same that dropped trom bis lips before." 2 Cel 101.

s~ Cel 25.
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he began te speak fearlessly. Indeed, he spoke with such great fervour of Spirit, that, not

being able to contain himselffor joy when he spoke the words with bis mouth, he moved

his feet as though he were dancing, not indeed lustfully, but as one burning witb the tire

ofdivine love, not provoking laughter, butdrawing fortb tears ofgrief.S6

Conversely, ifFrancis reœived no inspiration he would simply stand silent before the waiting

crowd, eventually dismissing them with a short blessing.51

Brevity was held in such regard by Francis that he placed it in his Earlier Rule of 1221,

which states tbat the friars should speak only briefly "because our Lord bimselfkept bis words

short on earth."s. Simplicity of ward and life, for Francis, was bis schoal in wisdom:

Hall Queen Wisdom! The Lord save yo~with your sister, pure, holy Simplicity.... Pure

and holy Simplicity puts ail the leaming ofthis world, aU natural wisdo~ to shame; 59

... the Lord told me tbat he wished me te he a new kind ofsimpleton in this world, and

he does not wish us ta live by 80y other wisdom than this.60

This, according to Francis, was because, "God's communication is with the simple."6( For

Francis, simplicity even prohibited speculation on his Rule:

561 Cel 73. "The ClOwn ofall our study," said Hugh ofSt. Victor's aulhority Quintillan, "and the
highest reward ofour long labours is the power of improvisation." Ex lempore dicendi was not for
Quintillan an unprepared spontaneity but the tluency of a subtle memory emotionally moved ta
composition througb phanlasiai. To speak offthe~ the orator shouJd disdain the use ofnotebooks
oc tablets to jot outlines, but instead rely upon the spirit-inspired anÎmllS within oneself in arder ta
dwell entirely in its phon/asiai, its emotionally powerful images. /nstillllio, vi, 2, 29.

571 Cel 72.
SlLR 9.3 Perbaps such brevity connects ta Francis' desire for "littleness" in ail things, including,

perhaps, architecture. The medieval practice W!1"bum ahbrevkltum ultimately derives froID Augustine's
De Disciplina Chrisliana II (PL 40, 670); cf. Henri de Lubac, Exégèse Medievale (paris, 1959), n,
1, p. 181-97.

s9Saluialion ofthe Vi11lles, in Armstrong, 151.
6lMirror ofPerfection, 67. Cited hereafter as MP, the Mirror ofPerfection was compiled in 1318

from extraets taken from cartier legends and testimonies conceming Francis' life, such as those from
which 2 Cel borrows. Sorne ofthese sediODS have been incorporated iota Rosalind Brooke's Scripla
Leonis, cited here as SL. Even thougb the collection bas a polemic overtone which attempts ta recast
Francis as an ascetic revolutionary, it remains a vaJuable source ofcarly stories conceming Francis.
See Speculum Perfeclionis ou Mémoires de frère Léon, ed., Paul Sabatier, 2 vols. (Manchester:
University Press, 1928-31); translation by Leo Sherley-Priee in Omnibus, 1103-1265.

612 Cel 191; cf. Prv 3.32.
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1 strictly forbid any of my friars, clerics or lay brothers, ta interpret the Rule or these

words, saying, "This is what they mean." God inspired me ta write the Rule and these

\Vords plainly and simply, and 50 you tao must understand them plainly and simply, and

live by the~ doing good ta the fast.62

White baning interpretation by bis followers on the one band, Francis freely interpreted bis

memory Tes on the other, aJbeit without many words and often in mime. For instance, when

once asked ta preacb on the topic of humility at the convent of San Damiano for Clare of

Assisi and ber sisters,

he raised bis eyes ta heaven, wbere bis heart always was, and began ta pray to Christ. He

then commanded that ashes he brought ta hint and he made a circle with them around

himself on the pavement and sprinkled the rest of them on his head. But when they

waited for him ta begin and the blessed father remained standing in the circle in silence,

no smaJl astonishment arase in their hearts. The holy man tben suddenly rose, and, ta the

amazement ofthe nuns, recited the Miserere me; Deus in place ofthe sermon. When he

had finished he quicldy left.6J

The effect among the sisters was tears ofcontrition for their sins, and the desire to mortify

themselves.6C These "symbolic sennons," as Celano caIJs them, "made a tangue ofhis whole

body." As symbols, Francis made his sermons the visible presence of invisible

realities-icons, one may say, not simply to invite passive observation but active ifDot ritual

participation.6S Francis, in fact, makes the comparison himself. While speaking on the topic

62Test 39. In another story, when protest &rOSe conceming the strictness ofthe Rule, the voice of
God, responding to Francis' request, answered those mars saying, "1 want the Rule to he observed as
it is to the letter, to the letter, to the letter, and witbout gloss, without gloss, without gloss." Francis
then spoke: "... do you hear? do you hear? Would you like me to bave it said to you agaïn?" SL 113.

632 Cel 207.
~CeI207.

6Sln this way Francis seems to demonstrate the ancient mnemonic mie for which the orator was
advised "Dot so much to narrate as to exhibit [ostendere] the aetual scene" by generatîng visiones
which would place the audience "at the aetual occurrence." Sec Quintilian, Rhetorica AdRoe""i""',
VI.ii.32; and Jody Enders, "Visions with Voices: Rbetoric of Memory and Music in Liturgical
Drama,1t Comparative Drama, 24 (1990-91): 44. Aviad Kleinberg believes, and this cannot he
entirely discounted in some situations, tbat Francis often forced others to imitate him or interaet with
him through a manipuJative use ofshame, i.e. by overdoing what was rigbt; p,.ophers in the 0w1r
Country (Chicago: University ofChicago Press, 1992), 135. Concerning the production and meaning
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ofhumility, Francis once said:

In pictures ofGad and the Blessed Virgîn painted on wood, Gad and Blessed Virgin are

honoured and God and the Blessed Virgin are held in mind, yet the wood and the painting

ascribe nothing to themselves, because they are just wood and paint; so the servant of

Gad is a kind ofpainting, that is, a creature ofGad in which Gad is honoured for the sake

of his benefits. But he ought ta ascribe nothing to himself: just like the wood or the

painting, but should render honour and glory ta Gad alone.66

Francis' composition at Greccio began a few weeks before by inviting the participation of the

papal authorities in approving the performance, and a local resident to invite others to tend

animais and objects. AU those who were coming "prepared with glad heart, according to their

means, candIes and torches to light up that night," and walked up the mountainside singing

in procession.67 In this way Francis sought ta implieate his audience from the outset, to paint

them into the picture, such that they became, in effect, residents ofBethlehem, the stars in the

nativity sky, or singing angels. The Gospel stories and parables were not simply read aloud

and passively received, but become a shared script where everyone present would take their

part. Similarly, throughout bis life Francis would rapidly adjust bis sermons to include jokes,

songs or dance steps which were common currency among bis listeners, rendering him, and

l1is friar followers, among the MOst original of medieval populists.6I By heightening that

which was ordinary, the ordinary townsperson strove ta ethically elevate his or ber own life

and honour the sacredness ofthat which they may have once took for granted.

Medieval theatre began in the tenth century as a smaI1 scripted exchange between priests

during the eucharist. By the time ofFrancis, it was pulling away from the mass and becoming

its own performance in the church square. Francis seems to be inviting theatre, if not the

oficons in the West dwing this time see Hans Belting, Likeness andPresence: A His/ory ofthe /1nQge
Before the Era ofA.rt (Chicago and London: University ofChicago Press. 1994).26,308,312,348.

66SL 104.
67 1 Cel 85.
61AlI sources agree that Francis' way ofannouncing the Gospel message was absolutely original.

Sec R. ZerfaB, Der Sireit lIm die Laienpn!digt (Fn:iburg. 1974), 230-45. 282-300; and Serws Giebon,
"Preachïng in the Franciscan Order." in Monks, Nrms, F,iQrs in Medieval Society cd. E.B. King and
J.T. Scbaefer, W.B. Wadley (Sawnee, Tenn.: Press ofthe University ofthe South, 1989).4.
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troubadour or fool, to enter back into the mass.69 The result, however, is that Franciscan

performance-homilies, unlike theatre, gained not 50 much by the attention or appreciation of

an audience as by the direct approval ofGad in the form ofvisions and miracles among the

participants.

In medieval documents and illustrations the term "vision" embraced bath the seen and unseen.

The frequent appearance of the word ecce, "Behold!" throughout medieval literature, for

instance, testifies ta the degree to which miraculous images and daily life were woven ofthe

same cloth. Sudden appearances-unusual naturaI configurations, visual portents, dream

messages from the dead, divine and infernal wamings, intellectual illuminations, visions of

the future-everywbere complemented ordinary sight. To Augustine, all visible things were

the shadows, vestiges or images of invisible realities. Corporeal and noncorporeal beings,

animate and inanimate objects, ail had their place within a divinely ordered chain ofbeing.

Those beings which had the ability ta reason and were less material, such as angels and saints,

were closer to Gad than those that were not. "Compared ta the multitude of supemal and

angelic beings," St. Jerome (d. 420) said, "the mass ofbumanity is as nothing. n1O

Access to invisible realities depended less on physical sight than on intellectual or

spiritual vision that could penetrate the materiality ofthe given world. In general, sight was

considered a form of creative energy rather than a passive recording ofexperience.71 This

energy was strengthened by training the memory to bold holy thoughts and deeds. The work

ofmemory polished the glass ofthe eye, anrl spiritual sight, in its tom, verified the holiness

of certain thoughts and inspired their manifestation as just acts. Medievals would surely

subscribe ta Tertullian's claim that, "most men owe their knowledge of Gad ta visions."

Indeed, miracles, or mirabilia, typically acted as the final arbiter oftruth.12

69When theatre eventually moved ta the urban forecourts ofchurches, the town members often
cootinued to play a role in mystery plays, as they did in the mass, as "the crowd." On the history of
medievaI tbeatre in relation ta the mass sec O.B. Hardison, Christian Rite andChristian Drama in the
Middle Ages: Essays in the Origin ofModern Drama (Baltimore: lohns Hopkins University Press,
1965).35-79.

7°ln Isiam, Lib. xi, ch. 40.
71Indeed, it was buman visual capability, Macrobius (d. 422) wrote, that determined the degree

of participation in the divine mind. CommellltZry 011 the Dream ofScipio. traDS. William StabJ,
Records of civilization XLvm (New Yo~ 19S2), 143; sec aJso CaroUy EriclcsoD, The Medieval
Vision: Essays in History and Perception (New York: Oxford University Press, 1976), 13.

72De anima 47.2.
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Without the vision ofthe infant Jesus or the miracu10us healing with the hay, the Greccio

nativity mass May not have been 50 worthy ofrecall as Celano claimed it was. We cannot..

of course, disregard the possibility ofpsychosomatic delusion or the wish-fulfilment of the

oppressed, but ifwe are ta remain within the tbought-world ofour sources, Celano speaks in

tenns ofmemory work and the grau ofGad. Francis' invitation to the participants to enter

into a mnemonic Bethlehem and the nativity mass ushered tbem iota a sacred zone where Gad

was born, angels appeared and bread and wine became flesh and blood. As their mountain,

farro abjects and animals transfonned into the Christmas story before them, what would

exclude the possibility of other things transforming in this holy place: that the ill could

become healthy or tbat a baby could appear in the manger after Francis' sermon?

The verification ofmirabilia depended upon their source-either human deception, the

devil or Gad. When a miracle was deemed authentic, eathedrals could be built, war declared,

or the course ofmany lives changed. Even with ail the evidence for an unnatural occurrence

carefully noted, with witnesses brought forward and comparisons made with similar

occurrences in Scripture or in the lives ofthe saints, a fairly wide girth for the determination

of a miracle's cause nevertheless remained. Thomas of Celano depicts a young Francis

experimenting with contemplation and memol)' work between 1204 and 1208. The visions

and dreams that resulted seem ta have been interpreted by Francis without recourse to either

a spiritual director or an oneiromancer. Francis demonstrated an carly independence from

church prohibitions on dream interpretation and prophetie dreams; he held a belief, bold for

his era, that Gad wished to communicate to him His persona! will.7J

Francis' approach ta creation, from bis improvised words and gesturcs ta bis interaction

with visions and found objects, thrusts the case for orality and interpretation upon a world

largely controUed by clerics, nobles and professionals who often used their literacy as a device

to exclude and prescribe. IfFrancis was cbampioning the possibility ofhermeneutics, ethics

and holiness among those otherwise marginalired, what was the imaginative material he

offered them to meditate upon and act out? To answer this it would be essential to consider

the foundational narrative ofFrancis' memory as it may be derived from bis earliest recorded

73Christianity did away widl dream interpretation and oneiromancers in 314 in canon 23 of the
First Council ofAnkara. By Francis' time, dreams were generally to be feared as the work ofthe devil.
For instance. the young Cardinal Giovaoni Lotario (who later became Pope Innocent ID) devoted a
chapter of bis De contemptu ",undi (ca. 1196) to the "fear of dreams.n Sec Le Gott: Medieval
Imagination, 193-241.
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visions and dreams.

In 1204-05, Francis experienced a vision whose effect rendered him temporarily deaf, dumb

and immobile as an affectio spiritua/is carried him away in "a rapture among things

invisible."'4 Francis descn"bed the experience as the reception ofa great hidden treasure, the

feeling of love for a beautiful bride, the entrance of the Holy Spirit, and an indelible

understanding of the worthlessness of all earthly things. On the basis of this vision he

decided to abandon the leadership of bis troubadour group and his plan to become a soldier

in Apulia.7S

Afterwards, Francis "withdrew for a while ftom the bustle and the business ofthe world

and tried ta establish Jesus Christ dwel1ing witbin himself."" Celano parallels the experience

ta Mt 13.44 where the kingdom ofheaven was likened ta a treasure hidden in a field. He who

fmds the treasure hides it,joyfully sells aU bis possessions, and buys the field. The treasure

Francis received in his rapture was DOW being sougbt after in his inner heart, the scat ofhis

memory. In bis meditalio, Francis

would pray ta his Father in secret ... he sougbt counsel with Gad alone conceming his

holy proposai. He prayed devoutly that the etemal and true God would direct bis wayand

teach him to do His will. He bore the greatest sufferings in mind and was not able to rest

until he should have completed in deed what he had conceived in his heart.77

Celano tells us that for Francis "various thoughts succeeded one another and their importunity

disturbed him greatIy."7I Francis had a vision where a local woman who was hunchbacked

appeared ta him along with a threat from a demon that he would grow a hunchback like her

ifhe continued his meditation (fig. 9):

t1Francis," Gad then said ta him in spirit, "what you have loved camally and vainly you

should now exchange for spiritual tbings, and talcing the binerfO,. sweet, despise yourselt:

7~ Cel 7.
75} Cel 7; 2 Cel 7,9.
76} Cel 6.
77} Cel 6.
"1 Cel 6.
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ifyou wish ta acknowledge me; for you have a faste ofwhat 1 speak ot: even ifthe order

is reversed. ,,"/9

Immediately he felt compeUed ta obey the divine commando He was saon given the chance

ta "reverse the order ofhis senses." He met a Ieper one day while travelling. Francis was 50

horrified by lepers that he was unable ta look at thcm, Dever venturing closer than two miles

froID their houses, ail the whilc holding bis nose.1O On this day, bowever, he forced himself

off bis horse and gave the Ieper bath a coin and a kiss (fig. 10). After remounting, Francis

laoked back and the Ieper miraculously vanished. "Filled witb wonder and joy," he went

directly to the localleprosarium and gave every Ieper a coin and kissed their bands and

mouths, thereby trading the "bitter for the Sweet."11 With a kiss, Francis entered diredly iota

what was believed ta be a living purgatory: ta live among thase "who sbould deny themselves

the comfort of medicine," says Francis quoting Acis 13.48, since tbey were purifying

themselves "for etemallife."12

Accepting the reversai ofhis senses marked the beginning ofFrancis' life ofpenance. His

. next recorded vision, at the ruined church ofSan Damiano in 1205, invited Francis ta engage

~ Cel 9. The italics are mine.
IOLM 1.5; 3 Soc Il; Test 1; cf. SL 22-23. A homily giveD by SL Gregory ofNazianzlIs in 379

offers a description orthe life oflepers tbat may be held true throughout the Middle Ages. Lepers
were considered "already dead except ta sin; often dumb, with festcring bodies wbose insensible limbs
rotted otfthem; beartbreaking and horrifying spectacles ofhuman min; objects ofrepugoance and
terror; driven from the bouse, the marketplace, the village and the fOUDtain; persecuted even by their
parents; disfigured, unrec:ognisable, identified only by their Dames; avoided, shrunk &001, detested,
despised by relatives, fathers, mothers. spouses, children; wandering night and clay, naked, destitute.
exposing their loathsomeness ta the gaze ofpassers-by ta move them ta obtain alms. ft Oralio XLm:
ln laudem Basilii Magni, in PG 36,579.

112 Cel 9.
12ER 10. According to medievalltalian custom, Francis would have legally boUDd bimselfin

blood by kissing strangers, in this case considered an "instant cfeath. ft See Mary Brown Pharr, "The
Kiss in Roman Law," The ClassiœJJmuna/42 (1946-47): 393-7. By 1096, leprosy was considered
more of a living purgatory, ratber than a living heU, after the boly crusaders mumed from their
episcopally blessed tour ofduty with leprosy. See Saul N. Brady, Disease ofthe SOfd: Leprosy in
Medieval LiteralJUe (lthaca and London: Comell Univenity Press, 1974), 103. In 1179, the Third
Lateran Council issued a deaee which urged tbat the segregation of lepers from society be
accompanied by an appropriate ritual. The separalio leprosorwn differed little ftom the office ofthe
dead, for, even in the cburch, the Ieper was considered no longer one ofthe living. The Ieper was
required to kneel before an altar beneath a black awniDg with bis or ber bead covered by a black veil,
and three times during the mass the priest tbrew a spadefid ofearth ftom the cemetcry over the Ieper
(in Amiens and elsewhere the service required the Ieper ID stand in a grave). See Brody. Disease, 67;
and Ann G. Carmicbael, "Leprosy" in CDmbridge Wor/d History ofDiseœe. Vol. VOl (Cambridge,
1989),838.
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8. Francis and his
early companions con­
tcmplating with emOlion
bcforc crucifixes in thcir
w i Idcrncss caves.
Anonymous of Umbria.
second hal f of the 16th
c. Miniature from Fran­
cheschi,w di Santa
Maria degli Angefi
(Santa Maria dcgli
Angdi. Archivio della
Poro'-iuncula.)

" .,:..:lt:. -~-•. ;.~ ...-.......-.,

10. Francis dismounts from his horse and gives the
Ieper a coin and a kiss. (From thc 14th c. Cocliee
Latino Bonaventure. Laurentianum. Rome.)

• 1 _ ~~ ~ •

9. Jesus wilh Peler and lwO olher aposllcs
healing a hunchbaeked Ieper ([op pancl): the
cured Ieper bears two doves as offcrings to a
priest (bollom pancl). Miniature. Gospel Book
of altO III. c. 1000. (Munich: Baycrischc
Slaatsbibliolhck MS. Latin 4453. fol. 97\'.)
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Il. Abo\'c. original crucifix which mo\'cd its lips to speak to Francis. Below. an cnlargement of the
hcad of Christ showing T-shapc on brow. At left. blood drips From the right wrist. down ann to elbow
~md from thcrc omo a Roman soldicr below. Paint on wood panel. late 12th c.. full view and detail.
Church of S. Chiara. Assisi. (From Luciano Canonici. The Land ofSaint Francis Umbria and Sur­
mlllu!illgs (Narni: Ed. Plurigraf. 1987). fig. 21.
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12. St. Francis kissing the blccding wounds of thc fcct of a crucificd Christ. Detail of a painting by
~largaritod'Arezzo. 13th c, (Arezzo: Basilica di S. Francesco).
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the reversai in bis daily life.

Kneeling before the wooden crucifix, be began to pray, when suddenly the figure of

Christ, parting its lips, calJed him by name and sai~ "Francis, go repair My bouse, whicb

is falling completely to ruin (figs. l, Il)."13

In what Augustine wouId descnbe as a visio corporealis, Francis was "smitten with unusual

visitations," while compassion and tearfulness for the crucified Christ became "rooted in bis

soul" (fig. 12).... His interpretation of this vLdo led him to exchaoge bis clotbing and

patrimony for a hut at the local Iazare~ from which he set out each day to repair San

Damiano."

Through these experiences Francis began to see lepers as Christ, and Christ as a Ieper.

The Actus Beati Francisci reports that Francis"... not ooly served the lepers willingly, but

he had furthermore commanded the brothers of the order, passing through or sojouming in

the worl~ to serve the lepers for the love ofChrist who, for us, desired to pass for a Ieper.""

When Francis began to attract bis first followers in 1208, he would place each ofthem in a

local lazaret, as a type of novitiate or testing ground before they took vows to joïn him, in

132 Cel 10.
14De genesi ad lineram, ch. 12; See Carolly Erickson, The Medieval Vision: Essays in History and

Perception (New York: Oxford University Press, 1976),37; and Le Goff: Imagination. 216. Even
though St. Augustine cautioned people oever to expect a dired: vision ofGod hefore death, by the
twelfth century this view hegan to he challenged; De doctrina eJrristiana II, 7, in PL 34, 40. For the
flI'St time in the medieval Christian West, the regular canon Richard of St. Victor offered a
phenomenology ofpersonaJ vision by those wbo aspired to the beigbts and frequencies ofa type of
seeing undreamed ofby Augustine. Richard addressed bis writings to contemplatives, "those to wbom
it is given to sec face ta face, who, contemplating the g10ry ofGod wben bis &ce is unveiled, sec ttuth
without a covering in its simplicity without a mirror or enigma." Adnotationes mysticae in Psalmos
cxiii, in PL 196, 337; quoted in Barbara Nolan, The Gothie Visionary Perspective (Princeton:
University Press, 1977), 31.

I~ Cel 10.
16Aetus Beat; Francisei, 25; trans. in Omnibus, 1357. The nursing ofand companionship with

lepers was, at this tinte, regarded as an aet of utmost humility and personal sanetity; Ccsarius of
Heisterbach, The Dialogue ofMiracles trans. H. von E. Scott and C. Bland (London, 1929),11, 30-34.
A prophecy conceming Jesus in the Vulgate translation ofIs 53.4 elevated the disease in the eleventh
century to that ofa sacred maIady: "Surely be bath bome our infirmities and canied our sorrows: and
we have thougbt him as it were a Ieper [quasi leprOSlDPl), and as one struck by God and afDjeted." See
Jerome, Comm. in. Is. Proph. 1.14, ch. 53 in PL 24, 525ft: See Scbmuc~"Passion ofCbrïst," 56.
In ER 9, Francis quoted from the saDIe sedion in Isaiah in such a way tbat Jesus, wbo sbould be seen
by bis followers in alI the poor, looked like a Ieper, witb ms face set "like a very bard rock" (Is 50.7).
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order to live with their "brotbers in Christ," just as Francis himselfdid from time ta time.17

The lazarets were a combination of prison, almsbouse and monastery, constructed from

donated materials and located downwind from villages.Il The leprosy epidemic peaked

during Francis' youth. The cbronicler Matthew ofParis states that there were some twenty

thousand Ieper hospices in Europe at that time.n Thought to he caused by sexual sins, no

misfortune was 50 feared as the diagnosis of leprosy, whose cure was often the harshest

penances the Churcb could impose.9O

17LP 22, 998; 1 Cel 104; 2 Cel 98; ER 9; MP 44, 58. SL Gregory ofNyssa (332-400), iDdieates
the tightness ofthe Ieper community that Francis might bave experienced: "They bave no fiiends but
each other, united as they are in misery; tbat which makes them despised ofothers unites them in a
close bond among themselves." De JHlIlPf!Tibus amandis, oratio n in PG, 46.477-478. Medical
historian Keith Haines suspects that Francis may have sufIered from a dormant form of leprosy; "The
Death ofSL Francis ofAssisi" FS 58 (1976): 39. At least one ofFrancis' carly companions. Giovanni
della Capella, caugbt the disease; LP 57.

The Legenda Antiqua ofPerugia, cited bere and ailer as LP. is a collection of testimonies of
Francis' original companions which ended up in 2 cel and was most recendy compiled by Rosalind
Brooke in SL. Probably coUected in 1311, the chronology is in disorder. but the individual stories
retain a freshness ofeyewitness accoums. "La 'Legenda Antiqua S. Francesco' Texte du MS. 1046 de
Pérouse." ed. Ferdinand M. Delorme, AFH 15 (1922). 23-70; revised, EF 38 (1926), 555ff. See
translation by Paul OIigny in Omnibus, 957-1101; and Saint François d'Assise: Documents, Écrits et
Premières Biographies, eds. T. Desbonnets and D. Vorreux (paris, 1968),859-989.

"E. JeanseIme, "Comment l'EW'Ope, all Moyen Age. se protégea contre la lèpre," Blllletin de la
Société Française d'Histoire de la Médecine 24 (1930): 70-81. There were al least six Ieper hospices
in the Assisi area, ofwhich San Lazzaro d'Arce (whose smaU stone chapel remains today) is noted by
local tradition as the one in which Francis visited most, and perbaps stayed. This tradition merges this
lazaret with the leprosarimn mentioned in LM 4.8 and designates Casa Gualdi, just outside ofAssisi,
as its location. Englebert, Saint Francis, 462, n. 25.

19Englebert, Saint Francis. 72. LA Muratori mentions that "In ltaly. there was scarccly any
eivitas which had not appointed some place for lepers," Antiquitates Italicae Medii Aevi (Aretino.
1774), Ill, col. 51; cited in Haines "The Death ofSL Francis ofAssisi," 27-36, esp. 37; Fortini, 206,
n.f.

90Saul Brody believes that no burden was heavier for the medieval Ieper as the reputation for
immorality. And yet any number of skin diseases were enough to warrant a condemuation ta this
pariah status. Such a stigma owes its widest promotion ta the extendcd discussion ofthe disease in
the Book of Leviticus (Lev 13-14); sec Brody. Disea.se, 107; Roland de Vaux, Ancientlsrael (New
York: McGraw-HilI, 1961),418-464. Here. leprosy was not sa much the result ofsin but the cause
of sin itself. therefore making that person ritua!ly impure. The other books of the Old Testament,
however, explicitly depieted leprosy as the result ofsin (Num 12.10-12; II Cbron 26.16-23; II Kings
5.20-27; 15.1-6; Job 2.7). The carly chmeh fathers interpreted that the sin of leprosy was primarily
that of heresy, but by the lm Middle Ages leprosy was considered the result of almost any moral
disorder. especially sexual depravity. A 1279 statute of Perugia condemned women who had sexual
relations with lepers ta be Oogged throughout the city and suburbs. have their noses cut off; and he
banished permanently; Fortini, 211. Sexual misconduet, leprosy and serfdom were generallyequated
to one another, each presenting original sin in its bodily manifestation. Moreover. sin itself was
thougbt ta be leprous: Justin Martyr wrote tbat leprosy was the "emblem ofsin" and Mawice ofSully
in 1170 said that "the Ieper signifies sinners, and the leprosy the sm.Il The Writings ofJustine Martyr
and Athenagoras, crans. Marcus Dodds, George Reith, and B. P. Pratten (Edinburgb, 1870). 357;

•
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Through his early visions, Francis came to embrace the leprous marginality of a God

whose imitation required rejection by the world, physical suffering, poverty and isolation

interspersed with begging joumeys ioto local villages. By reversing their interpretation

through the birth and crucifixion nanatives of bis God, the downward spiral of terminal

illness and moral agony now held the promise of the incarnation and the resurrection. The

experiences and images of rejection, suffering, pain and mendicant itinerancy DOW provided

mnemonic loci of biblical proportion; and isolation, the preferred architectural set-up for

contemplation, memory-wor~ healing and miraculous visions. A solitude in poverty that

could provide for mendicant itinerancy thus became the imaginative ideaI and core program

for Francis' subsequent architecture.

Maurice a/Sully and the Medieval Vemacu/ar Ho",ily, ed. C.A. Robson (Oxfo~ (952), p. 91. On
the symbolism ofphysiognomics as related to morality see Paolo SquaIriti. "Personai Appearance and
Physiognomics in Early Medieval ItaIy," Journal ofMedietlaJ Hislory 14 (1988): 191-202.
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BuOding as Penanee: San Damiano

Q. Herm;t Life and Devotions

In rus only autobiographica1 text, the Testament of 1226, Francis carefully builds the story ofhis life

upon the foundation ofhis communion with lepers. He begins:

The Lord granted me, Brother Francis, to begin to do penance in this way: While 1 was

in sin, it seemed very bitter to me to see lepers. And the Lord Himself led me among

them and 1had Mercy upen them. And when 1 left them, that which seemed bitter to me

was changed into sweetness ofsoul and body; and afterward 1lingered a Iittle and left the

world. And the Lord gave me such faitb in churches that 1 wouId simply pray and speak

in this way: "We adore You, Lord Iesus Christ, in ail Vour churches throughout the

worlel, and we bless You, for through Your holy cross You have redeemed the world."l

rn this briefand somewhat oblique statement, Francis managed to condense his entire life up

to the age oftwenty-five. Ofthese years, the first twenty-three are summed up tersely as bis

period of sin, whose image was the scom he felt for lepers. By finding Mercy for lepers

through a reversai ofheart, Francis anived al two decisions: the first, to leave the world, and

the second, to receive a faith in, or devotion to, churches. By leaving the world Francis was

directly referring to his carly hennit vocation.2 Celano provides the evidence for this by

'Test 1-5.
2See Henrietta Leyser, Hermits and the New MOI'IQSticism: Â SIIIdy ofRe/igiOJlS Communities in

Western Europe /000-/ /50 (London: Macmillian Press., 1984), 18-28. It wouldhave been important,
however, that Francis declare bis status, since in medieval times, identity and a sense of self was
coextensive with one's publicly defined status, no matter how destitute. See the introduction ta
Jacques Le Goff: ed.• Medieval Ca//;np (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987). After his
contact with lepers. 1 Cel 16 first reports that Francis spent severa! days a a scullion at a Benedictine
monastery neal" Gubbio but bad ta leave on aceount ofthe monles' unwillingness to support mm. The
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noting that Francis, from 1206 ta 1208, was wearing the leatber bell, statt: sandals and

haversack associated with hermits.3 According to Celano, the time of this hermit vocation

coincides with Francis' renovation ofat least three churches, leading one ta suspect that bis

Testament admission ta a faith in churches had an active architectural dimension. Since the

next sentence in the Testament begins with the word "Afterward,n Francis seems to

chronologically if not symbolically connect these two experiences as Celano does in his

biography. On this basis we will consider Francis' hennit vocation and bis devotionallife as

rituai and imaginative dispostions which continue to fiU out the narrative content ofFrancis'

memory. We will then examine how bis early practices and symbolic palate come ta bear

upon his architecture beginning with bis fll'5t intervention at the cburcb of S. Damiano.

A flourishing hennit or eremitical movement appeared in Europe in the eleventh century-at

the very time when the new urban society was taking shape and the Benedictine monastic

orders were reaching their peak ofpower and prestige. The hermits constituted a rejection

of both the new cities and the old monasteries; it avoided the problems of the one and the

compromises ofthe other in favour ofan ideal based on the penitential model ofthe fourtb­

century hermits ofEgypt, SYria and the Holy Land. The two most influential hermits ofthe

European revival were St. Romuald (d. 1027) near Ravenna and St. Peter Damian (d. 1072)

rejection May have been a prompt, as it wu for earlier hermits, to declare a more solitary and
independent religious calling, outside ofthe establisbed communities.

)3 Soc 21, 25. We know ftom three early chroniclers tbat Francis was weuing the habit of a
hermit by the tilDe he began repairing the Portiuncula in 1206. Bartholomew of Trent. Legenda
choraJis Camolensis, inA.F~ 53840; 1 Cel 21; Jordan, 16. C[ Esser,97. Hermifs refused ta wear
the black habit of the Benedictines, but wore white or whitish colours, witb grey being considered
holiest of all habits. Leyser, Hermits, 67. "The dIess of hermits is always rougb, but its make-up
seems varied enougb. One sees mention ofrags and ofsheepskïns, but also ofa tunic, a hood and a
cloak. The white colour ofthe undyed wool is very generally mentioned, in sucb a way that it will
become the distinctive mark ofnew religious foundatioDS. Equally well attested are the wearing of
a beard, with a large tonsure for clerics, and the use of a donkey as a means of transport." Sec J.
Becquet tHL'érémitisme clérical et laic dans l'Ouest de la France," in L'Eremitismo in Occicœnle nei
seco/i Xl e XII, Atti della seconda SettimaDa internazionale di studio, Mendola, 30 August ta 6
September, 1962 (Milano, 1965), 193-94. The geographicallimits, however, ofthis description must
be taken into account Francis' habit may have been the "small tunic" mentioned in 1 Cel 16, given
ta him by a friend in Gubbio, which was a key centre for hermits in centtal ltaly. The monastcry and
followers ofItaly's most famous hennit, Peter Damian were loc:ated at Fonte AveUana in the mountains
narth ofGubbio. At least seven of its monks became bishops ofGubbio, inciuding Blessed Villano
(d. 1239). who May bave been bishop when Francis arrived there.
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in Umbria" Romuald founded hennitcommunities ofsolitary huts all over central ltaly, the

most famous of which was Camaldoli, high in the Tuscan-Romagnese Apennines. Peter

Damian, writing from bis hermitage, became, with Romuald, the leading propagator ofthe

eremitic movement and its particularly harsh penitential cbaracter.' From these leaders and

their milieux began a renewed search for a primitive evangelical life, in contrast to the

monasteries, through bard manual labour, a tendency toward solitude, constant contemplation

and the daily practice ofpoverty.6 A great many ofthe spiritual innovations in central ltaly

during the eIeventh and twelftb century cao be traced to the hermits who rose 10 prominence

within the church.' For instance, Tuscany's hermit movement led to the foundation of

numerous smaIl houses grouped around a priory and eventuallyemerged in the thirteenth

century to become the Servite and Friar Hennits ofSt Augustine.·

The Assisi are&, unlike the rest of Europe, had bad an almost continuous eremitical

presence since the first Christian benoîts beginning with St Isaac of Spoleto (d. 525), the

Syrian founder ofthe early hennitages ofMonte Luco above Spoleto.9 The town ofFoligno

·0. Capi_ "San Pier Damiani e l'istituto eremitico," in L'Eremitismo, 122~3; Leyser, Hennits,
29.

j"O eremitic life," Damian once wrote, "you are the sours bath, the death of evil-doing, the
cIeanser of 61th; you make clean the hidden places of the soul, wash away the foulness ofs~ and
malee souls shine with angelic purity." Laus eremiticae vitae, PL, 245, 247. On the cise ofpenitential
spirituality see Little, Religious Poverty, 70-75.

&rbe hermit tradition bas always been considered a locus for the suppott oforality and memory.
For the orality fostered by the original Eastern desert fatbers and motbers sec Peter Brown, Body and
Society, 229. For the Umbrian hermit, Peter Damian, the dcsire ofleaming grammar was synODymOUS
with deserting God and tuming to faIse gods: "Gad had no need ofour grammar." PL 145, 695 B-697
B. Plato was one ofthe earliest autbors to recognize the effects ofliteracy upon orality and etb.ics,
when he noted how the invention ofwriting coincides with the loss of memory and the subsequent
weakening ofthe mind-that in the heu ofa debate, writing cannot answer for itselfsince it a1ways
remained mute before its detracto~ Photedrus, 274-77. Likewise, when antbropologists such as Albert
Lord studied the introduction of reading and writing inta oral cultures, they found that it directIy
interfered with the quality ofthe memory oftheir narrative poets. Sec, The Singer afTa/es, Harvard
Studies in Comparative Literature, 24 (cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1960), 17.

'Lester K. Little, "InteUeetual Training and Attitudes toward RefonD, 1075-1150," in Pierre
Abélard, Pierre Le Vénérable. CoUoques Internationaux du Centre National de la Recherche
Scientifique, Cluny, 2-9, lu1y 1972 (paris, 1975): 23549.

IF. Schneider, Regestum Senense. 1. Bis zum Friede" von Poggibonsi 13-30 Jrmi 1235, Regesta
chartarum ltaliae, 8 (Roma, 1911), xlix, n.l; Giles Constabile, "Eremitical Forms ofReligious Life"
in Manies. Hermits andCTlLfaders in Medieval EllTope (London: Varionun Reprints, 1988), 254.

9A colony of hermit-monks from Syria were recorded in residence in Monteluco near Spoleto
since the seventh century-creating what was called, probably with some exaggeration, "Thebaid of
Umbria." Sec K. EIm, "Franziskus und Dominikus. W'ukungen md Antriebskrlfte zweler
Ordensstifter," inSaecuJum 23 (1972): 12747. Eim believes the mots ofFrancis' spirituality are not
to be found in the wandering preachcr groups like the Waldenses or the Humiliati• but in the desert
monastic tradition as it arrived in the West (l39f1). Sec also the history ofdebate on this subject in
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near Assisi had one of the earüest Umbrian hermit-bisbops7 Bonfil of Foügno (d.ll15).

Along with the regular canons at S. Giorgio who endorsed a retum to the mobility and poverty

of Christ and the apostles7Assisi received visits and sermons from Peter Damian.10 There

were two types ofhermit vocations according to Peter Damian: some Iived alone in ceUs, and

others were without fixed abodes, wandering in the desert like the earliest Christian hermits. Il

Twelfth and thirteenth~ntwyhennit liCe covered a great diversity of practices including the

scribal arts, scholarship, itinerant preaching tours, hearing confessions, healings7serving as

ombudsmen for local disputes, as weil as permanent enclosure for the sake of penance and

contemplation.

From the beginning of bis first experiments with contemplation two years before bis

conversion, Francis had been regularly seeking out poor and solitary places to pray and live

in (figs. 137 14).12 He beüeved they who converted others tbrougb their preaching were

actually being converted themselves through the prayers of their brothers and sisters "who

hide in abandoned and secluded places.nU It was in keeping with the aims of the hennit

tradition that Francis considered these early years ofsolitude, wandering, begging, belping

lepers and repairing ruined cburches as bis poenitentia or life of penance.14 Francis' life,

since ms Ieper experiences, May then he described as an oscillation between contemplative­

eremitical and active-penitential ways of life. 15 Even after the Primitive Rule Francis wrote

for his order in 1209, he and bis first companions felt they still had to discem whether to live

a hermit life in the strict sense or a mixed life ofwork and prayer. 16 Even though they finally

chose the mixed life, ail ofFrancis' earliest companions retained eremitical practices to the

Octavianus Schmucki, "Place ofSolitude: An Essay on the Extemal Circumstances ofthe Prayer Life
of5t. Francis ofAssis~" Greyfriars Review 27 no. 1 (1988): 77-132, esp. 77.

IOConstabile7 "Eremitical FOnDS," 248; Leyser, Hennits. 97.
"Peter Damian. Op. .xv de SIlœ congregationis institutis, ch. 3, PL 145. 3388. ConstabiJe.

"Eremitical Fonns7 " 243.
12Test 18; 1 Cel 3, 10; SL 6; see Lambert, 45.
13LP 71; 1 Cel 91.
l'Test 1.
lSR.affaele Pazzelli believes that Francis was a COlf1leTS1IS or donatus (a type ofhermit with vows

of stability to a parish) dwing the time when he worked on S. Damiano. Altbough the work of
restoring churches was typical conversi work, bis argument. hoWCVCT, is based OD the assumption that
Francis stayed al S. Damiano during the restoration. AU that cao be verifiee! &am the sources. as 1
argue, was that, al this time, he was staying al the local leprosarium. Sec. Raffaele pazzelli, SI.
Francis and the Third Order: The FranciscQII andpre-Franciscan Penilential MovemenJ (Chicago:
Franciscan Herald Press, 1982),29-38.

161 Cel 35.

•
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13. Enrhincc to Francis· cave al Sant·llluminata dei Murrato. Alviano. (Photo by author.)

14. Cave of Francis. S. Urbino di Nami. Terni. (PhOIO by aUlhor.)
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end of their lives: Brother Bernard often went off for months al a time wandering in the

woods and the majority retreated permanently ta hennitages ailer the death ofFrancis.

Thus, from the moment ofbis conversion experienœ, Francis' approach to the world was

that ofa hennit for whom penanœ carried out in a combination ofsolitude and itinerancy was

an essential disposition. In bis Testament, Francis connects this practice to bis veneration of

churches, represented by a prayer formula, as well as list of interconnected devotions to

priests, Scripture, theologians and the eucharist, that followed from bis veneration of

churches. 17 These devotions specitY the nature of Francis' hermit practices, which would

eventually include architectural construction, in bath conceptual and concrete terms. They

demand therefore to be considered in detail.

The prayer for churches that Francis inserts in bis Testament was a traditional one first

recommended for recitation by St. Gregory the Great (d. 604) in bis Liber Responsa/is and

tater by the monk Amuphe in his Vitae Re/igiosae. II It was associated with the liturgy of

Holy Thursday, wbich commemorates the last supper and passion of Jesus. We cao

understand the meaning ofRoly Thursday for Francis from the small Office ofthe Passion

that he wrote for ms followers. The office begins with psalms composed by Francis for each

of the seven prayer hours ofRoly Thursday. Their contents carefully weave the narrative of

the passion through lines from the Gospels and the Psaims. Francis, however, skips the last

supper and concentrates on a vivid and emotional rendition of the passion, wherein Christ

declares his divine obedience in architectural terms: "Holy Father, zeal for Your house

consumes me." 19

Before the renonciation ofhis weaJth and patrimony in 1206, Francis' interest in cburcbes

took the fonn of substantial donations of money and expensive omaments.20 Afterwards,

Francis only deepened this concem by seeing that churches be prayed for and repaired, altars

be properly fumished and the minute details oftbeir upkeep become a priority. During bis

17Test 6-13.
IIPL 78. 80S; PL 184, 1177. A second prayer formula bas been said to originate ftom Francis'

vision before the crucifix and is attnbuted ta Francis: "Most higb/ glorious Godl enligbten the
darkness ofmy heartl and give me, LordJ a correct fàitb/ a certain bopeJ a perfect charity, lsense and
knowledgeJ 50 that 1may carry out Vour boly and truc command." Here knowledge and obedience
are stressed rather than cburch or crucifix adoration, thus tbrowing its autbenticity iota doubt. See
Prayer Before the Crucijà. in Armstrong, 103; cf. Scbmucki, "Passion ofCbrist," Il.

190fJice ofthe Passion, V.9, in Armstrong. 86.
2°1 Cel 9, 18.22; 2 Cel 8, 14.
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preaching tours, he often carried a broom in order ta sweep out the churches he preacbed in:

Fo'" St Francis was very grieved when he entered any cburch and found it was not clean,

and therefore he always, after he had preached to the people and the sermon was ended,

gathered together aU the priests who were there ioto some remote spot so that the laity

should not hear, and preached ta them ofthe salvation ofsouls and especially that they

should be careful and diligent in keeping clean their churches, a1tars, and everything

connected with the celebration ofthe divine mysteries. 21

Celano tells us that,

if a church were standing in any place whatsoever, even thougb the brothers were not

present there but could ooly sec it from a distance, tbey were to prostrate themselves upon

the ground in its direction and, having bowed low with body and soul, they were ta adore

Ahnighty Gad, saying, "We adore thee Christ, here and in all thy cburches," as the holy

father [Francis] taught them. And, what is no less to he admïred, wherever they saw a

crucifix or the mark ofa cross, whether upen the ground, or upon the wall, or in the trees,

or in the bedges along the way, they were to do the same thing.22

What bath passages testify to is how tbinly the appearaoce ofcburches or crucifixes veiled

the invisible presence ofGod. 80th here and in the Testament, crucifixes seem to have an

equivaIency to the cburches-in a way, they would serve equally weU as traditional mnemonic

containers for the church prayer formula Francis was promoting. And, ifwe were ta key bis

devotion to cburcbes ta bis vision before the crucifix at San Damiano (whicb would fit

chronologically into the narration ofthe Testament conceming bis faith in churcbes), we are

confronted by a Jesus, as in a mnemonic composition, whose lips moved and commanded

Francis to "Go repair my bouse."23 Given that the image on the surviving crucifix sufJers and

21SL 18; see Francis ofAssis~Later to the Clergy, Il in Armstrong. 59.
221 Cel 45. This seems to demoostrate how bis prayer for cbun:hes wu typically put into practice.
232 Cel 10. This story ooly first appears in Celano's Yila secrmda written in 124748. Celano,

following the Testament, placed the event aftcr Francis' contact witb the lepers, but before the
renunciation ofbis înheritance. 1follow Richard Trexler in tbat this wu Most liIcely a rea-ojcetion due
to the political complexities within the order ofthe mid-thirtecnth century and sbouId bave been placed
after the renunciation instead. See Trex1er, Nalced Befo,e the. Failler, 32·34, 57.

•
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drips bodily fluid as a Ieper would, the Testament story seems ingeniously taco~ Francis'

entire conversion experience ioto the res for i1s remembrance (fig. 11).24 Thal is, the image

ofa leper.christ, the crucifix upoo which he was painted, and the church ofS. Damiano that

the crucifix was in, provide the mnemonic images for the prayer formula including its

association with the rites of the eucharist, Holy Thursday and their respective penitential

dispositions. Indeed, the earJy biographers report that Francis was irreversibly cbanged by

the talking cruCÏÎIX. He was "stricken and wounded with melting love and compassion for

the passion of christ;"2.5 "From then on he could never keep himself from weeping, even

bewail ing in a loud voicc the passion of Christ which was always, as it were, befote bis

mind. ,,26 Francis, in bis life and Testament, wished ta re-ereate this compassio Crucifix; for

his followers: crucifixes and churches vibrated and overflowed with the sacred which, in

tum, begged to he adored, cared for and listened to.

What the churches sheltered and the crucifix represented was the mystery ofeucharist,

which Francis considered bis principal adoration, and through which ail ofhis other devotions

must be understood.Xl Ofthe relatively few texts composed by him, the number of words

dedicated to the promotion, protection and praise of the eucharist and care of ifs liturgical

paraphemalia seems almost obsessive. Rather than digressions from the serious legal or

disciplinary topies which determined the need ta compose bis official epistolae, the eucharist

often substituted for the central topic itself through which aIl other matters were to he

discussed.2I Francis justified titis in two Jetters, stating, "1 act in this way since 1see nothing

corporally of the Most High Son of God in this world except in His MOst holy Body and

Blood."29 Francis did not attempt to debate the fine distinctions oftransubstantiation made

by theologians ofthe day. For Francis, the Son ofGod corporeally humbJed, indeed shrank

24Celano's claim that Francis' vùio was "a thing unheard of in our times," (2 Cel (0), may only
refer to the specificity of its message. In fact St. Peter Dami~Rupert ofDeutz, St. John Gualbert
and St. Bernard aU had visions before crucifixes which either spoke. bled, motioned or embraced
them. PL 145, 432a; 168, 1590~ 1601; 146, 767c; and 185, 419ft:

253 Soc 14.
2~ Cel II.
27Test JO-Il.
21Francis of Assisi, Admonitions, in Armstrong, 25-36; idem, Letter to the Clergy. 3-11 in

Armstrong, 49-50; idem, First Letter ta the Custodïans,2-5 in Annstrong, 52-53; idem, Letter ta the
Entire Orcier, 2. in Armstrong, 55-61; idem, First Version ofthe Letter 10 the Faithful in Armstrong,
62-64; idem, Letter to the Rulers ofPeople, 6 in Armstrong, 77-78; ER 20.5; Test la; SL 79,80.

29Test 10; Francis ofAssisi, Letter to the Clergy, 3, in Armstrong, 49-52.
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Himself, to appear in the communion bread (fig. 15)!30 His Letter ta the Entire Order breaks

into ecstatic verse on this theme:

Let the whole ofmankind tremble

the wbole world shake

and the heavens exult

when Christ, the Son ofthe living Gad,

is on the altar

in the bands ofthe priest.

o admirable beights and sublime lowliness!

o sublime humility!

o humble sublimity!

That the Lord ofthe universe,

God and the Son ofGad,

so humbles Himselfthat for our salvation

He hides Himself under the little fonn of the bread!

Look brothers al the bumility ofGod ...31

Francis returns to this message continually throughout his writings, affirming over and over

again that seeing is believing:

And as [the apostles) saw only His flesh by means oftheir bodily sight, yet believed Him

to be God as tbey contemplated Him with the eyes offaith, so, as we see bread and wine

with [our] bodilyeyes, we too are to see and firmly believe tbem ta be His MOst holy

Body and Blood, living and true.32

JOSee Miri Rubin, Corpus Christi: The Eucharist in Lare Medieval Cll/tlII'e (Cambridge:
University Press, 1991),36; Chenu, NaIJD'e, Man. 117-18.

J1Letter to the Entite Order, 26-28. in Armstrong, 58.
J2Admonitions, 20-22. in Armstrong, 27. Peter Damian testifies ta baving seen the host during

mass turn into real Oesb, PL 145, 572-73. Aftcr the eleventh century the consecrated wafer was
cODsidered a type of a relie whieh, like relies, could be encased in altar stones and brought out to
witness oaths and legal c::ases. Conversely, relies were oftcn CODSumed in powder fonn ta effec:t
healings. In one bizarre case, St. Hugh of Lincoln was caugbt chewing on the bones of Mary
Magdalene while on pilgrimage to France. He argued ta bis manie aa:usor that ifhe could coDSume
the body ofChrist in the mass, surely the same could he a110wed bere. Adam ofEynsham, Magna Vila

•
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15. Miracle of the Child Jesus in thc hosto as rc"caled to Edward the Confessor. (Cambridge: CUL.
Ec..3.59. p. 37. Le esloire de sellt Aedward le rei. mid-13th. c.)
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At a time when the laity werc only required to receive communion once a year, Francis

usually received the eucharist every clay.ll He implored, onder the weight ofa corse, that ail

the world's emperors should leave aside their cares and preoccupations and follow bis

practice.34 He once desired to send his brothers throughout the world with "precious pyxes"

or "metal boxes, finely wrougbt" within which ta rescue and properly store misplaced hasts.15

No detail ofthe mass was to be performed without due reverence for Christs tlesh and

blood manifest on the altar. In contrast, however, Francis wamed that

we must hate our bodies with [theirJ vices and sins.... We must deny ourselves and

place our bodies under the yoke ofservice and holy obedience.... We must not be wise

and prudent according to the tlesh (fig. 16).1'

The opposition ofdivine and human Oesh that Francis depicted for bis foUowers was a rather

extreme version typicallyendorsed in hennit circles.37 An important distinction was made,

however, concerning the hands of priests. For while the priest May be a known sinuer

himselt: Francis believed that "the bands [tbat] touch the Ward ofLife have something about

them that is more than homan."li Francis would kiss priests' hands, and would say that he

Sancl; Hugonis, trans. cd. D.L. Douie and D. H. Farmer (London: Nelson, 1961-62). 169·70; and see.
Ronald Finucane, The Miracle Wo,.king Corpse: A StrIdy ofMedieval English Pilgrims and their
Be/ieft (ADn Arbor, MI: University Microfilms, 1972). 12. After the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215
the eIevation ofthe host graduaUy became an established praetice in the mass and it was introduced
ioto ltaly ca. 1260 due primarily ta the Franciscan devotion. See VL. Kennedy. "The Franciscan Ordo
Missae in the Thirteenth Century," Medieval Shldies 2 (1940): 204-22. e5p. 217. After the
introduction ofthe elevatioD, eucharistic miracles and visions were widely reported; sec Rubin, Corpus
Christi, 302·19.

ll2 Cel 201. William Durandus of Mende (d. 1296) noIeS tbat since 1215 the laity received
communion once a year and priests daily. on behalfofthe laity. RationaJe divin01Wlf officionun. lib.
4, ch. 53, no. 3; cited in Rubin, C01'J1US Clvisti. 64. n. 306. Francis also observed the tbn:e Lents
(before Christmas. and before andjust after Easter) following the custom which began ca. 700.

].CLetter to the Rulers ofPeoples. 6 in Armstrong, 77.
lS2 Cel 201; SL 80; Letter to the Clergy, 1·7, in Armstrong, So.Sl. Following the

recommendations of the 1215 Lateran Council, pyxes used to carry the host were to be ofprecious
metal often with an inner chamber of ivory or copper in which such holy substances as the oil of
chrism and holy water were reserved. Cf. Rubin, Corpus Clvisti, 45. See photos ofthese in Age of
Chiva!ry: Art in P/anlagenet Eng/and, 1200-1400, ed. J. Alexander and P. Binski (Londo~ 1987).
nos. 118, 119; and in F. Collins. The p,.odIIclion ofMedieval Clnuch Music·D"Q1IIa (Chalotteville,
Va.: 1972),50, no. 7; SI, no. 8.

l6Second Version ofthe Letter to the Faithful, 37, in Armstrong. 66.
l7Ascetics ultimatelyclaimed ta foUow St. Paul in dividing soul and fl~ such as in Rm 6.19.8.3,

13.14, 1 Cor 15.50. Gal 5.17. and Eph 2.3.
III Ce1201.
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preferred to venerate the fingers ofa priest ratber tban greet a great but non-priestly saint sucb

as St. Lawrence.39 Francis distinguished between the corruption that priests might sink ta,

and the holiness tbey nevertheless bore due ta their proximity ta the eucharistic action.40

Francis encouraged bis brothers to help priests by, on the one band, venerating them as cultic

objects (as a means, perbaps, ofcalling the priests back to their sacramental commitment),

while, on the other band, striving ta play down before the laity their lapses and human

defects.41

The divine incoming ofJesus into the bread and wine required not only the fingers of the

priest to raise the paten and cup, but the repetition of the worcls said by Jesus al the last

supper. Every aspect ofthe ritual was ta he venerated, and the words of Scripture, insofar as

they were needed to manifest Cbrisfs body and blood in the mass, had to be cared for with

equal diligence:

1admonish alI my brotbers and encourage [tbem] in Christ tbat, wherever they come upon

the written words ofGod, they venerate them 50 far as they are able. And ifthey are Dot

weU kept or iftbey lie about carelessly in sorne place, let them, inasmuch as it concems

them, colleet them and preserve tbem, tbus hODOuring the Lord in the words which He

spoke. For many things are made holy by the words of Gad and in the power of the

words ofChrist the Sacrament of the altar is celebrated.u

Scripture was not, in Francis' mind, a document to be picked over and specu1ated upon by

leamed men, but a live oral tradition which spoke to everyone. Scripture was a dialogue, an

invitation to participation, through wbich Christ spoke directIy ta Francis, and in which he

would sometimes consult for major decisioDS, saying, "Let us go ... and take the book ofthe

Gospel, let us seek counsel with Cbrist.,,4] By opening the Bible ta whatever page tbat

happened to fall open and reading aloud the first passage beneath bis finger, Christ would

391 Cel 9; 2 Cel 201.
4C.Lemmens, Testimonia minora, 93-94.
412 Cel 146.
UU:tter te the Entire Ordcr, 34-37 in Annsttoog, 55. Cf: First Lcuer ta the CustodiaDs, 2-5; Leucr

to the Clergy, 3-5, Il, in Armstrong, 49, 52; 1 Cel 82. Francis admits the same in bis Testament (12):
"Whenever 1 tind His most holy Dame or writings contaïning His words in an improper place, 1 make
a point ofpicking them up, and [ ask that they he picked up and put aside in a suitable place."

43 1 Cel 92; 2 Cel 15.

•
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reveal bis will for Francis and bis arder (fig. 17).44 Scripture was oot simply a narrative ta be

read, but could he venerated page by page, as Francis demonstrated when he once tore a New

Testament apart to share among a crowd offriars, giving each ofthem a page.4
! For Francis,

truth resided Dot ooly in the words but in the actual letters of the alphabet, whetber they

appeared in Scripture or elsewhere:

Whenever he would find anytbing written, wbether about Gad or man, aloog the way, or

in a bouse, or on the Ooor, he wouId pick it up with the greatest revereoce and put it in

a sacre<! or decent place, 50 tbat the name ofthe Lord would not remain there or anything

else pertaining to il. One day a brother asked him why he took such care in collecting

even the writings ofthe pagans and other writings where the Lard's name was not found.

He replied, "My son, it is because one finds there the letters which compose the glorious

name of the Lord."~

"Gad created the world with twenty-two letters," says the Talmud, whose scholars since

antiquity had developed a complex exegesis based on the letters.47 William Durandus, in

1286, described the medieval ceremony ofchurch consecration which required the bishop to

mark out the Greek and Latin alphabets in sand and ashes in a cross shape across the entire

cathedral floor.4I The letters formed the symbolic foundation stones of the cathedral, whicb

itself was considered buUt Scripture. Francis had a particularly strong devotioo ta one of

these letters which in itselfdepicted a type ofcross or crucifix, the tau.

The last letter of the archaic Greek and Hebrew alphabets, "the tau SYmbol, h~ above

aU others, his preference," says Thomas ofCelano. ''He utilized it as a signature for his letters

and he painted a drawing of it on the walls ofa1l the ceUs.'949 Bonaventure notes that Francis

44This type of divination, called Sortes Biblicae or Sortes Sanctonun, was an ancient Greco­
Roman art which never ceased to he practiced in popular European Christian culture. Augustine
praeticed it, Confessions vm. 12. 9. See Valerie Flint, The Rise ofMagic in Etuly Medieval Europe
(princeton: University Press, 1991), 88B: and 273.

45Bonaventure, 8: 334.
461 Cel 82.
47Cited in Damien Vorreaux, A Franciscan Symbol: The Tau (Chicago: Franciscan Press, 1979).

21.
41William Durandus, The Symbolism ofChurches and Clrurch Ornomenls, transe ofRotioNJ/e

divinorum official"",., by Neal and Webb (London: S.P.C.K., 1843), 111-36.
493 Cel 3; 3 Cel 159.
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"signed himself with it before beginning each of bis actions. "50 Archaeologists have

speculated that a red tau uncovered on the wall 00 the Gospel side ofthe S. Maddalena chapel

at Fonte Columba dates to the years during which Francis visited this chapet, and was

probably painted by Francis himself(fig. 18).51 In their communal hut al Rivo Torte, Francis

marked the places for the mars to sleep on the wooden beams overhead, and just such a

system, made of red crosses, aIso exists on the cave walls in the quarters of the early

companions at Greccio (fig. 19).51 At the same Greccio hermitage, in an early fresco

depicting the site ofFrancis' nativity performance, Leo, the friar-priest who said the mass, is

depicted wearing a large tau on bis chasuble (fig. 20). On two letters writteo in the band of

Francis, one of which is the much venerated chartula or Blessing for Brotber Leo, the

signature ofFrancis is a large red tau (figs. 21,22).53

The symbol of the tau bas a lengthy and complex history. Both Greek and Semitic

languages wrote the tau as a cross and in early Christian cir'CIes it became &ssociated with the

cross ofCbrist. The ward tau appears once in the Vulgate, in Ezekiel9.4 where a man with

a writer's inkhom in bis belt and dressed in linen is bidden to mark out the penitent members

ofthe Holy City 50 they may he saved from the Lord's fatal punisbment (fig. 23). St. Jerome

and other early Christian exegetes made a natura! connection between the saving signum of

the man in linen and two other signs which concem the Exodus ofthe Hebrews from Egypt.

The frrst analogue evoked Aaron who was charged with marking the doorjambs ofthose to

he spared by the angel ofdeath with the blood ofa slain lamb (fig. 24).504 The second refers

to the serpent ofbrass which Moses fixed to a pole in Numbers 21.8-9. By holding up the

brass staff, the Israelites were spared from the fatal bites ofGod's fiery serpents (fig. 25). As

prophylactic, curative or restorative signs, the autbor ofthe Gospel ofJohn, as well as early

Christian exegetes, were able to coUapse the three narratives onto the symbolism of the

crucifixion ofChrist.55 The mark ofthe man in linen, the graphic shape ofAaron's doorjamb

signs and the configuration of Moses' pole were all considered ta he in the form ofthe tau:

~M2.9.

SIA. Terzi, Memoriefrancescane ne/la Valle Reatina (Rome, 1955), SO, and 12S~ 0.59.
s23 Soc 55.
SlThc chortula is preserved in dIe Basilica ofSan Francesco, Assisi. As weil, in the oldest copy

ofhis Letter to the Clergy, a reasonable facsimile ofanother ItllI is drawn al the close ofthe text. see
L. Oliger. "Textus antiquissimus epistolae S. Francisci 'de Reverentia Corporis Domini' in Missali
Sublacensi," codex B 24 ValliceUanus, inAFH6 (1913): 9, 3-12; illustration is between 12 and 13.

S4Ex 12.23.
sSJohn 3.14.
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• 16. Francis asks lo bc lcd na­
ked by his brolhers. lied by a
ropc. lhrough Assisi for the sin
of ealing sorne rncaL (From
the 14th c. Codice Lalino
Bonavenlure al the Con\'ent of
the Laurentianum. Romc.)

17. Francis and Bro­
lhcr Bernard rcad
whalcvcr passagc lhe
biblc falls open lO in
order to find the will
of God for thcm­
selvcs. (From thc
14th c. Codicc Latino
Bonavcnturc at the
Convcnt of thc Lau­
rCnlianum. Romc.)

•

18. hw anribuled lo Francis. paintcd in rcd on the inncr
sanctuary wall of the S. MaddalanaChapcl. Fonte Columbo.
Rieti. <Photo by author.)
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19. The donnitory. as seen from the refectorylkitchcn of the Grcccio cave-hennitagc. showing one
of its red crosses marked on the right wall (al arrow) to designate a sleeping area. At the end are Iwo
private cel/ae. (PhOIO by aUlhor.)

20. The Nativity pcrfonnance al Grcccio with Saint Francis knecling (centre) and Br. Leo (on the far
righl) saying mass Wilh large green tau on his alb. (Fresco. 13lh c.. Nalivity Sanctuary. Greccio.
Photo by author.)
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21. Blcssing for Br. Leo showing a
large rcd rau emerging from a hcad. wilh
\\:ords arranged around il. (Autograph
dwrtula of St. Francis of Assisi. Sacro
Co\'cnlo. Assisi.)

22. A fourtcenth-ccntury copy of the
sig/lul1/ tall Cll1l1 capite of the aUlograph
dwrtula to Br. Leo. The tau appcars 10

emergc from thc mouth of Francis' head
as il rests in a ca\'c. (Assisi: Bibliolcca
communale MS 344).

1 - .•
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25. The Bra::,c/l Serpent
and l'v/oses. (WOodCUI by
Tuhias Stimmcr from
Nt:uc kiillstliche Figurer
hiblischer !listorien .
BascI. 1576.)

23. The man in linen (!zomo similis Aaron) marks
the penitents on their foreheads. (Detail of the St.
Bertin Cross. Saint-Orner. HOlei de Sandelin.)

24. Aaron marking the Tau on a door linlel.
(Plaque from a Mosan Cross. Victoria and
Albert Museum. London.)
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the same crux upen which Christ. the Lamb of Gad, was hung. "He who wants to follow

me," Christ said, "must carry his cross."~ Whetber as a reference ta the execution practices

ofthe Romans, or a pmphecy ofhis death, this calI from Jesus would not have been last on

his fellow lews, whose more pioDS members displayed a tau on their forehead as a sign of

their commitment ta the Torah (wbose first letter is the tau, or tav, n).

Francis would have first been exposed to the biblical significance ofthe tau through his

association with the Hospital Brothers of St. Antony the Hermit. Founded in 1095, the

Antonites were brothers who looked ailer the sicle. They were principally associated with the

care of lepers. In the carly thirteenth century they had 369 foundations, including the hospital

ofSt. Antony in Rome where Francis often stayed..57 Francis' vow ta leave the world, wbich

was taken during bis time among the lepers, May have been made in association with the

Antonites. The habit ofthis order had a large tau sewn on its front, and each brotber carried

a walking stick with a tau attached ta its top. The Antonite garb May have been the

inspiration for the habit Francis designed for bis foUowers in 1208, "that bore a likeness to

the cross, that by means of it he migbt beat off ail temptations ofthe devil."51 Celano Dates

that Francis configured sorne rough matena! in the shape of a cross, but bath the pictorial

tradition and reliquary evidence assure us that this cross was a tau-even the neck hole

follows the horizontalline when the slecves are extended (figs. 26, 27)." The hood had a

square cut such that when it was up the habit became a full crucifix ta observers. Francis,

however, typically prayed with hood down and arms outstretched ta the side, i.e., in the tau

position.6O

56Mk 8.34, Lk 9.23.
S1francis first lodged al the hospital of81. Antony in Rome in 1210. See Vorreaux, Tau, 14. The

Brothers of St. Jacopo d'A1topasco were anotber hospitaler arder, begun in 746, wbose mission was
to pilgrims and crusaders along the road between France and Rome, passing through Assisi They were
mendicant brothers with a grey or brown habit upon which the sign ofa gimlet or hammer in the shape
ofa tau was displayed. See Fortini, Nova Vita, ~ 70; Pazzelli, St. Francis and the Thil-d Order, 35.
Note, as weil, a new group, the ltalian Order ofthe Cross Bearers, was given constitutions under Pope
Alexander fi in 1196 and loOk care ofthe sicle, but Dot specifically lepas, in two Assisi hospitals at
the lime ofFrancis.

51 1 Cel 22.
591 Cel 22. The Legenda chora/is Camotensis ofthe thirteenth century states that Francis wore

a "tunic in the shape ofa cross"; citcd by Esser, 97.
60SL 95; 1 Cel 39. Peter Damian MaY have bcen one ofthe earliest in the West to promote this

Eastern prayer position of extended 8lIDS, "50 that while seeldng ta resemble the figure ofthe cross
YOU may deservedly and with greater case beg pardon ofthe Crucified." 0puscuJa, 15 in PL 145,354
C. For the history oftbis custom sec L. Gougaud, Dévotions et pratiqJles ascétiques du moyen âge.
Collection "Pax," XX (paris, 1909), 2-17. Sec also Odavian Schmucki, "Mentis SiJcutium:
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Celano's understanding was tbat the Franciscan tau-sbaped habit was designed to crucify

the flesh and ta depict the friars as crucified to the world.61 The tau was associated with the

penitentiallife ofhennits. For example, the hermit Dadon is depicted in the twe1fth-century

tympanum of Saint-Foy in Conques leaning on bis tau-shaped staff, and St. Antony the

Hermit was typicalJy illustrated carrying a tau (figs. 28, 29).62 The Liber de poenitentia of

an anonymous Benedictine of 1189, addressed to manies who supported the crusades,

suggests that,

Ifyou believe tbat you have gravely sinned, take upon yourself the sign of the tau, the

sign of those who weep and lament their faults. The tau represents the figure of the

Cross, a sign ofthe passion ofChrist. Imitate therefore the passion ofChrist and fulfill

in your flesh whatever is lacking in the passion ofChrist. Ifyou do this, the judge will

pass by without striking you; that is, he will pardon you.63

The tau is an exterior sign ofan interior conversion.6oI The Fourtb Lateran Council of 1215

promised mercy upon those who bore the sign of the tau when on penitentialjoumeys. For

instance, crusaders, pilgrims and lepers were often marked with the lau in their departure

ceremonies, and the lau was adopted as a sign by the Children's Crusade of 1212.65

Contemplation in the Barly Franciscan Order," Greyfriars Review 4, no. 2 (1990): 35-71.
61 1 Celll, 39.
62A cross was typica1Iy sewn on the hood ofcenobitic monks associated with Pachomius (d. 346),

a foUower ofAntony. Sec Schmucld, "Passion ofChrist,"61, n. 238.
6JLiber de Poenilentia el tenlQtionibru reJigioso11l1ll, in PL 213,865-904. The book: is associated

with the 1189 crusade of Fredrick Barbarossa. See also Rupert of Deutz, De Trinitate el operibllS
ejus, ch. 32, PL 167, 145Sf[ Rupert explains EzJc 9.4 where he thinks the lall-writer is aetua1ly Christ
who signs the foreheads ofhis penitential elect witb the tau ofbis own blood. See also Hugo Rabner,
"Antenna crucis: Das mystische Tau," in Zeitsehriftftir kIlIholisehe Theologiae 75 (1953): 385-410,
esp.394.

Francis may have known the twelfth-.œntuly hymn which nms, "Marked with the sign ofthe tau,
the sign of life, he thus proves that he wants to be the servant ofthe Crucified." J. Mone, LaJinisehe
Hymnen des M.A., 1 (Fribourg, 1583), 313.

6tpenance, as mentioned in the Liber de poenilenlia, is, by definition, a metanoia: a conversion
brought about by breaking with the world Sec Francis' First and Second Letters 10 the FaithfiJ in
Armstrong, 62-73. These letters are actually addressed to the "Brothers and Sïsters ofPenance. Il

6SG. Miccoli, "La Crociata dei faniculli, n inStudi Medieval;, 3, no. II (1961): 407-33; ln the case
of the leper's ceremony, they were led to their hut wbere a cross and alms box were attachcd. Cf.
Brody, Diseose ofthe SouJ. 74-75. FrancÏSC8D tradition in Corsica tells ofthe adoption ofthe ttnI seal
from a joumey Francis made to the isIand he caUed bis navette, or little boat. In the medieval tradition
ofthe tau is the figure ofa ship's yard, barIœniDg to the mast ofthe ark tbatNoah built for bis difficult
and salvific jowney. AetlLf B. S. Francisei, 4 in Omnibus, 1309; Ernst-Marie de Beaulieu, "Le Voyage
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27. Saint Francis designs his habit. dctail
of S. Francesco ed episodi della stla l'ira
by Bcrlinghieri. carly 13th c. (Cappella
Bardi. Basilica di S. Croce. Firenze.)

26. Habit of St. Francis. Basilica di S.
Francesco. Assisi. (photo by author.)
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28. St. Anthony Abbot with the tau on his robe
and tlill staff. (Woodcut from the Feldtbuclz der
Wlllldrart:"e): Strassburg. 1517.)
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29. Sl. Anthony Abbot with the tau on his robe
and Sl. Francis of Assisi. (Plaque from diptych.
London: British Museum. From O.M. Dalton.
Cal. hory (1909). fig. p. 135.)
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Francis' brothers associated their founder with the holy signe For instance, Br. Pacificus,

the poet, had a vision ofa large tau appearing on Francis' forehead in the dazzling colours of

a peacock.66 That Francis actually wore a tau on his forehead cannat he ruled out. It was a

recorded practice among sorne ofthe early Cbristïans and the S. Damiano cross which speke

to hint depicts a Christ with a brow configuration in the form of an unmistakable tau (fig.

Il).67 What is ce~ however, is that the tem/crucifix was emblematic of Francis' poctic

mind-set.6I In its metaphoric economy, the tau may he considered one of his principal

mnemonic symbols or Tei. As Thomas ofCelano asks:

But what is there ta wonder at ifFrancis appeared crucified, since ail his concem was

with the cross? With the cross thus wonderfully rooted in him interiorly, why should it

be s\!ch a surprising thing if: coming from good ground, it should bring forth such

conspicuous flowers, leaves and fruits'rt'

The cross as the tau was for Francis an axis mundi, a vertical pole througb which heaven and

earth, the invisible and the visible were mediated. Even though the blessed sacrament was

not reserved in every church at this time, over every altar a crucifix was suspended.70

Through the crucifix-eucharist axis radiated a meaning tbat extended to the liturgy, its

furnishings, the fingers ofthe priests, the words ofScripture and the entire church edifice that

enclosed it ail.

de saint François en Espagne, EF IS (1906): 384-99. The poet Ausone (d 395) declared, "As the mast
bears its lateen yard, 50 do 1, the Tau!" An entire nautical exegesis ofthe tau eventually developed
such as in Paulinus ofNola, Carmen, XIX, 612-16, Corpus Scriptorum &c1esiaticonon Latinorum,
30, 139; see also Vorreaux, TaII, 24.
~ Cel 106; LM 4.
~ote that like the Hebrews before them, red forehead ttnlS were known among early Cbristians,

and were noted by Augustine in bis day. K-H. SchelJde, Disciple et apôtre (Le Puy-Lyon: Mappus
ed., 1964),21; Vorreaux, Tau, 22.

611 Cel 94.
692 Cel 109. These words appear in a context which refers to a dream Br. Sylvester bad ofan

immense golden cross which reacbed to the sky and whose foot was plantee! in the mouth ofFrancis.
See my discussion of this vision in chapter 6 (a), and note SI.

?Ogee J. Bra~ [)as clvist/iche, 469ft; cited in Octavianus Schmucki, "The Passion ofChrist," 59.
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b. Labouring at San Damiano

Francis' directive to build came from a vision before the crucifix in the church ofS. Damiano.

In the Middle Ages it was expected tbat religious building projects would he initiated by a

vision.71 St Bernard ofClairvaux's Lift o{St. Malachy records the vision of Malachy which

initiated a Cistercian-style stone oratory for bis Irish homelaod:

Retuming from ajourney one dayas he approached the place he looked at it from sorne

distance away. And behold! A great oratory appeared buiJt of stone and extremely

beautiful. He considered it carefuUy, its position, its shape and its anangement ... [and,

in the end,] the completed oratory was so like the one he had seen that anyone wouJd

believe that he, witb Moses, had heard it said: "Sec that you make all tbings aœording

to the pattern which was shown ta you in the Mount"72

Similarly, the temple ofJerusalem whicb was measured out by Gad for the prophet Ezekiel

is referred ta in the famous vision ofGUDZO in 1120 for the reconstruction ofthe monastery

at Cluny.73 Saints Peter, Paul and Stephen appeared to Gunzo after he, like Ezekiel, was

struck down with paralysis. St Peter "was seen by Gunzo ta draw out measuring-ropes

[funiculos] and measure offthe length and breadth [ofthe church]. He also showed him in

what manner the church was to he built, instructing him ta commit bath its dimensions and

design securely ta memory" (fig. 30).74 Ezekiel recovered after committing bis vision ta

memory, and Gunzo's miraculous bealing was praof enough that Hugh, abbot of Cluny,

reconstructed bis monastery according ta Gunzo's divinely bes10wed measurements.

Francis' vision, according 10 Celano, became "imprinted upon bis beart," that ïs, the seat

ofhis memory.75 No dimensions were given in this message probably since bis work was to

71Mary Carruthers, "The Poet As Master Builder: Composition and Locational Memory in the
Middle Ages," New Literary History 24 (Autumn 1993): 881-904.

72Bemard ofClairvaux, The Life and DeDth o/St. Malachy the Irishman, tr'aDS. Robert Meyer
(Kalamazoo. Mich.. 1978): 80. para. 63. The biblical passage is Heb 8.5 citing Ex 25.40.

7JEzk 40-48.
74Bibliotheca Cluniacensis, ed. Martin Manier and Andre Duchesne (paris, 1614; reprint,

Brussels, 1915), cols. 457 fI; translated in Wolfgang Braunfels, MOlfDSlt!ries ofWestern Ewope
(London, 1972), 240-41.

7~ Cel 10; cf. 3 Soc 13.
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be a reparatio, a repair or renovation, initiated within a given building fabric. 76 Francis

interpreted the direction literally; he was ta envision, cernere, the destruction and begin to

repair the actual chun;h he was in." 80th San Damiano, and the chapel of San Feliciano just

up the roarl, were dedicated to healer-saints whose cures dated back to the third century.71

Bath of these saints were depicted at the base of the crucifix which spoke to Francis in S.

Damiano, sa it seems probable that Francis understood the calI ta repara as a call to heal and

cure locally, in this case in stone, as bis two saintly Assisian forefathers had.

Architectural and archaeological investigation of the site bas verified that a signiticant

repair of the church took plaœ at this tUne." In the earliest version of his biography, Celano

reports that Francis

... did not try to build one anew, but he repaired an old one, restored an ancient one. He

did not tear out the foundation, but he built upon it. ... When he had returned to the

place where, as bas been said, the church ofS. Damiano had been built in ancient times,

he repaired it zealously within a short time.1O

The church seems to have been built upon a foundation ofSubasio and travertine stone dating

ta the seventh or eighth century.ll The tirst written document to mention the church, dating

fram 1030, involved the liberation ofa serf. A later document testifies that a consortium of

16"'Francisce', inquit, 'vade, repara dommnm~ quae, ut cemis, tota destruitur.''' 2 Cel 10; 3
Soc 13; LM 2.1. We can assume that the words of the message Francis received stem from the
original event since alI his Iater biographers preserve their order.

'T72 Cel Il; LM 2.1. Many ofhis carly biographers judged that the building aetivity ofFnncis was
a misreading ofa message that referted to the universal cburch rather than S. Damiano. Even though
both Francis and Pope Innocent mbelieved that individual clerics were heing corrupted in their day,
nowhere is there an indication from them or others of the time tbat the Roman Catholic churcb was
in peril let atone "completely in ruin," sa a misreading seems unlikely. Robert Brentano makes a
compelling case for why the church of Innocent m (1198-1216) was one of the strongest and best
organized ofthe Middle Ages. Sec Brentano, "The Em'Iy Francisams and Italian TOWDS," 2949. Note
that 3 Soc 13, from which celano's story probably derives, bas no sucb interpretation attached.

11According to the Vita &meti Fe/iciani, Feliciano himself; the first evangelizer of Umbria,
planted a cross on the site ofthis cbW'Ch and implored bis listeners to faU on their knecs, speak with
the cross and filll in love with it. ''Vita S. Feliciani martyris episcopi fulgiDatis," Al'ItlIecta Bo/Iandiana
9 (1890): 379-92.

~. Bracalo~Storia di S. Damiano in Assisi, 2nd cd. (Todi, 1926), 36: Marino Bigaroni, "San
Damiano Assisi: The First Church ofSaint Francis," FSt47, no. 25 (1987): 45-96, esp. 82.

lOI Cel 18.
IIBigaroni, "San Damiano," 54, 56.
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noble familles who owned the church gave it to the canons ofSan Rufino in 1103.12 By the

end ofthe twelfth century the bishop and the local Benedictine abbo1S became the main feudal

landholders of the commune ofAssisi. Donations of land, witb or witbout serfs, ta the churcb

hierarchy were often made for the expiation of serious sins or for protection against the

forceful appropriation ofthe land by a rival feudallord. Often these donations specified the

building ofa church and the financial support for a number ofmonks ta pray for the donor's

salvation.13 S. Damiano may owe ifs erection and neglect to this type ofdonation to a local

monastery, whose promised penitential substitution ran its course.

Celano reports that S. Damiano, bad "nearly falIen ta ruin and was abandoned by

everyone. ItM However, at the time ofFrancis' vision, the churcb still had a resident priest and

an altar, as well as a crucifix before which one couJd pray, therefore there must have been

sorne sort ofsecure enclosure and a roof. S. Damiano's ruinous state was probably not unlike

its depiction by Giotto (or the schoal ofGiotto) showing a church with a timber roofbadly

in need ofrepair (fig. 1). Giotto was an architect and a careful researcber ofbis subjects and

their architectural backgrounds, 50 the late thirteenth-eentury painting may have sorne

accuracy.15

The precise extent ofFrancis' intervention on the site bas been a source ofongoing debate

among twentieth-century historians.16 An archaeological investigation of the site began in

12Fortini, 115, 215. The site of the church was just outside the Assisi gate closest ta Francis'
home. only 400 meters ftom the Stadette fann owned by Francis' family.

IJIn 1088. for instance. Abbot Bernard ofthe Abbey ofFarfa in Latium came ta Assisi to accept
from Ubertino son of Guittone a lot on the western spur ofnearby Mount Subasio. The document
openly states that Ubertino had killed bis godfather, the latter's son "and several others," for which
crime he received from the Bishop ofGubbio a penance of300 years. The abbot then took over this
penance on behalfof bis congregation and promised tbat bis priests would pray, chant, fast, otfer
sacrifices. and distribute aIms for the soul of the donor in a new church and property donated by
Ubertino. Fortini, Nova Vita, m, 243,262,548; Brown, ROOfs a/St. Francis, 149-51.

"2 Cel 10, 18; 3 Soc 13.
·'Giotto was appointed by the Florentine govemment in 1334 the capomaestro. chiefmaster. of

the building ofthe cathedral and chiefofthe public works. David WilIdns. "The Meaning ofSpace
in Fourteenth-eentury Tuscan Painting." in David leffi'ey. ed. By Things &en: Reference and
Recognition in Medietla/ ThOllght (Ottawa: University Press, 1979), 109-21; Samuel Edgerton, The
Heritage o/Giono's Geometry: Art andScience in the Eve o/the ScienJific Revolution Otbïca: Comell
University Press. 1991), ch. 1.

16]. BetteUa and P. Colussi, "n Santuario di S. Damiano in Assisi," in ArchitettrlTa xm (1968).
685-689. Angiola Maria Romanini, "n ftancescanesimo nell'arte: l'architettura delle origini," in cds.
M. BaIdelli and Angiola Maria Romanini, Francesco. ü francescanesimo e la Cll1tJu'a della nllova
Europa (Firenze: Paolettï. 1986). 181-95; Bigaroni, "San Damiano." 77-84; and Caroline A.
Bruzelius, "Hearïng is BeUeviDg: Clarissan Arœitedure, ca. 1213-1340.It Guta 31. no. 2 (1992): 83­
91. For this section 1 am indebted ta Fr. Conrad Harkins, OfM, of the Franciscan Institute. St.
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1996, but, since an earthquake occurred in the area in 1997, it is unlikely that the results will

be published in the near future.17 At this point it seems certain from bath the site and the

written sources that Francis worked on S. Damiano on two major campaigns: the rust in

1206-07, and the second in 1211-12.- The second campaign was prompted by the need to

provide a secure convent for Clare ofAssisi and her foUowers just after she took ber vows

before Francis and bis young order of two dozen or 50 brothers. This early group of tiiars,

under the leadership ofFrancis, construeted a new donnitory for Clare's order directly above

the chapet. The walls ofthe bare, rectangular-planned donnitory are stone, although the roof

itselfbas timber trussing (figs. 31, 32). The extent ofthe renovation ofthe chapel below is

still under dispute." Concerning the earlier ofthe two campaigns, bowever, scholarship and

dating are more consistent.

Celano reports tbat the first campaign was short, under a year, and probably done alone.90

The archaeological evidence poinfs ta the construction at this time ofa new stone vault upon

the existing stone waIls that fonnerly beld up a timher roo[91 The vault could not he simpler.

BuHt of rough, unhewn stone in an quasi-elliptical banel form, it is possible that the entire

ceiling was built off the end waUs without scaffolding (figs. 31-34).92 Ifs construction

required the minimum ofexpertise or skill but the maximum in strength to haul the stones to

the site and lift them to the roof. Ifs pointed-arch fonn would have put less stress on the

bearing walls than a barrel arch.9] The bearing walls would then require little if any

strengthening-hence the frequency of this type of construction for small rural chapels

Bonaventure, NY. for his expertise and guidance through this complex building and its literature.
l'7rfne earthquakes, tbroughout the region ofUmbria, occurred between September 27 and October

14, 1997. For the most reœnt reports on damages and repairs, including photos, for the hundreds of
historical sites which were affeded consult <http://www.assind.perugia.itlterremotolwelcing2.htm>.

"Bigaroni, "San Damiano," 77; Bruzelius, "Hearing is Believing," 84; and Romanini. "Il
francescanesimo nell'arte," 191-92.
~ second renovation was conceived and constructed with a program very ditferent in its goals

and patronage from Francis' architectural vision for bis own Friars Minor. The MOst recent
investigation and interpretation of this construction, however inexact, is Bigaroni, "San Damiano
Assisi."

90 1 Cel 18.
!l'Evidence for tbis includes tbree narrow slots for timber which were blocked up at this lime; see

Bigaroni, "San Damiano." 59, 79; Bracaloni, Storia, 39;~ "TI fi'ancescanesimo neU'arœ," 192.
!I1This type oftraditional peasant construction is ilIustrated in Hassan Fathy, A"chitectruefo, the

Poo, (Cbicago and London: University ofChicago Press, 1969), figs. 7-18.
93Bigaroni, "San Damiano," 59, 60.
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throughout central ltaly.CJ4

During the first campaign, the ooly material with which Francis built was stone:

He started back te the city where he began te praise God loudly in the streets and public

places; and wben he had finished bis song ofpraise, he set to begging stones with which

to restore the church. He caUed ta passers-by: "Wboever gives me one stone will have

one reward; two stones, two rewards; three stones, a treble reward." . . . It wouId he

difficult te specify ail the bard work that had been done to restore the church. At home

he had been coddled, whereas now he c:arried a load ofstones on his own shoulders and

endured many hardships for love ofGad.95

Not ooly does this coincide with the archeological data-revealing a very crude Subasio stone

construction above the ancient and caretùlly formed Subasio and travertine waUs-but it aIso

falls within a tradition ofchurch rebuilding begun circa 1000 throughout the countryside of

central ltaly. Donors and monastery missions strove ta replace whatever was wood in the

churches with the more durable material of stone.96

One cao imagine Francis begging for stones in exchange for heavenly rewards by means

of a troubadour performance. The attention of townsfolk in the market square would he

caught by the humorous reversai of trading practices. Francis was sending out the clear

message that balter and labour rather than cash donations were the preferred means of

contributing te bis project It was an era ofthe rise ofa market economy in central ltaly, and

preachers had begun to speak of usury and the mobility of monetary exchange as the

equivalent ta prostitution and troubadour poetry-all being considered sterile, infertile and a

threat to social interchange, family lineage and a common Ianguage.9'7 In Francis' Earlier Rule

of 1221, which replaced the 1209 Primitive Rule, bis persona! practice ofavoiding money

*The present apsc seems to bave been added al a Iatcc date, along with the large rose window on
the facade. See Bigaroni, "San Damiano." 81-84.

9s3 Soc 21.
96Giles Coostabile, "Monasteries, Rural Churches and the Cura An;mll11UJ'l in the Early Middle

Ages," in idem. Manies, Henn;1S and Crusaders in Medieval Europe (London: Varium Reprints.
1988): 350-89; Marvin Becker, Medieval lta/y. COIIStTaints and Creativi/y (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, (981), 102.

97Howard R. Bloch, Etymologies and Genealogies (Chicago: University Press, (983). 174. On
usury and poetry sec B. Fitz, "The Prologue ta the Lais of Marie de France and the Parable ofthe
Talents: Gloss and Monetary Metaphor," Modern Language Notes 90 (1975): 588-596.
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• 30. The dream of Gunzo whcre SS. Pcter and Paul appcared
and marked out the plan of Cluny III with ropes. <Miniature
from a manuscript of c. 1180. From Braunfds. Monasteries
of Western Europe. 59.)
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31. Thc present church of S. Damiano. section. -l-

Aho\'c. to the righl. is the donnitory of St. Clare with
timocr roof. (From Bigaroni. "San Damiano Assisi:' ~

tïg.2. Drawing by M. Brozzeui.) -'-;j

•
32. The prcsent church of S. Damiano. section. The
original chapel is below, lefl. with pointcd arches:
the Jorrnitory ofSt. Clare. with timbcr roof. is above.
left. <From Bigaroni. "San Damiano Assisi:' fig. 3.
Drawing by M. Brozzeui.)
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33. S. Damiano. inlcrior
vic\\' [Owards sanl.:tuary.
(Photo by author.)

3-t. S. Damiano plan bc­
fore thc intervcntion of
Franl.:is. al.:l.:ording to
Bigaroni. Abo"c. centrc
stairs from na\'c (b) Icad
up to the sanctuary (a) and
side stairs down ta a crypt
bclo\'.:. Bclow: the crypt
plan. (Afte[ Bigaroni .
"San Damiano. Assisi:'
lïg. -t.)
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became legislation strictly forbidding his brotbers to louch it: "And if we should find coins

anywhere, let us pay no more attention to them. tban the dust we tread under our feet...91 Here

the term used was denarius. a money token, but everywhere else in the Rule he linked it to

pecunia, that is, ail media of exchange. This implies total witbdrawal from buying and

selling, which forced his itinerant foUowers to save nothing for the morrow in imitation of

Christ.99 8uch repugnance for money was enthusiastically endorsed by Italian hermits and

ascetics. For instance, Peter Damian tells us that he chose to become a hennit because he

witnessed two hermits refusing the gift of a silver vase. When the companion of hennit

Bernard ofTiron was given some coins, Bernard demanded~ "either you cesse to he my

companion, or you cease carrying those coins...100 No group, however, surpassed the

organized, widespread and radical practice ofthese restrictions that was upheld by the early

Franciscan order; even the Cathar perfêcti, whose voluntary destitution distinguished them

across Europe, were pennitted ta reccive financial support &om second-class Cathar

associates. 101

Francis would not have been a stranger to the relationship ofmonumental architecture to

unjustly held weaJth; it is generally supposed that he participated in the destruction ofthe

castle ofLa Rocca and perhaps other castIes ofthe Assisians' Gennan feudal occupiers in the

1198-1200 uprisings. 102 He probably also participated in the communal construction orthe

new town walls to mark the victory of the democratic mercbant-Ied commune.103

The simplicity ofstone was a symbol to Francis and his community oftaking an ethical

stand. The use ofrough, unhewn rocks to form the most straightforward ofvaults, would he

in observance ofthe waming given to Moses by Gad in Ex 20.25 that craftsmen and their use

oftools profane altar stones. Peter Damian was one ofthe earliest voiccs in medieval times

to criticize "the unnecessary sounding of beUs, the protracted chanting of hymns and the

conspicuous use ofomament," in churches. IOC Damian told ofa certain abbot who was seen

in a weB known vision story burning in bell and sentenced to setting up scaffolding for

9IER 8. Francis also referred ta coins as "fljes," SL 59.
99Mt 6.34.
J()OVita Bernardi, PL 172, 1384; cited in Leyser, He""iu. 55.
101Lambert, 41.
1021174-1210 is the period ofthe definitive coUapse ofthe feudal structure in the city ofAssisi.
I03Fortini insists tbat Francis was a part of these events due ta bis age and class and the

expectations ofthe merchant leaders in the uprisings; Fortini, 129.
104A. Cantin, Lu sciences séclllières et lafoi (Spoleto, 1975).315-38; Becker, Medieval Italy,

107.
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etemity because of his immoderate architectural projects.105 It is probably due to Francis'

association with the hennit tradition that S. Damiano, compared to other rural Romanesque

churches, shows a conspicuous absence ofany ornamentation whatsoever.

Francis never considered himselfto be a skilled builder, let alone an architect He uses the

word laboritium in bis Testament Like /avoreccio of the Assisi dialect, it means a day­

labourer without the promise of work into the next day. U~ Becoming a labourer was a

tremendous act of humility after the life of wealth and politica1 power he had as a young

Assisi merchant Building Iabourers in panicular are often depicted in medieval illustrations

as taking the brunt ofhumour, with frayed or poor clothing, trousers often drooping to display

their aft side while canying a hod, or as the victim ofsome humorous accident or another (fig.

35).107 Being a day labourer removed ail pretention to class, wealth or skill. Aedificatio,

literally, was ta be the work of ail Christïans, paid for by God Himself. In bis Testament,

Francis records:

1used to work with my bands, and 1still desire to work. ... Let those who do not know

how [to work] lcam not from desire ofreceiving wages for their work, but as an example

and in order to avoid idleness. And when we are not paid for our wade, let us bave

recourse to the table ofthe Lord, seeking alms from door to door. IOI

Manuallabour for hennits 5uch as Francis was not only a matter ofavoiding idleness, but aIso

a chiefmeans ofsupport besides aIms. The hennit Ailbert ofRolduc, quoting 2 Thess 3.8-10,

claimed bis father in manuallabour was the tentmaker St. Paul who undertook bis trade to

avoid being an expense on bis hosts, "not tbat we were obliged to do this, but as a model for

[their] own behaviour."109 St Augustine and St Benedict promoted manual labour: it

became, for instance, one ofthe chiefmatters ofdebate between the monks at Cluny and the

refonn Cistercians. Where the monastic tradition ofthe twelfth and thirteenth century seems

lOSA. Cantin, Les sciences séculières etla/oi (Spoleto, 1975), 315-38; Becker, Medieval ltaly,
107.

I06Manselli, Saint Francis, 199.
107Andrea Louise Mauhies, Perceptions ojTechnologicalChange: Medieval Artists Yiew Building

Construction (pb.D. Dissertation, Stale University ofNew York at Bingbamton, 1984), 76-77.
loarest 20-22.
109Annales Rodenses. 692; as cited in Lesyer, Hermils. 56-57.
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to bave bac! little time or use for manuallabour, hennits ofthe same period had little time for

contemplation and liturgy. At Obazine, for example, the hermits worked night and day:

during the day on buildings, collccting stones and wood, and at night making by candlelight

whatever the community might need. Even though hired workers sometimes joined the~

hennits preferred to leam the variaus trades themselves. llo Francis would himselfencourage

among bis followers the leaming ofcrafts, such as basket-weaving, as an alternative ta aIms­

begging. III

Manual labour in hennit circles was primarily undertaken as a public and ongoing

penitential sacrifice. l12 Francis was wom down by constant labour ta such a degree that the

priest al S. Damiano offered him special food for his health. Francis rejected preferential

treatment and began ta beg door to door for scraps ta eat. Even though the scraps "filled him

with horror," he was provided with a further opportunity to "conquer himself.nlll The repair

of the church was linked directIy to the rejection of bodily desires.

According to Elaine Scany the onJy conceivable intentional abject for accepting the pain

of penance or sacrifice, which are otherwise objectless, is the imagination.114 As memory

1I000eyser, He,.",;ts, 58.
1111 Cel 39, 2 Cel 91, 161; MP 15. The menial work which Francis promoted was insecure day­

labour such as gravMigging and water~g;cf. ER 1; and Lambert, 41. Francis' own attempt al
fashioning a clay vase, however, ended with him destroying it since "these wonhless imaginings,"
distracted him from meditation. 2 Cel 97. 1be admission reveals that Francis indeed saw bis creative
works as a manifestation ofhis imagination which was connected to bis meditation. (fhe disarded
a clay pot, but continued to build, preach and write for the bulle of bis lüe, these occupations were
probably considered the type of imaginings which were worthwhile and a support for meditation.

112The hermit life became a magnet for laity such as Francis who took up penance as a lifelong
disposition. These were called lay-hermits or conveni. whose nwnbers have been reckoned to exceed
hermit priests two to one. Indeed, many hermitages were fO\Ulded exclusively by laity. For instance,
Romualdo, founder of the hennit Camaldoli order (although later ordained) was originally a lay­
hermit. Six noblemen founded the Aftligem hennitage, and three laymen were reported ta have
founded Flône. Leyser, Hennits, 41. When priests joined the lay-hennit groups they often bad laymen
as their superiors, as was the case in the carly Friars Minor. Leyser, Hermits, 47. Both Francis and
his successor as Minister General, Brather Elias, were both laymen with authority over priests.

1132 Cel 14.
114Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Ma/dng and Unmalcing ofthe Wor/d (New York: Oxford

University Press, 1985), 164. Conceming the body, sutfering, perception and, by extension,
architecture as embodiment, sec also Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomen%gy ofPl!1'Ception, transe
Colin Smith (London: RoutIedge" Kegan Paul, 1962); idem, The p,imacy afPerception and Other
Essays on Phenomenological Psych%gy, the Phi/œopJry ofArt, History, and PoUlics. cd. James M.
Edie (Evanston, Dl.: Northwestem University Press, 1964); Gaston Bachelard, The Poelics ofSpace,
trans. Maria Jolas (Boston: 8eacoD Press, 1964); and David Michael Levin, The Body's Recollection
of Being: Phenomen%gicaJ Psych%gy and lhe DecoMlrllction ofNihi/ism (London, Boston:
Routledge" Kegan Paul, 1985).



72

requires the discipline ofcontemplation, solitude and other practices, so does discipline itself

require the imagination for ils inspiration and object The apparent absurdity offreely chosen

suffering May be rationalind by how it focuses the attention ofthe imagination on conceiving

an ideal such as a just world without oppression. As that ideal becomes more nuan~ the

imagination requires the order tbat memory-work provides. Objectless discipline or penance

needs memory as much as memory needs it: the two must he understood as a pair.

By cboosing work as a more moderate form of suffering, the immobility that often

accompanies acute pain is lessened and the labourer benefits from seeing the imagined utopia

come about as the object of bis or her labour. Ils This is the movement, as at the nativity at

Greccio, from memory as imagination to memory as manifestation. In a similar way,

laboritium in the monastic Christian tradition was considered the primary means ofrecreating

the primitive simplicity and equality of the Garden ofEden. 116 The chiefpromotelS ofthis

ideal in the twelfth century were Francis' teachers, the regular canoos. For instance, an

unnamed canon ofLiège praised the humility and magnanimity ofthe life ofhis brothers who

chose the more solitary path, although he was nevertheless alarmed that "priests and even an

abbot in this arder ofcanons are miIking their own ewes and cleaning stables.... 1cao harclly

believe it!,,117 His surprise was not uncommon, because to value labour was ultimately to

reject the fast-evolving market economy, its preference for trade and monetary transactions

over production and barter, and the distinctions of class through wealth. III Freely chosen

labour was a source ofcommunity, creativity and hope for the otherwise marginalized and,

when embraced by someone from the upper classes such as Francis, it was a direct challenge

ta inequities in church, state and commercial institutions.

Until the mid-twelfth century, penance was understood as heginning in tbis life and

IISScarry, The Body, 171; Paul Ricoeur, "L'idéologie et l'utopie: deux expressions de l'imaginaire
social," in Du texte à l'oction (paris, 1986), 379-92.

116See George William, Wilderne.ss and Paradise in Christian Thollght (New York, 1962). On
the history of the tenns labour and work. see Hannah Arendt, The BUlllan Condition (Chicago:
Chicago University Press, 1958), 79-174.

117Libel/us de Diversis Ordinibus el Professionibus qui SIIIJI in Aecclesia, eds. Giles Constable
and B. Smith, (Oxford, 1972),66-72; Lcyscr, Hermits, 59.

1IlAny officially S8Dctioncd penitent, for instance, was prohibited automatically from offices
which medievals believcd could not he beld without sin such as magistrate, judge, lawyer, merchant
and soldier. Jean Morin, Commentarill.s Historicus de disciplina in adminlstratione Sacramenli
Poenitentiae tredecim primis saecu/is in &cksia (Antwerp: cd. Metelcn, 1682), 315-16; citcd in
pazzelli, St. Francis and the Third Order, 160, OD.5-7.
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continuing into purgatory.1I9 The penitent undertook a spiritual death. Henceforth he or sbe,

quite literally, became a pilgrim, who, according to medieval praetice, left everything behind

with 00 hope of finding anything upon retum. Francis, according ta Raffaele Pazzelli

understand peoance as ajourney, "a dynamic road ofascent" tbrough the action of love. 120

It was a pilgrimage, however, that had no end in this life; the joumey was continually

beginning again. Francis would often say, "Let us begin, brotbers, ta serve the Lord Gad,

because 50 far we have made little or no progress in anything."121

Ifpurgatory was a time ofcontinuous penance which began in this life and continued ioto

the next, then the hard labour, the use of rough stone and the absence of omament at S.

Damiano rnay he understood as the elements of what we May calI a "purgatorial"

architecture. l22 More than a century befote Dante Ci>nstructed bis Purgatorio in the poetic

afterlife, Francis manifested grieffor bis sins stone by stone in this life. Ta Francis, penance

had to become habituai, "50 tbat the body may not have an aversion ta prayer and vigils."ID

Thus, as a purgatorial architecture, S. Damiano served Francis as a bouse for contemplation

and memory work that he May keep bis sins ever present to bis mind: at S. Damiano,

repentance inheres in the stones. But ifthis freely chosen suffering permitted Francis ta both

imagine and build a better worId, a vehicle for salvation, what would its architecture look

like? Francis believed tbat the PortiuncuIa chapet was ifs prototype.

l19'J"est 24; Armstrong, 141, n. IS.
120PazzelIi, St. Francis and the Third Ordo, 120. Perhaps one indication of this dynamic

approach to peoance was Francis' continuai rccitation ofthe admission ofthe publican in Lk IS.13b:
"0 God, be merciful to me, a sïnner," as a vigorous ejaculatory prayer. See Schmucki, "Place of
Solitude. Il 82.

121 1 Cel 103. Sec also Esser, 207.
l22pmgatory was first proposed by St Augustine, however, the birth of the first definitive concept

ofpurgatory in the West, according ta Jacques Le Goff; occurred between 1170 and 1220. Doring this
period, purgatory was considered "a time of continuous penance," which begun in this Iife and
continued through to the next. Only much later in the thirteenth century was it clearly separated out
from terrestrial space and tilDe as a place of"punisbment". Le Gott: Medieval Imagination, 67-77,
86-94; Jacques Le Gof!; The Bi,.th ofPlD'gatory(Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1984), ch. S.

1232 Cel 129. Schmucki, "Mentis SiJentium," 60. On the henefits offasting according ta the
desert fathers and motbers see Margaret R. Miles, Comol Knowing: FemaJe NaJrednes& andReligious
Meaning in the Christian West {New York: Vinœge Books, 1989),42; Brown, Body andSociety, 7S,
217-36,419.
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Building as Metapbor: The PortiuDcula

Q. A Tabernacle in the Wilderness

Within a short time Francis completed the first phase of S. Damiano and, in about 1206,

moved on to repair anotber "certain dilapidated and aImost destroyed church.n
i According

to local tradition, this was the church ofSan Pietro della Spina, whose site still remains to be

determined.2 Documents within the Assisi archives, however, have led Arnaldo Fortini to

propose its location at the Striee di Fontanelle, a land-holding about three kilometres ftom S.

Damiano, Midway to the Portiuncula-property once owned by Francis' family (fig. 36).3 If

this is 50, the act ofrepairing a chapel owned by the family who had just disowned him for

renouncing his inheritance would eitbcr indicate Francis' desire to heal the rift or to continue

the confrontation by bringing public attention ta bis fathers disregard for tbeir family chapel.

Either way, S. Pietro della Spina's dedieation ta the apostlc Peter, whose simplicity, devotion

and martyrdom hermits such as Francis 50ugbt ta ïmitate, and its dedieation to the spina relic

Ca thorn from Christ's crown ofpassion), May, al the very least, indicate Francis' continued

concentration at this time on the narratives and symbols ofsacrifice and purgation.

Francis tumed to another ruined rural church later that same year:

Then he went to another place, which is calJed the Portiuncula, where there stood a

church ofthe Blessed Virgin Motber ofGod that had been buih in ancient times, but was

now deserted and cared for by no one.·

\1 Cel 18.
2Bonav~nturc was the tirst ta record this chapet as the "church ofSL Peter.ft LM 2.7.
lFortini, 115.
41 Cel 21.
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The earliest documentary evidence for the existence ofthis site is a 1045 bill of sale for a

piece ofproperty named "Porticule" al the location of the present Portiuncula. Although no

mention is made ofa chapet, the transaction was between clerics and bas genera1ly been taken

to refer to Sancta Maria de Angelis proper.S In Francis' time, the chapel was owned by the

nearby Benedictine monastery ofMonte Subasio. The building had probably been a mission

post served by monles during the previous century.'

Francis' earliest companions recount how the chapet ofSancta Maria de Angelis was aJso

called Sancta Maria de Portiuocula or simply the Portiuncula, in reference ta the district in

which it was found The word "PortiuncuJa" is a diminutive of "portia,n meaning "a portion

of a whole," such as a piece of an estate, a serving of food, or an ecclesiastical revenue,

stipend or tribute. This seems ta he an appropriate name for a small piece of donated

property.

Francis, it was said, took great pleasure in the fact tbat the church was calIed after Christs

mother, was very tiny, and had a nickname that he found significant.7 The significance arase,

in part, out ofPsalm 141.6 "1 cried ta Thee, 0 Lord. 1 said, Thou art my portion, my hope in

the land of the living." Not only would Francis choose this Psaim ta be the last be said on

earth as he lay dying twenty years 181er in front of the chape1, but he aIso chose this line ta

adom bis 1223 Later Rule (which revised the 1221 Earlier Rule) with wbat bistorians such

as Regis Armstrong consider to be bis most concise and influential statement on poverty:

The brothers shall not acquire anything of their OWD, neither a bouse nor a place nor

anything at ail. Instead, as pilgrims and strangers in this world who serve the Lord in

poverty and humility, let them go begging for alms with full trust. Nor sbould they feel

ashamed since the Lord made himselfpoor for us in this world. This is that summit of

highest poverty which bas established you, my Most beloved brothers, as heirs and kings

ofthe kingdom ofheaven; it bas made you poor in the things [oftbis world] but exalted

SAtto di veN/lia dei 1045 (Assisi: Archivo di San Rufino), Case. VIT, n. 6. The document, with
a translation in Italian, appears in Ugolino Nicolini, "La Porzi\DlcuIa: una 'partiœUa di mondo' pet san
Francesco," in Francesco Federico Mancini and Aurora Scotti, eds. La Basi!ica di Santa Maria clegli
Ange/i (perugia: Electa, 1989), 49-S0.

61 Cel 44; SL 8-10. Luciano Canonici and Giamaria Polidoro, Basüica Patriarcale di S. Maria
degli Angeli (Assisi: Editione PorziuncuJa, 1970), xxix-xxx.

'SL8.
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36. The city ofAssisi
at thc time of Saint
Francis. On thc far
right. outsidc the city
walls is the church of
S. Damiano. The
Portiuncula is just off
the image at the end of
Via di PortiuncuJa.
hotlum Icft. The
church of S. Pictro
della Spina is depictcd
just helnw the cily
walls in the centrc. To
the immediatc Icfl of
the city \\:alls is the
Colle cl' In fcrnn where
the Basilica of S.
Fr~lnccsconow stands.
IIlIustration by Pom­
peo Bini. 11'27. From
Silvestro Ncssi. La
Basilica. fig. 1.)

.~..._....
35. Building the Tower of Babel. Note that the
labourer carrying the hod up the ladder has his leg­
gings slipping down. (London HL Egcnon MS.

. ! 856. From Manhies. Perceptions of Teclmologi­
cal Change. fig. 95.)
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you in vUtue. Let this be your portion, which leads into "the land of the living.ft'

Unlike the psalmist, Francis does not consider this world to he the true land ofthe living, but

only the next. A portion ofthe world to come, however, is experienced in this world in the

forro of grace through aIms. Mendicancy therefore becomes a playon a further medieval

def"mition ofportia which refers to a fortune or great riches. The Portiuncula, for Francis,

participated in the reversai ofthe bitter and sweet in bis life and spirituality: it was not merely

a small section of land but a small section ofheaven, the home ofcelestial riches, on earth.

In the original ltalian, porziJmcuJa was aIso used as a nickname for someone very small.9

Thomas ofCelano makes a direct connection between the Portiuncula and Francis' height:

The servant of God Francis, a persan small in stature, humble in mind, a minor by

profession, wbile yet in the world chose out of the world for himselfand bis foUowers a

little portion [particula], inasmuch as he could not serve Christ witbout baving something

of the world. For it was not without the foreknowledge ofa divine disposition that ftom

ancient times that place was calJed the Portiuncula which was ta fan to the lot ofthose

who wished ta have nothing whatsoever of the world. lo

The depiction of the body in medieval art and popular culture was understood to reflect a

person's social station, chameter, holiness and/or humour. The nobleman was taIl, handsome

and well-built, the peasant short, ugly and deformed. Voluntary defonnity, however, resulting

from fasting, flagellation or other ascetic practices, was the proper physiognomy of the

saintly. Il Celano notes that Francis was

of medium height, closer to sbortness ... bis neck was slender, bis shoulders straigbt, bis

arms short, bands slender, bis fingers long, bis nails extended, bis legs were thin, bis feet

were small, his skin was delieate, his flesh very spare. 12

'LR 6.1-5, the itaIics are mine; Armstrong, 141, o. 15.
9Carlo Battisa Giovani Alessio, Dizio1lDl"io Etilllologico (Firenze, (954), 3032.
I~ Cel 18.
IISee Squatriti, "Personal Appearance and Physiognomics," 191-202; Jacques Le Gott: "Head

or Heart? The Political Use ofa Body Metaphor in the Middle Ages," in F,agmentsfo,. a History of
the Human Body, Pan 3 (New York: Urzone, 1989): 13-26.

121 Cel 83.



78

Being sborter than average connotes someone before adu1th~with teenage idealism or

possibly childlikeness; or, conversely, someone slighter, much older and therefore wiser.

Francis' thin neck, bands, legs and flesh signify an emaciated body from Iack ofnourishment,

but bis fine shoulders, skin and oails indieate that he was not from the Iabouring class. His

overall gaunt physique, therefore, could ooly be the result ofvoluntary asceticism (figs. 37,

38).

Francis seized his smallness as an apt symbol for bis life's project: throughout bis

writings and quoted words tbere is play 00" the diminutive. He called himself"littIe man" and

insisted on having a smalJ, more humble tonsure rather tban a large one; the friars were ta he

like children and "little poor ones" in their mendicancy, never seeking to be mlers 00 high but

servants bowed low: Fralres minores rather tban maiores. 13 Indeed, even Christ, as

mentioned earlier, seemed ta contract physically before Francis' eyes when he "bides Himself

under the little fonn ofthe bread" (fig. 15).1.

The Portiuncula chapel was smaller than S. Damiano and most rural chapels. The

original plan was much as it is today: a simple rectangle, approximately 9.5 by 4 meters, with

an apse at one end and a door al the other (the present side door was added after Francis'

death to ease the flow ofpilgrims) (figs. 39-44). The sanctuary was divided from the nave

by a rise of three steps and a pulpitum or rood screeo. This screeo bas long been lost, but a

suggestion of its fonn May be seen in the Giotto fresco of Francis in prayer behind the

pulpitum at S. Damiano (fig. 1). Archaeologists and historians date the Portiuncula's

foundation, walls and sorne moulding fragments found buried near the site ta the tenth or

eleventh century (fig. 45).15

While its sÏ2e and the Cact that it needed repair may have made the Portiuncula interesting

\JI Cel 38. In 1234, the poet Henri d'Avranches notes how the gale 10 heaven is tao IWTOW for
the maiores. but oot for the Friars Mïnor, because oftheir fasting and humility; Legent:/Q Versificata.
Bk VI, II, 157-65 in M, 447. Cf. 2 Cel 158; Armstrong, 146-48; Fortini, 312-315. The Provostof
Ursberg came ta know the members ofFrancis' group as the "pauperes Minores" as carly as 1210.
Chronic/e ofthe Premonstratensian prOllost Buchard ofUrsperg, found in LemmoDS, Teslimonia
minora, 17-18. Esser believes that Francis made the name ofFriars Minor official in the Primitive
Rule of 1209/10; Esser, 29-30.

14Letter to the Eotire Orcier, 26-28, in Armstrong, 58.
15Angiola Maria Romanin.i, "&liquiDe e doCJlD'M'!IIti: i luoghi dei cuJ10 ftancesco nella basilica di

Santa Maria degli Angeli pressa Assisi," in Mancini and Scotti, 1.Al Basilica, 61-62. The dccorative
mouJdings of palm-woven crosses, plants and birds in patterns common to simple buildings of the
tenth century were not found on the chapel but in ftagments buried around the site. This raises the
question whether they were broken off previously or ifFrancis stripped them offhimselfduring bis
reoovation in the name, perbaps, ofsimplicity.
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3S. Portrait of Sl. Francis with stigmata.
(Delail of an carly 13th c. frcsco by
Cimabue in [he Basilica di S. Francesco.
Assisi.)

37. Earliest known ponrait of Francis of
Assisi. c. 1224. depicted withoutthe stig­
mata. (Benedictine Monaslcry of
Subiaco. Lazio.)
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39. Plan and section of the present
Portiuncula chapet. Assisi. (From
Salvalori. "Le prime sedi franccscane:' fig.
p.90.)
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40. Longitudinal sections of the
present Portiuncula chapeI. Assisi.
The large side door is a laIe 13th c.
addition. (Drawing by Cesare
Bazzani. from Mancini and Scotti.
La 811sifica. figs. 46. 47.)
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~1. Cross-sec­
tion 0 f the present
Portiuncula
chapel. Assisi.
with a view to­
wards the sanctu­
ary. (Drawing by
Cesare Bazzani.
from Mancini and
Scotti. La Ba­
silica. fig. 48.)

42. Entrance facade of the
present Portiuncula chape!. Assisi.
with laler cupola. <Drawing by
Cesare Bazzani. from Mancini
and Scolti. La Basilica. fig. 42.)
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43. Side clc\'alions of
lhe pœseOl Portiuncula
I.:hapel. Assisi. (Dr.n\'ing
hy Cesare Bazzani. from
Mancini and Scoui. La
Basilica. lïgs. ·B. 44.)
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44. lnterior photo of the Portiuncula chape!. Assisi. (From Von Mau and Hauser. Sai111
Francis ofAssisi. fig. 59.)

•
45. Decorative carving of the IOth
or 11th c. cxcavated at the
Portiuncula sÎle showing birds and
foliage around crucifixes. (From
Canon ici. La PortÎll1lcu/a. 96.)
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to Francis, perbaps the MOst attractive element was its reputation throughout the Assisi

commune as a holy site. "For although the place [locus] itse1fwas already holy [sanctus],

they nurtured its holiness with continuous prayer day and night, and continuous silence."16

The late antique definition of locus sanctus as "catacomb niche; grave; a church adjacent to

a saint's tomb; a church wbere relies ofsaints are preserved," held until the eleventh century

when it began ta refer as well to monasteries and monastery churches in particular.17 The

Portiuncula was the site ofa relic (in its aItar stone) and served as the chapet ofa Benedictine

monastery-mission. The Scripta Leonis underlines its cult status: "Although it was 50 tiny

and had been for a long time almost in ruiDs, the people of the city of Assisi and the

surrounding district had always held this little church in great devotion and hold it even

greater to this day." Il

No altar could he consecrated without a saints remains or relie being located there. I
'

Relies were usuaUy placed beneath the altar ta ensure the vertical connection ofthe church,

its liturgy and its martyrs ta the heavenly mysterÏcs above. A chwch or shrine containing the

grave ofa martyr or bis or her relies was often referred to as "the place" or "the holy place":

loca sanctorum, Ô -r01tOt;.20 Itwas a/ocus wbere the nonnallaws surrounding the dead were

held to be suspended. It was a place ofwhich Gregory ofNyssa could say,

Thase who behold [the relies] embrace, as it were, the living body in full tlower: they

bring eye, moutb, ear, all the senses iota play, and then, sbedding tears of reverence and

passion, they address ta the martyr tbeir prayers of intercession as thougb he or sbe were

present21

The Portiuncula in Francis' time lay deep within a dense wooded area ca1led the cerreto

16SL9; LP 9.
17Thesaurus Linguae Lalinae, ed. B.G. TeuIeer (Leipig, 1980).
1lSL 8.
19According to a fifth-century Carthage decree. ail Christian a1tars were to contain relies. In the

sixth century Gelasian sacrameDtary, tbese altars were referred to as places where God cured the sicle.
See I.D. Mansi, Sacrorum conci/ionurr 1IOWl et amplissima colleetio (paris and Leipzig, 1759.(927),
m. col. 971. Given the Portiuncula's dedicatiOD to Mary. it is possible that its altar stone contained
a Marian relic although this cannot he verified.

2CJI. Delcbaye. "Loca sanctorum," Analeeta Bol/andianD 48 (1930): 5-64.
21Gregory ofNyssa, Enco",iIIm on Saint Theodore. in Migne, Patrologie CJII'mf compietlls. Series

graeca 46, 740B.



80

della porziuncula. the oak wood ofthe PortiuncuJa, or the selva grossa. the large and/or great

oak forest.22 This wood lay untouched by the agricultwal expansion ofthe previous century;

it was perhaps an Umbrii sacred precinct within the Assisi commune. Not far away, on the

hill above nearby Spolete, the venerated forest ofMonte Luco ranks te this day as "the most

important spiritual centre in Umbria, after Assisi"ll Originally a nature shrine ofthe ancient

Umbrii., it eventually became the site ofthe oldest recorded law to proteet the environment,

the tbird-century BCE Roman decree, Lex Spoletana.24 Thus, the Portiuncula's forest could

very weil have been the earüest abject ofdevotion. In this area Many Christian shrines were

built upon pre-Christian sacred sites.2S

Francis, according ta Celano, brougbt to the Portiuncula the appropriate emotional

disposition. Unlike the descriptions ofFrancis' involvement with S. Damiano and S. Pietro

della Spina, Celano emphasizes bow the Portiuncula first moved Francis emotionally.

When the holy man of Gad saw how it was destroyed, he was moved to pity [pie/alel,

%2SL 21, LP 21, 2 Cel 115, 3 Soc 36; Omnibus, 565. fi. 66.
23Bro~Raols, 28.
2+rhe law absolutely forbade, under severe penalties, cutting down a single tree or even a branch;

this is mentioned with respect by Cato, Seneca and Pliny. Pilgrims could approach the mountain only
after a pwificatiOil rite and an offering of sacrificial incense vases to be placed in the branches. St.
fsaac ofSpoleto in the sixtb century, Francis and Michelangelo (a Franciscan tertiary), among others,
had hermitages or retreats within this famous forest.

25The Umbrians have often been descnbed as a people mystical by nature with a humble and
vigorous piety conditioned, in part, by the rigours oftheir rugged, mountainous region. Few tombs
and artifacts remain of the ancient Umbrii, but Gubbio's /guvine Tablets of200 BCE indicaœ a deeply
religious people with sacred gatcs and temples in their square-planned cities. and a people practicing
complex religious rites., sacrifices and dances. The tablets indieate that the name Assisi derives from
the Umbrian word asa (Latin, ara, or altar) meaning "city ofthe altar" or "holy city" (Fortini, 90, n.
r.). Many oftheir customs paraIleled their sophistieated and more urban Etrusean neighbours, whose
key city, Perugia, could be easily secn across the Tiber valley from Assisi. The enormous cemeteries
of the Etruscans, such as those found near the Portiuncula, were lined with streets of chamber
mausoleums, honouring the dead who were thought 10 hover around tbeir tombs (Brown, Roou, 20).
In 295 BeE both peoples had submitted to Roman rule for the next seven centuries. Etrusca.n,
Umbrian and Roman gocls eventually consolidated into what became the Roman pantheon ofgods.
Assisi, as a typical Roman mlUÛCipium, bad a temple ofJanus on the lower slope (over which Assisi's
first cathedral ofSan/Q MorÏD would eventually he built), a tanple ofMars helow tbat, a temple orthe
Bona Mater on the upper bill (ovec which Assisi's second cathedral ofSan Rufino rose) and a temple
of Hercules still fartber up. In the centre ofthe city still stands the temple ofMinerva, owned and
occupied by the Benedictines from the eleventh century until1212 when it became the town hall of
the podestà and its crypt the townjail. Also noteworthy is tbat between Assisi and Spoleto, the Roman
religious cult ofthe river-god Clïtumnus al the temple ofthe ClïUuno Springs evolved fiom an ancient
Umbrii devotion to the sitc's sacred waters, mountains and forests. In the seventh century, this temple
became one ofUmbria's first and most imponant Christian churches.

•
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because he bumed with devotioo toward the mother of aIl good; and he began ta stay

there continuously. It was the third year of conversion when he began ta repair this

church.26

The decision ta reside there May have had the same motive that he had for living in the

leprosarium, the desire to heal his own soul by healing those he piti~ in this case, a church

in need ofrepaire Unlike S. Damiano, the PortiuncuJa was abandoned, 50 he would oot infect

a resident MOnk or cleric with bis leprous uncleanliness. More important, however, was that

the election ta reside st the Portiuncula moved him from a communallife among lepers ta the

solitude more properly 8SSOCiated with being a hennit. Many hennits chose to dwell in

abandoned churches or military buildings, in imitation of St Antony Abbot Robert of

Chaise-Dieu, for instance, prayed for and found "sorne littIe church in a hermitage, ruined and

deserted."21 Aybert ofCrespin, during his spell in Vallombrosa, took up the hermit life in a

cell which was said to resemble a ruined town or castfe.21 And the hennit Peter ofBlunt was

said to have rejoiced when he heard tbat the deserted church where he wanted ta settle was

neither subject ta another church nor used for services.29

The Portiuncula offered Francis not only ecclesial and political neutrality but a physical,

and therefore spiritual, exile. Whereas S. Damiano was located just outside the gate from the

Assisi quarter where his family dwelt, the road ta the Portiuncula was reached from the far

gate near the bishop's quarter, passing by the Casa Gualdi leprosarium. The church of S.

Damiano bugs Assisi's slope, a stone's throw from the walls, but the Portiuncula rests on the

valley floor between Assisi and Perugia and within walking distance ofboth (fig. 36).

Celano's description ofthe Portiuncula as a deserted place Dot only bolds physically and

politically but scripturally as weil. To the ancient Hebrews, the wildemess, or eremia,

described a place either sandy, rocky, stepped, or, like the site ofthe Portiuncula, forested.30

26l Cel 21.
27Marbod ofRennes, Vita sancti Roberti abbalis Casae Dei, ch. 7, in PL, l7l, 1509.
21Robert ofOstrevan~ Vita S. Ayberti, in Acta Sanctorum (3rd ccl) 7 April, l, 671-77.
29Gal/ia christiana, II, 1380 as noted in Constabile, "Eremitical," 247.
Jo-rbe Hebrews had many Dames for the wildemess: ",idbar, arabah, triyyah, tob, chorbah,

yeshimon. Sec Williams, Wilderrteu andParatlise, 12; see aIso Chenu, NatJue, Man, 1-48. Authors
who have considered the ~ific importance oflUltUre ta Fnncis and bis order have had Iittle ta say
conceming Francis' architectural response to the wildemess. Ct: Edward A Armstrong, SainJ F,ancis:
Nature Mystic (Berkeley, 1973); and Roger Darrell Sonell, St F,ancis ofAssisi andNaIII1"e: Tradition
and Innovation in Western Christian A.ttitudes Toward the Envi,onment (New York: Oxford
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Uninhabited wildemess was usefuJ oolyas a place ofburial; it was considered the baunt of

evil spirits, wild beasts, impure grave diggers, and, like the gloomy Sheol of the Old

Testament, the dry crust under which the immense ocean of primordial chaos swirls-the

watery depths ofserpents and dragons. The desertus was the forly year Israelite battleground

for temptation, testing and punishment-foreshadowing, for ChristiaDS, the forly days of

Chrïst's wildemess temptation. Like Elijab's cave in MOUDt Horeb, and Elisha's desert refuge,

the wildemess was the onJy place of refuge from the secular and corrupting city, and for

Jeremiah, Hosea, Amos and Ezekiel, the wildemess was the crucible wherein the weakened

Hebraic cult could be spirituaUy purified.31

The western Christian interpretation of the wildemess-the primordial chaos, the

abandoned vastum. or wasteland of the Egyptian hennits-aiso included forested areas.

Authors such as Athanasius (d. 373), Sulpicius Severus (d. 497) and Gregory the Great (d.

590), echoed through subsequent authors, retlected a general fear of the wild as under the

control ofa demonic presence which the early hennits bad ta overcome tbrougb perseverance

and faith (fig. 46). Atbanasius' extremely popular biograpby ofSt. Antony paints the figure

of a wildemess thaumaturge able ta tame demon-possessed weather pbenomena and wild

animaIs.32 Severus' widely disseminated fourth-century Postumianus depicts bis hero Martin

ofTours (d. 397) as vanquishing "the fury ofbeasts and the venom ofsnakes" and winning

back the peace of Adam's terrestrial paradise (fig. 47).33 And Gregory of Tours speaks of

Umbria's St Benedict (d. 543) who, among other wildemess adventures, was tempted by and

had to overcome a possessed blackbird.34

The medieval forest was considered a frontier, the abode of those on the fringes of

society-woodsmen, fugitive serfs, murderers, soldiers of fortune, brigands, pagan cuits, if

not the haunt ofthe mythical wildman or uomo selvatico. The wildmen and wildwomen slept

in caves, were covered in fur, crawled on alI fours, had no rational ability and had control

University Press, 1988).
312 Kgs 4.38ff; 1 Kgs 19.4-8.
32Athanasius, Lifè ofSt. Antony and Leller to Marcellinus, transe Robert Gregg (New York:

Paulist Press, 1980),29-100.
13Sulpicius Severus. Worh in The Western Fathers. ed. and trans., H.R. Hoare (New York, Paulist

Press, 1969), 97.
34Dialogues, Bic. 2, ch. 2, transe O. Zimmerman in Fa/bers ofthe Church, vol. 39 (New York,

1959).
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46. The Thebaid, detail (1354), showing hennit huts. caves and chapcls probably doser in fonn to
the hennit tradition in Italy than the Holy Land. {Gherardo Stamina. Galien Uffizi. Firenze.,

47. Adam and Eve in paradise. (Mosaic detail of the Creation Cupola. San Marco. Venice. Photo
archive of the Na[ional Galler)' of Arc Washington D.C.. As reproduccd in Jolly, Man in God's
Image?, fig. 56.)
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over the wild through their violence and physical strength (fig. 48).35 As Francis and bis

companions adapted to their waodland hermitages, they were saon taken to he wildmen

themselves. People fied at their sight and locaJs spoke ofthem as qrmsi silvestres homines.36

While on the one hand the wildemess dweUers represented the animal side of human

nature-the violence, lost and raw struggle for survival, 00 the other hand they brougbt to

mind the Edeoic way oflife away fiom the distractions and conuptions ofthe city-they were

considered in legends ta he bearers of grace and Mediators of redemption.]7 Saints in this

tradition include John the Baptist, Mary Magdalene, John Chrysostom, Christopher and Mary

the Egyptian.31 They were depicted as voluntarily undergoing their redemption in the wild,

sprouting hair over their entire bodies and making peace with animais and beasts (fig. 49).

By deciding to live al the Portiuncula, by adding a gaool, mendicant, labouring, wildemess­

man to its destroyed chapel, Francis made bis first intervention. A hermit May have found

his temporary home, but the Portiuncula, byassociation, gained the distinction ofbecoming

the locus ofa spiritual warrïor.

Archeological investigation has shown that the rubble-walled Portiuncula chapel seems to

have originaUy supported a timber pitched roof{fig. 50).39 What Francis came upon in 1206

was probably a small one-storey chapel with gabled ends whose wooden memhers had

35Richard Bemheimer, Wi/d Men in the Middle Ages: A Study in Â11, Sentiment, andDemorr%gy
(New York: Octagon Books, 1970),9.

36J Soc 34, 37.
37David A. Spnmger, "Wild Folk and Lunatics in Medieval Romance," in Joyce E. Salisbury, ed.

The Medieval Wor/d o/Nature (New York: Garland, 1993), 145-63. On the connection ofmonstri
sacri to architecture from the early Renaissance on, see Marco Frascari, Monsters ofArchitectll1'e:
Anlhropomorphism in ArchiteclllTa/ Theory (Savage, Maryland: Rowman &: Littlefield, 1991), 51fI:

3s-rhe allusion ta Francis as a John the Baptist, for instance, is in Br. Elias' letter wbich aDDOlUlced

Francis' death; LE, 1957.
3~0manini, "Re/iquiae e documenti." 53-87. esp. 67; idem, "D francescanesimo nell'arte," 181­

95; and idem, ''Nuovi documenti sulla Cappella dei Transito in Santa Maria degli Angeli di Assisi:
introduzione." in Baldelli and Romanini, Francesco, il francescanesimo, 231-34. Romanini is the
latest in a series ofart historians ta attempt to understand the cbronology and diflùsion of types relatcd
to the Portiuncula; the meaning and symbolism of the c::bapel, however, remained outside of ber
considerations. Cf. Canonici, La PonÎJl1lCola; idem, "Documenti e riconti dei secoli prealessiani,n

in Francesco Federico Mancini and Aurora Scotti, La Ba.silica di Santa Maria œg/i A.ngeli (perugia:
Electa, 1989), 89-96; Édouard d'Alençon, "Des Origines de l'Église de la Portioocule et de ses diverses
dénominations," in EF, Il (1904): 585-606; Nicolini, "La PorziuncuIa." 35-51 and Luigi Pelligrini,
"La prima fraternita minoritica cd i problemi deU'insediamento," in Lo Spazio de//'rmri/tà (Alti dei
Convegno di Studi Sull'ediliza deU'ordine dei Minori: Fan Sabina, 1984), 17-57. lbese scholars
generally declined to consider the ".".ning of the Portiuncula either in its context, tbrougb the primary
source material, or with respect ta future architectural decisioDS within the order.
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probably fallen in. The simple fonn ofthis church in ifs forest setting echoes the traditional

architectural configurations associated with the wilderness: tabernacles, arks, tents and the

framed or woven lean-tos' of the crusaders (figs. 51, 52).

The term tabemacuJum appears in the Vulgate with an array ofmeanings established

within the iconography ofhermit or nomadic exïstence.40 The Feast ofTabernacles, one of

the three principal Hebraic festivals ta this day, commemorates the dwellings of the Israelite

children of the Exodus, for whom Jacob, a tent-dweller, was their exemplar-builder.41

Deriving from the Hebrew word srJdclh, the Exodus tabernacle denotes a booth, lean-to or

hut made oftree branches gathered from the MOuntains and associated with the harvest feas1s

of the ancient Neac East (fig. 53).42 The tabernacle, Moses' tent of meeting, was the

collapsible frame and skin tent whose construction was mapped out by God in Exodus 25 (fig.

54). Within this sacred tent was the ark ofthe covenant, the footstool ofGod, over wbich the

pillars ofcloud and tire hovered, and before which the Lord spoke to Moses face ta face.4J

The sole mention ofthe feast in the New Testament refers to Jesus' clandestine participation

in the feast in Jerusalem, a prelude ta bis Passion." Medieval ïnterpreters, following Jerome,

tumed the feast into a fast to link the season with the forty-day fasts of Moses, Elijah and

Christ as the scriptural echoes ofthe Christian season of Lent45

As a tent, the tabernacle was the dwelling ofSt Paul, a mystical visionary and tent-maker

by trade.46 Ta John Chrysostom, the making oftents was the Most appropriate work for the

pilgrim, exemplifying the virtue of maoual labour and evangelical poverty. The basket­

weaving and plaited rushwork of the desert fathers and mothers were materially and

spiritually associated with tabernacling as essentially contemplative works (tigs. 52, 55).

•OFor the tabernacle in relation ta Francisc:an iconography sec Fleming, From BonavenhUe to
Bellini, 25-98. For a more general discussion ofthe role ofthe primitive hut in architectural theory,
but Dot necessarily in the Middle Ages see Joseph Rykwert, On Adam's Bouse in Paradise: The Idea
ofthe Primitive HUI in ArchiteclJlralHistory (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1981).

41Gen 2527.
42A comprehensive study of the liturgical origins of the feast is givm in Hans-Joachim Kraus,

Grottesdienst in Israel: Studïen ZUT Geschichte des Lavblriiltenfestes (Munich, 1954). For the ancient
Near Eastern mots ofthe feast sec E.O. James, SeasonaJ Feasts and Festivals (London: Thames and
Hudson, 1961), 20-91.

41For a full discussion ofthe history and relationship between the tabernacle and the ark: sec de
Vaux, Ancient Israel. 289-311.

4.CML 262-5.
4sIn Zachariam, m. xiv, 16 (ColpIIS Clvistianol"Jllll. LXXVI, Ü, 894-95). Cf. Ex.. 24.18; 3 Kgs

19.8; Mt 42.
46Acts 18.3.
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-l8. Wildman and wildwoman. A page from Walter de
Milementc·s De Nobilitatibus et Sapiemiis Regum. (English.
l-lth c. Christ Church. Oxford. From Bemheimer. lVild Men
ill the IHiddle Ages. 9.)

-l9. Mary Magdelene. the penitent. with her haïr as hcr c1oth­
ing. Master of the Magdclcna. Mary Magdelene and Stories of
her Life. 1250-70. (Galleria delr Accademia. Aorencc. From
Margaret Miles. Camal Knowing. fig. 7.)

50. Intcrior of Portiuncula chape!. Assisi. showing the line of
a prcvious timber shed roof. above the cntrancc door. beneath
the present vault. (Photo by author.)
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51. Tabernacle with monstrance.
(Guyart Desmoulins. Bible
Hisroriale. Oxford: Bodlcian Li­
brary. Douce 211).

•

52, \Vovcn hut or tabcr­
nadc:. Rahanus Maurus.
de llflll'(TSO. 1023. Mon­
lc:cassino Monastery.
132. p. 368.).
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53. Moses Rcfreshes lhe Twclve Tribcs. Dura-Europos Synagogue. (From Goodenough. Jewislz Sym­
bolism. 56.)

54. God ~ommunicalingwilh Moses in his labernacle. (Roda Bible. I. fol.. 56ro. Paris: Lib .. Bill.
Nal.. lal. 6. From Instilllte ofEst. Catalalls. Anuari IV [ 1911-12]. fig. t9. p. 500.)
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Chrysostom, as adapted by William of St Thierry in the eleventh century, metaphorically

extends basket-weaving to become a military art:

l beg you therefore, while we are pilgrims in this world and soldiers on eartb, let us not

build for ourselves bouses to settle down in but make lents we cao leave in a moment's

notice, we who are Hable ta he caIIed away from tbem in the near future ta our fatherland

and our own city, to the home where we shall spend our etemity. We are in camp. We

are campaigning in a foreign country. Whatever is natural is easy, but in a strange land

bard work is the rule. Is il not ca)' for a solitary, enough for nature and in keeping with

conscience ta weave for himselfa ceU out of pliant houghs, plaster it with mud, coyer it

with anything that cornes to hand and so come by a dwelling-place eminendy suited to

him? What could be more desired-r7

In Book XV ofDe Civitate Dei, Augustine traces the roots ofthe pilgrim church to Abel, the

simple pastoral nomad murdered by Cain, the first city builder. The apology of Stephen, the

proto-martyr, before the Jewish council in Ac1s 7 dwells at length. on the Exodus, only ta draw

a sharp division between a religion of tents-the religion of Moses, the prophets and

Jesus-and a religion of temples extending from Cain through Solomon to the wealth and

politicaI hegemony represented by the temple ofhis day.·1 He announced that, "Our fathers

had the tent ofwitness in the wildemess ... but it was Solomon who built a house for Him.

Yet the Most High does not dwell in houses made with bands....9 Stephen harkens back ta

47William of St. Thieny, Epistola aurea, 1, xxxvii, 151, in William ofSt-Thieny, The Golden
Epistle: A Letler to the Brethem al Monl-Dieu (Spenser, Mass: Cistercian Publications, 1971),60-61.
William's source is Chrysostom's homily on Matthew, 12 (PO 58. 651).

4lMoses' tent/tabemacle was a powerfuI medieval metaphor; it was depicted as the site of a
theophany, as the original ecc/esia spirihUl/is. In Isaiah 32.18, tabernacles are a metaphor for a
sanctified Israel whe~ "MY people shalI sit in the beauty ofpeace, and in the tabernacles ofconfidence
[tabernacuJisfiduciae], and in wealthy rest." The post.exilic liturgy of the Feast ofthe Tabernacles
included the recitation ofthe messianic Vulgate Psalm 11722-27 which 8SSOCiated tabemacling with
the coming of the messiah, as God appeared to Moses. Such references took on great mystical
significance for Cbristians when they became associated witb Jesus' transfiguration. When Peter saw
Jesus gloriously illuminated and in conversation with the dcsert prophets Moses and Elijah, he
proposed, in delirium, 10 "make three tabernacles, one for Vou, one for Moses, and one for Elijab,"
to mark the awesome event (Mt 17.4; Mk 9.5 and Lk: 9.33). The tabernacle beaune Dot ooly the
eschatologicallocation for the hoped-for second comin& but also the sacred boundary witbin which
theophanies. holy visions and God's will were secretly gatbered.

49Acts 7.48.
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Isaiah who ordered the destruction ofcity temples for the sake ofthe desert buts preferred by

God-an act tbat Francis seemed ta reenact himselfwhen, a dozeo years later, he ordered the

destruction ofa large stone dormÏtOry built by the commune ofAssisi oext ta the Portiuncula

chapel (fig. 56).50

A mud and stick but was recorded 00 the Portiuncula site before 1209 and was probably

built and lived in by Francis while he worked on the chapel.51 ft became a rule during

Francist lifetime that all friars living al or visiting the site, for instance during their Cbapter

meetings, would dwell there in simiJar fasbiou. The practice May suggest the meaning of

Francis' original but A temporary shelter erected for a Chapœr meeting was caUed a storillm

(according to the Speculum Perfectïonis) or wnbraculwn (according ta Jordan ofGianO).52

The rare tenn storiwn has, according to Du Cange, a thirteenth-century usage indicating a

kind ofawning set up in market staUs; in the CfUSgl dictionary it is etymologicaJly tied ta the

early ltalian words for doormat or weaving associated with wicker-work.53 Umbraculwn, of

the Vulgate, directly refers ta shady bower dwellings prescribed for the fcast of the

tabernacles in Leviticus 23.42. Coupled with the Cact that Francis often addressed bis

followers as the "ChiJdren ofthe Exodus,n bath bis hut and the chapelon the PortiuncuJa site

may have departed very JittJe in bis mind ftom that ofa Mosaic tabernacle oftheophany, the

eschatological pilgrim's tent and the woven-branch su/dcjh (figs. 52, 55, 57 and frontispiece).St

Before repairing the PortiuncuJa, bath the Vito prima and the Testament seem ta indicate

that he may have dwelt within the perimeter ofthe PortiuncuJa chapet itself.55 Was tbis in the

medievaJ tradition of incubatio? The practice stretched back ta Greek and Roman rites at the

shrines ofthe healing gods Apollo and Asclepius and involved sleeping witbin the conîmes

of the temple or shrine in arder ta effect a cure for a disease or to receive a propitious dream.56

SOSL Il,2 Cel 57. Is 66.1-2. See the discussion ofthe commune house in the next chapter.
S\3 SOC 55.
S2MP 7, 21. 62; Jordan. 16; cf. Fleming, BOflallenlrlre. 77-78.
5]Ou Cange, Glossariwn adscriptores ",ediDe et inflmae Imini/mis (puis, 1840-1850).
S4Note that Francis once spoke ofhis death in terms of 1 Pet 1.14: as a "folding ofa tent"; LM

14.2. The MOst primitive of habitations known ta bumankind, according ta Vitruvius, whose Ten
Books on Architectrue WU still in circulation at this time, were mud and stick shelters; ~ 1.3. See
Rykwert, On Ada!n's House. 105-20.

ss1 Cel 21. In Test 18, Francis admits tbat he and bis earliest companiODS, "quite willingly stayed
in abandoned chmehes," as proofoftheir itincracy. Rere, he may have been referring directIy ta the
Portiuncula sincc this admission was dietated tbere.

S6See Walter Addison 1ayne. The HeaJing Gods ofAncienl Civilizalions (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1925; reprint, New Hyde Parle, N.Y.: University Books, 1962),224-25,306-10.
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,),). \Vork and praycr atthc Portiuncula with Francis Oagcllating himself in his mud and stick ccII.
lower right: on the left the "Marthas" in the dOl1ms or communal quartcrs. (Anonymous of Umbria.
second hall' of the 16th c. Miniature l'rom Frallchesc!zina di Sama Maria degli Angeli (Santa Maria
dcgli Angcli. Archivio della PorLiuncula). fol. 319\'.)

•

56. Francis orders
the destruction of the
community housc
huilt bcsidc the
Portiuncula without
his pennission. (Brc­
sdano miniature. 15th
c .. St. Bonaventure.
Legellda ".taggiore
(Roma: Musco Fran­
ccscano.) From Pav­
one.lcmlOlogia Fran­
Cl'..,CWUl. fig. 89.)
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In the Christian W~ many ancient hcaling sbrines came to be replaced by the sanctuaries

ofsaints, such as that ofMartin at Tours, complete witb the practice of incubation (fig. 58).S7

A number of heaIing miracles coooected to incubation al a saints tomb are recorded by

Gregory ofTours in the sixth century.51 The eighth-century Anglo-Saxon poem Dream ofthe

Raad describes a bealing message that cornes in a dream experienced during sleep before a

rood screen. The eighth-century RuthweU cross bears lines from this poem which describe

such a wooden cross appearing "drenched in goId," soaked in blood, jeweUed and hung with

garments.59 Before aniving at the Portiuncula, Francis spent an entire month fasting,

meditating and sleeping in a secret pit located witbin the confines of S. Damiano. If the

incubation at S. Damiano 100 te his vision of a talking crucifix which gave him his cwrent

mission, perhaps bis stay within the confines of the Portiuncula was a similar mnemonic

preparation to receive bis next divinely·bestowed mission at this site in 1208.60

ln the desire to undertake penance for bis sins, Francis 50ugbt out not ooly an Edenic or

wildemess location, but aIso an eloquent example ofarchitecture associated with tbis primai

state. Francis received a liUle portion, a tiny tabernacle to live as the one on the lowest rung

of the social ladder, such as animais deserve. The Portiuncula, in tom, was reinforced in its

sacredness through the presence ofa hermit or holy wildman, becoming a healing shrine, a

tent ofprophetie vision, a mimesis ofAdam's but in paradise. Architectural invention began

for Francis in a nanative reconstruction of the given place tbrough a type of montage: an

abandoned and ruined church is set beside a wildemess holy man. The tableau, however,

only becomes interactive when, as we consider in the next section, Francis refines bis

architectural patate.

57Alcuin makes the connection; esp. 245 in Monumentq Germaniœ Historica. Episto/ae Karo/in;
Aevi, 00. E. DummJer, ii (Berlin, 1895), 397. IncubaJ;o was practiced enough in TertuUiaD's day tbat
he wrote about it in bis De anima, 48.3. On Medieval incubation Le Goff; Medievallmaginatio~209;
Finucane, The Mirac/e Working Corpse, 29ft; Meier, Anc;ent 11lCllbation, [·15; and Flint, The Rise
ofMagic, 270.

SlGregory of Tours, Vitae Patrum VI, 7; traos. E. James, Gregory of TOlUS. The Life ofthe
Fathers (Liverpoo~ 1985).59.

59See M. Swanton, The Dream ofthe Rood, leV. ed. (Exeter. 1987).
6O[ Cel 22.



88

b. The Chapel ofthe Annunciation

The only repair to the Portiuncula which can be dated ta the time of Francis' arrivai is the

construction ofa stone vault where the gabled timber roofonce was (fig. 50).61 00 top ofthis

new stone vault a new gabled roofof stone and tile was then coostructed. 00 the exterior,

therefore, the Portiuncula retained its unmistakable tabernacle form and ail that that would

imply (figs. 42,43,56,59; cf. 46, 51, 53,59). 00 the ioterior, a simple elliptical vault, made

of rough unhewn stones, was constructed higher up the walls than the earlier roof in a way

similar to the work dated ta the time ofFrancis al S. Damiano (fig. 44). Even though the

choice ofstone bas the air offunctional expediency about it-replacing a roofstructure more

vulnerable to age and weather with a more permanent one-there may weil have been an

additional meaning to the act Francis' building work was the penitential act ofa hermit now

residing in the wilderness. Stone vault·making-its elliptical verticality and its dark, cave-like

quality-may be considered ta contribute to this exile.

The key to understanding the renovation of the Portiuncula rnay he found in Francis'

delight that the cburch was dedicated ta &mcta Maria de Angelis. Francis, bis companions

said, "took great pleasure in the fact that the cburch was called aBer Chrïst's mother. "62 And

Celano tells us that the Francis took pity and repaired the chapel because "he bumed with

devotion toward the mother ofall good.,163 The chapel evoked Francis' compassion because

it exemplified the poor and obedient life, the little portion which Mary humbly received from

God. In bis secunda vila, Celano describes the depth ofFrancis' devotion:

Toward the mother of Iesus he was filled with an inexpressible love, because it was sbe

who made the Lord ofmajesty our brother. He sang special praises to ber, poured out

prayers to ber, offered ber his affections-so maoy and so great that the tangue ofman

cannat recite them.64

While Francis lived at the Portiuncula, bis friend Bernard reported that "Francis would pray

6lRomanini. "Reliqll;ae e documenti, Il 53·87, esp. 67. See note 39, above.
QSL 8.
63 1 Ce121; cf. 3 Soc 14.
~ Cel 198.
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57. Francis, while on retreat in a
makeshift cell on Mt. La Vema. re­
œi\"cs the vision ofthe crucified Ser­
aph and the stigmata. (Moroni,
Descri:.ione dei Sacra Monre della r

i'émia. 56. engravings by Iacopo
Ligozzi.)

58. Pilgrims entering hales which
\Vere OrIen placed under the tombs
orthc saintly in orderlo venerale the
rclics or incubatc for cures. The coils
of wax string in front are called
"trindles" or rolula in which the
mea..'iurcments of a pilgrim's height
arc Idl to incubate al the tomb in
place of the pilgrim. (From Cam­
hridgc University Library. as repro­
Juœd in Finucane. AJiracles and Pil­
grims. fig. -l.)
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59. The ~hapcl of Sancta Maria de Portiuncula. vicw towards main cntrancc. The chapcl now sits
wÎthin its sixtccnth-ccntury basilica. The frcsco on the facadc and the cupolac arc later additions.
(Photo by author.)
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aIl night, sleeping but rarely, praising Gad and the Glorious Virgin mother ofGod.rt65 Furtber

testimony to Francis' early devotion to Mary includes bis regular, perhaps daily, re<:itation of

the Little Office of the Blessed Virgin Mary.66 Francis' devotioD, however, teoded to go

beyond standardized prayers.

The happy father used to say that it had been revealed to him by God that the Blessed

Mother loved [the church ofSanc/a Maria de Angelis], among aIl the otherchurches built

in her bonour tbroughout the world, with a special love; for this reason the holy man

loved it above ail others."

For Francis the chapet had a profound mediating role, perbaps surprising when one considers

that many more important opulent churches and cathedrals were, by the early thirteenth

century, dedicated ta Mary. The revelation eventually prompted Francis ta approach the new

pope, Honorious III, in 1216 and request a plenary indulgence, 50 that anyone who visited the

chapelon a certain day each year could receive total remission of temporal penalties for

forgiven sins. This unusuaI privilege was immediately granted, thus demonstrating to

believers the determinatioo of Mary, through Francis, to bring favour on this chapeI. The

only similar indulgence for pilgrims at this time was granted to those who eitber joined the

crusades or made penitential pilgrimages ta the Holy Land, Rome or Santiago di Campostella

in Spain. But even in those cases, the indulgence was at most ooly a few years compared to

the Portiuncula's promise ofan etemity of forgiveness.A

According to eyewitnesses, the indulgence was promulgated at an event held on 2 August

1216 at the Portiuncula. Seven local bishops gathered on a makeshift platform in front of the

chapel to hear Francis quote Solomon conceming the temple ofIerusalem:

6S1 Cel 24.
66Weekly recitation of the Little Office was first imposed upon a11lay faithful by Pope Urban n

in 1095. Oktavian Schmucki, "St. Francis' Devotion toward the Blessed Virgin Mary," Greyfriars
Review 5, no. 2 (1991): 218.

672 Cel 19; LP 9. In Bartboli's indispensable collection ofdocuments on the indulgence. evidence
is brought forth at length to verify that "Christ and His Mother, surrouncfed by heavenly spirits, bad
appeared to [Francis] in the chapel of St. Mary of the Angels." See Fratris Francisci Bartholi de
Assisi. Tractatus de Indulgentia S. Mariae de PortiJDlCfl1a, ed. Paul Sabatier (paris, 1900), xl;
translated in Omnibus, 1868-70.

6IBartholi de Assisi, rractatrls de Indulgelllia. xliv-liv; translated in Ommbus, 1868-71.
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Lord Gad, is it ta he thought that You should indeed dwell on eartb? Behold, the heavens

themselves cannot contain You, and how much less this bouse which 1have built! Let

Your eyes, bowever, he open dayand night upon this house.69

Francis concluded by proclaiming ta the crowd: "1 want to send you a1l to Paradise, by

announcing to you this indulgence!"70 This exclamation confinns that Francis helieved the

Portiuncula ta he a portion ofheaven and shows bis conviction of i1s verticallink ta paradise,

in the manner of the temple ofJerusaJem.

The interventions ofFrancis at bath S. Damiano and the Portiuncula buüd upwards upon

given foundations rather than extending outwards in plan. At S. Damiano, Celano tells us

that Francis did not uproot the foundation but, perbaps inspired by PauJ's letter to the

Christian community at Corinth, built upon it, "for no other foundation cao anyone lay, tban

that which is laid, which is Jesus Christ."'1 The act ofbuilding, then, was not ooly a model

ofthe heavenly temple ofJerosalem whose stones are the saints and holy ones, but aIso served

as an analogue for the construction ofthe entire cosmos (fig. 60).12 The unarticulated walls

of the early Franciscan churcbes which were pattemed on the Portiuncula typically rose

upwards and curved gently inwards to form vaults. These vaults often carry their original

frescos depicting stars, simply, ifoot crudely, rendered upon a deep blue background (figs.

693 Kgs 8.27-29,4144.
7°Bartholi de Assisi, Tractahls de Indu/gentia. xliv-liv; ttanslated in OmnIbus, 1868-71. The

Portiuncula indulgence bas bad questions raised conceming its authenticity since the th.irteenth
century. The controversy among scholars concems the fact that it was tirst mentioned in print only
in 1277, when it was finally promulgated by the papacy as an annual event. Was it kept a secret until
this time? Ifsa, was it because the indulgence would not only put the PortiUDCula on par witb the three
greatest Christian shrines, but aIso damage enlistment in the crusades? Englebert believes Francis
would have been reluctant to cballenge the resentment among the clergy of the time who supported
the crusades or served more important Marian churches that the Portiuncula. Francis may have
requested bis secretary, Br. Leo, ta keep the promise ofan annual indulgence a secret until the papacy
was ready to proclaim it. Given the specificity ofthe testimony c:oncemïng the promulgation, and the
popularity of the Portiuncula among Iaity such chat the fiiars had to abandon the chapel in 1221, it
seems that Francis and the local prelates promoted the devotion, but only with oral papal approval.
See Engleben, Saint Francis, 209-11, 475-76; Virgilio Crispolti, Le Crescenti g/orie del/a
Porziuncula (S. Maria degli Angeli: Tip. Porz., 1930); Fortini, 381-85; Raphael M. Huber, The
PortiuncuIa Indulgence: From Honorius HltoPiusXI(NewYork:. J. W. Wagner, 1938); and Joseph
Nacua, "Simple ReflectioDS on the Portiuncula,"Contact, 12, D. 1 (1991): 5-13.

71 1 Cel 18. 1 Cor 3.11.
nThe same MaY be said a centmy earlier for the French Gothic eathedrals, a1beit with a very

different interpretation. Sec Otto von Simson, TIre Gothie Cathedral: Origins o/Gothie Architeclvre
& the Medieval Concept o/Ordo (Princeton: University Press, 1988),35-37.
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61-63). The interior of the chapel therefore repeats the arch of the cosmos and casts the

visitor out under a vast Digltt sky, beneatb the constellations ofthe heaveos, the abode of the

angels and the saints (fig. 64).

At the Portiuncula, the meaning of the vault becomes specific when we consider the

wildemess isolation ofthe chapel and its dedication ta Mary and the angets. Not ooly does

Mary cany the scriptural appeUation as "Moming Star" and the "Star ofthe Sea," but aIso few

Gospel narratives aUow the stany sky ta figure as strongly as the nativity where a brigbt star

guides the magi, and angels appear out ofthe nigbt sky before the shepherds to announce and

glorify the birtb ofJesus.T.J Francis' experience ofthe Portiuncula parallels these narratives:

For thougb he knew that the kingdom ofheaven was set up in ail the habitations ofthe

land and believed that the grace ofGod was given to the eleet ofGad in every place, he

had however experienced that the place ofthe church ofSt. Mary ofthe Porziuncula was

endowed with more fruitfuI graces and visited by heavenly spirits.74

According ta the name ofthe church, which since ancient times was called St. Mary of

the Angels, he felt that angels often visited there. So he look up residence there out of

his reverence for the angels and bis special love for the mother ofChrist. The holy man

loved this spot more than any other in the world. For here he began humbly, here he

progressed steadily, here he eoded happily. At bis death he commended it to the mars
as a place cherished by the Virgin.7S

Francis also had a strong devotion to the angels. He

venerated with a very great affection the angels.... Such companions were everywhere

with us, he used ta say, and were to be venerated and invoked as our guardians ... in

choir [he said] we sing in the sight ofthe angels.76

Angels were present ta Francis as intimate fiiends and guides throughout bis life, and

7JIob 11.17, Amos 526; Mt 2.2-10; Rev 2.28,22.16; Lk 2.1-40.
74 1 Cel 106.
7sLM2.8.
7l5;2 Cel 197, quoting. in part, Ps. 137.1. See ER 23.6 for Francis' invex-.ation ofthe angel's names.
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especially close when he was caught up in praises to God-appearing ta him, for example,

during his Mt. La Vema stigmatic rapture in 1224 (fig. 57). Angels took on special

importance for Francis in connedion ta Mary. In the Gospels ofMatthew and Luke, the key

texts involving Mary aIso involve angels. The angel Gabriel appears ta Mary face to face at

the annunciation, Joseph bas three angelic apparitions in dreams which change the course of

his relationship with Mary, and the angels appear ta the shepherds ta announce the birth.77

In his writings, Francis directIy quotes the ange/us prayer twicc and he refers ta the

annunciation once.7I His biographers paint a picture of a holy man delirious over anything

ta do with the nativity ofJesus. His mimed performance ofthe manger scene al Greccio bas

already been mentioned, and Celano notes that Francis defied Catholic tradition by holding

Christmas to he a greater feast than Easter:

The birtbday ofthe Child Iesus Francis observed with inexpressible eagemess over ail

other feasts, saying it was the feast offeasts, on which Gad, having become a tiny infant,

clung to human breasts.... His compassion for the Child tlooded bis heart and made him

stammer words ofsweetness after the manner of infants.19

The Portiuncula gave first place ta the annunciation, the original Gospel act ofhumility.

Above the Portiuncula's altar still resides an early thirteenth-century fresco of the

annunciatio~designating this Gospel narrative as the one most associated with the chapel's

dedication (fig. 65). As weil, the altar antependium that Francis seems ta have made around

this time for the chapel al Cesi (a possible fourth church, DOW des1royed, tbat Francis repaired

himself in the exact maoner ofthe Portiuncula) was also inscnbed with Gabriel's annunciation

address: "Hail Mary, full of graœ, the Lord is witb YOu."1O A church dedieated to the

annunciatioo-a tiny, poor, humble and abandoned churcb-could therefore he read not only

as the room ofMary's annuociation, but also as her womb where, through the action of the

Holy Spirit, Christ had bis first residence outside ofheaven. Moreover, when the Portiuocula

"Mt 1.20, 2.13 and 2.19; Lk 1.26-38.
71Francis ofAssis~Office ofthe Passion, 15.8, in Armstrong, 80;i~ Exhortation to the Fraise

ofGod, 4, in Armstrong, 42; and idem, [.etter to the Endre Order, 4, Armstrong, 55.
~ Cel 199.
~rancis ofAssis~Exhortation ta the Praise ofGad, in Armstrong. 42. The Gospel passage is LIe

1.28. The Cesi church was completely destroyed in the 1996 earthquake, and before 1 was able ta
document il. Sec chapter S, note 109.
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60. Vision of the edifice ofsalvation with Jesus as the
lapis angularis. (Hildegard of Singen. Liber Sci\'ias.
12th c. Hildegardis Scù'ias. C.c.c. Cambridge Med.
43A.)

61. [menor of the Poniuncula showing sanctuary ccil­
ing with stars in fresco. (Photo by author.)
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62. Chapel of S. Francesco. Greccio.
Rieti (b. 1226). Interior showing frcsco
ceiling with stars. (From Salvatori. '"Le
prime scdi francescane:- fig. 25.)

63. Oratory of St. Mary. Carccri. Mt.
Subasio. Assisi (b. 1215-16). Inlcrior
with Umbrian schoo1 frescos showing
starry sky on bluc ceiling. (Photo by
author.)
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64. The univcrse-dwelling as secn by Comas Indicoplcustcs. 6th c. (MS. Plut. 9.28 fol. 95v [IOlh c.1
Bib. Mcdicca Laurenziana. Aorence. Italy. As reproduced in McDanncl and Lang. Hew'en: A His­
ro0~ 56.)

65. Frcsco of the Annunciation (13th c.). above altar in the Portiuncula Chapet. Assisi. (Photo by
author.)
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received its new vault, it couId once again house the daily liturgy of the eucharist, whicb, in

Francis' view, was a re-enactment of the incarnation: "Sec, daily He humbles Himself,"

Francis said refening ta Christ in the eucharist, "as when He came from the royal throne iota

the womb ofthe Virgin...ll

The annonciation underlined Mary's mystical union with Gad such that, for Francis, she

could he called the "Spouse ofthe Holy Spirif'-an almost unheard ofterm before Francis'

time.12 The Portiuncula May therefore be simultaneously read as the betrothal chamber of

Mary and the Holy Spirit, a marriage rapturously reenacted in the reception of holy

communion by the communicant ln a letter to bis order, Francis emphasized how the nangels

desire ta gaze upon" communion recipients who hold in their hands him whom the Virgin

canied in her womb (fig. 66).13 When a believer consumes the host he or she thus becomes

a Mary. "We are spouses when the faithfu1 saul isjoined to Jesus Christ by the Holy Spirit,Il

Francis declared. "We are mothers when we carry Him in our hem and body through love

and a pure and sincere conscience; we give birtb to Him througb His holy manner ofworking,

which should shine before others as an example."...

The indweUing action of the Spirit, according to the theology ofthe day, resulted in an

outflowing grace, which Mary exemplified in her ancient role as mediatrix, the womb and

church in via. Bernard of Clairvaux was one of the earliest writers to clarify this title by

speaking ofMary as the "one through whom we ascend ta Him who descended through her

to us ... sa that through [ber] He who through [ber] was given to us might take us up to

Himself."as Likewise, for Peter Damian, she was, "the Gate ofParadise, which restored Gad

to the world and opened heaven for us.,," And a verse recited at the Saturday Marian masses,

and during the nativity mass, emphasized the construction ofsuch a gate out of the material

IlAdmonitions. 14, in Armstrong, 25.
I2Qffice orthe Passion, compline, in Annstrong, 80. The fust known use ofthe tenn "Spouse of

the Holy spirit" comes from Cosmas Vestitor in the tentb century; onJy three other refèrences have
been found between the lime of Cosmas and that of Francis. all of whicb come Û'Om German and
French monasteries. Cf. Schmucki, "Blessed Virgin Mary," 254-55 and notes.

IJA Letter to the Entire Order. 21-22, in Armstrong, 57.
14Second Version orthe Letter ta the FaithfuI, 48-53. Armstrong, 66; Schmucki, "Blessed Virgin

Mary," 224.
l'St. Bernard, Homily no. 2, In Mi.mIs Est, cited in Mabillon, ed. Life and Worh ofSaint Bemord

(London, 1976),3:315-16.
16Sermo. 46 in PL 144, 752 B-D.
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of humility, saying, "Whoever is simple, let him tum in bere!"17 Francis understood that

Mary's cole as mediatrix was predicated on ber humility,just as Jesus, for Francis, "was a poor

man and a transient and lived on aIms-He and the Blessed Virgin, and His disciples."II

Mother and child with Joseph were the refugee family on tligbt to Egypt, and Jesus later

claimed to have "no place 10 lay bis head...19 Mary's humble physical transience brought

about the interior effectiveness of the holy exchange, the divine downward and upward

movement through her womb. This actio~ in Francis' words, inspired ber embrace of

poverty:

Through His angel St. Gabriel the MOst high Father announced this Word of the

Father-so worthy, so holy and glorious, in the womb of the holy and glorious Virgin

Mary, from which He received the Oesh ofhumanity and our ftailty. Though He was ri~h

beyond all other things in titis world, He, together with the MOst blessed Virgin, His

mother, willed to choose poverty.90

A fervent interest in Mary's poverty was engeodered among twelfth-century hermits.

Peter Damian commemorated the place of the nativity and wrote that Mary "abounded in a

lack of temporal things."91 One of Francis' contributions to Marian devotion was the

popularization ofthis belief. It seemed oaturaI to Francis 10 associate poverty with both the

annunciation and the nativity. Mary's fiat implied for Francis choosing the poverty of the

nativity with a free will such that he "would recall, oot without tears, what great want

surrounded the poor Virgin on that day."92 For Francis the poverty of the holy family was

ever present: "When you see a poor man, brother, an image is plaœd before you ofthe Lord

and His poor mother."n "In ail the poor he saw the Son ofthe poor lady, he bore naked in bis

heart Him wbo she bore naked in ber bands.n94 Likewise, Francis considered the Portiuncula

17Cited in Elspeth Latimer, "Jemsalem Above, Our Mother" (unpublisbc:d dissertation, University
of Cambridge, 1987), 31.

UER 9.35, Armstrong. 107.
l'Mt 2.14; 8.20; Lk 9.58.
9OSecond Version orthe Letter to the FaithfW, 4, in Armstrong, 67.
9lSermo 12 in Nativitate Beatae Mariae Virginis, PL 144, 747d; Scbmucki, "Blesscd Vîrgin

Mary," 220-24.
~ Cel 200.
932 Cel 85.
94z Cel 83.
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to be the exemplary locus of Mary's poverty, more than once stripping "Mary's altar" and

t'Mary's omaments" to give tbem to the poor." As the Franciscan order grew so did the

devotion to Mary's poverty in sermons, prayers and a diverse pictorial tradition fostered by

the Franciscans depicting the Madonna ofHumility, among other Marian titles (fig. 67).

If: on the exterior, the Portiuncula MaY have aIIuded to a tabernacle, the little house ofMary's

annunciation or the tiny nativity stable, the interior of Francis' unomamented stone vault,

rising continuously from the almost windowless stone walls, plunges the visitor into a cave.

Moreover, if we were to read the gentle pointing of its vault as a reference ta Holy Land

architecture, as this fonn was understood in Francis' time, then the Portiuncula's interior

would he adhering to the historical details ofthe annunciation and the nativity."

There had been a wave ofByzantine influence upon the Roman church two centuries

earlier. It brought with it interpretations, which, while departing ftom the canonical Gospels,

held true with respect 10 the biblicallandscape, sacred sites and oral tradition ofthe East. For

example, the stories that Christ wu barn in a cavem rather than in a stable ofan inn, that he

was buried in a cave rather tban a stone tomb and that he ascended from a stone reœss on top

of the Mount of Olives, are interpretations based on Eastern Christian speculation on the

Septuagintal text ofIsaiah 33.16tf: "He shall dwell in the lofty cave ofa strong rock. Bread

shall he given him, and his water [shall bel sure. You shall see the king with glory."97 The

early Christian writers planted titis lofty cave in the wildemess, fed it with redemptive waters

and saw it blossom into the flower of Christian sacramental salvation.9I Once the cave of

Isaiah was linked to the waters of salvation, an entire theology of caves, associated

exclusively with Eastern Christianity, eventually collated and interpreted various biblical

passages to support a cave location for the key narratives ofChrïst's life. Constantine (d. 337)

was the first to express this architecturally. Christs victory over the cave cu/tus ofthe pagan

9~ Cel 18,67; 1 Cel 22-23, 106; LM 2.8; SL 10, S6.
96Local Umbrian forerunners of this shape of vault are very few. See Romanini, "fi

francescanesimo nell'arte," 181-9S. The use ofthe pointed arch in Moorish architecture in Spain and
southem France seems ta have been adopted by the French Cistercian monasteries, not in the least due
to their historical interest in Jesus and all things Oriental. See J. Bony, "French Influences on the
Qrigin ofEnglish Architecture." Jouma/ ofthe Warlnug and Corutauld Institutes, xn (1949).

97The reading "in a lofty cave" is found neither in the Hebrew Bible nor the Vulgate. This
prophecy was referred ta in Pseudo-Bamabus (11.9), in Justin Martyr's Dialogue wilh Typha (Ixx) and
in the Proto-evangelium (21.3) ascnbed ta James, the brotber ofthe Lord.

9SJustin Martyr, Dialogue, Ixix.
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world was marked by new basilicas built over the Grotto ofNativity in Bethlehem, the Holy

Sepulchre in Jerusalem and over the "very cave [on the Mount ofOlives] wbere the Saviour

imparted bis secret revelations to bis disciples."99 By the end ofConstantine's reign, the key

pilgrimage shrines within the Holy Land included Lazarus' cave ofresurrection in Bethany,

the caves ofElijah on Mount Carmel and Abraham in the valley ofMamre, as weU as the cave

ofMary's birth and another ofher annunciation.

The Eastern cave tradition in architecture, theology and liturgy seemed to completely

displace the biblical aœount ofChrists birth in a stable-especially ailer the Isaianic prophecy

became aligned with a reference from Daniel conceming a stone section cut out from the

mount&n. 100 Mary's womb then became bath the lofty cave and a provisional paradise:

Today the Virgin gives birth 10 the Creator ofaU;

The Gratto brings forth Paradise. IOI

So runs the eighth-century Christmas hymn. The same hymnal exclaims: "Bethlehem bas

opened Eden.... Come, let us receive in the Cave that whicb is of Paradise."102

An explicit architectural identity continued to he applied to Mary in the Christian West.

Hippolytus ofRome (d. 235) understood ber as the "Refuge ofthe Affiicted," the "Home of

the King," and the "Gate ofHeaven, and Ark." Alexander ofAlexandria (d. 328), compares

Mary's virginity to the closed eastem gale ofEzekiel's temple, and described ber as

the stainless jewel ofvirginity, the rational paradise ofthe second Adam, the workshop

ofthe unity ofthe natures (ofChrist], the sœne ofthe saVÏDg contract, the bridai chamber,

in which the Ward espoused the tlesh, the living bush, which was not bumt by the tire

99Litt/e Apocalypse in Life o/ConslQntine., ili, 41 and 43; in Philip Schaff and Henry Wace, eds.,
Nicene and Past-Nicene Falhers (New Yorle, 1890), 1, 530ft: Neither Mt 24.3 Dar the accounts in Mk
16.19, Lk24.50 or ACIS 1.1 mention anycave on the Mount. 1be cave overwhich the Basilica ofthe
Holy Sepulchre rose, designated the place ofvertical descent ofChrïst's three days into hell, and was
previously occupied by a shrine ofa dying and risingg~ Tammuz-AdoDÏS. Williams, Wüdemess
and Paradise, 37.

I~t 2.11; Dan 2.45.
IO'Hymn of Germanos for the Vespers of the Feast of Christmas; Menologïon (Albens), XII

(December, 1904),307. That the cave with its cradle was thought oftheologically as being lœated
in the wildemess, tbougb it was located in Bethlehem. is bome out by a sticheron in the liturgy for
December 26; Men., XII, 319.

I02Men., Xli, 312.

•

•
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ofthe divine birtb, the truly ligbt cloud tbat bore him who is above the cherubim togetber

with bis body, the fleece eleansed by the dew from heaven ... servant and motber, virgin

and heaven, the only bridge between Gad and men, the awesome loom ... on which the

garment of union was woven (fig. 68).103

After the couneil of Ephesus in 431 proclaimed Mary Theotolcos, many pagan shrines to

feminine deities became rededicated ta the "Motber of Gad," one of the earliest being the

Pantheon in Rome, attnbuted ta Mary and the martyrs. It became the bouse ofail ofthe holy

imitators of Mary's son beneath the cosmic womb of the temple's dame, wbose oculus, or

omphalos (navel), opened to the beavens. 104

With the full adoption of the Christian religion by the Roman empire, the building of

103PG 23, 231. Ezk 44.2. As cited in Latimer, 8.
1G4See Wamer, Alone ofAli Her &X, 109-10. A full explontioD of the significance of Mary,

gates, caves and architecture bas 10 begin with the great feminine deities ofthe West. For instance,
the third-millennium BeE myth and hymn cycles ofthe Sumerian fertility goddess Inanna depiet her
as bearer ofail plant, animal and human fertility; architeeturally she is typically associated with the
elements of passage: gates, ladders, windows, bridges and cavems 10 the netherworld. She is both
the bride and the bridai chamber for her lover Dumuzi, wbose embrace causes food ta pour forth from
ber. As "lady ofthe date clusters," her earliest emblem is a gatepost with a roUed up mat to serve as
the door of the date storehouse. Sec lborkild Jacobsen, The Treasrues ofDarlcness: A History of
Mesopotamian Religion (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1976), 34-36; H. and HA.
Frankfon, John A. Wilson and lborkild Jacobsen, Before Philosophy: The /ntellectual Advenhue of
Ancien! Man (1946; reprint cd, Middlese~England: Penguïn Books, 1963), 180-82,207,214-15,
224; and David Kinsley, The Goddess Mi".or (New York: University Press, 1989), 114. In the
Akkadianm~ "lsbtar's Descent to the Underworld,ft Inanna (as lshtar) is compeUed to go among the
dead, but must pass through seven gates, each ofwhich strips her ofan article ofher royaIjeweUery
and raiment, UDtil she is finally left naked, humiliated and hlDlg on a pcg ta rot. Alter three days of
mouming, the gods rescue ber with the waters of life and sbe passes back tbrough the gates, retrieving
her clothing at each one and tbereby initiating the next growing season. Her reliance on the waters of
life accrued to Inanna a great deal ofwatery symbolism including rcsponsibility for the flood waters
in a section of the Epie of Gilgamesh, the Mesopotamian precursor ta the story ofNoah's flood in
Genesis 6-8. William W. Hallo and J.J.A.van Dijle, The Exaltation of/1fQ1UIQ (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1968), 15-19; Pritchard, 581. James B. Pritchard, ed., Ancient Hem Eastem TeJets
Re/ating to the Old Testanrent, 3rd ed. (Princeton: Univenity Press, (969), 108, 383, 644. Sec a1so
the updated translation in, My/Ils from Mesopotamia: Creation, the Flood, Gilgamesh and Others,
trans. and ïntro. by Stephanie DalIey (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), 155-162.
Her adornment, an important part ofher cult and worship, is subordinated to her sacrificial deatb and
passage among the dead in order to bring about fertility, 50 longed for after the darkness ofwinter.
Inanna was considered queen ofheaven and earth whose authority was specifically over the ranks of
the gods and the natural world below. In her royal position she was sometimes associated with the
evening star and other celestial bodies includiDg the moon. Nevertheless, her role among the heavenJy
court was Icss the distribution ofpolitical arder andjustice as was the case for male deities, and more
as a persona! advocate who was comp8SSionate and merciful and often petitioned by tbose in dire need.
Jacobsen, TreQS1l1"f!S, 237; Kinsley, Goddns Min'or, 135-37.
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churches dedicated ta Mary shifted the emphasis from ber desert humility to ber identity as

Regina, queen ofbeaven. For example, four hymns &om the twelfth century explicitly evoke

Mary's royalty: "Regina Caeli," "Ave Regina CaelolUlll,n "Alma Redemptoris Mater," and

riSalve Regina" In the early twelfth century, the Neoplatonic speculation of the Chartres

Platonists depicted Mary as Wisdom incarnate, the Sedes Sapientiae-just as she was later

carved on their cathedral's tympanum entbroned and enclosing ber son, the Divine Logos, in

ber lap.IOS In the cathedrals rising across Europe bearing Mary's new feudal title ofOur Lady,

Notre Dame, she finally became the royal enclosure of illumination itself.

Francis' devotion to Mary resonales with an architectural imagery that bridges bath

Eastern and Western Christian traditions. For instance, in bis Salutations to the Blessed

Virgin Mary he trumpeted,

Hail, 0 Lady,

holyQueen,

Mary, hol)' Mother of Gad:

you are the virgin made churcb ...

in whom there was and is

all the fu.llness ofgrace and every good,

Rail, His Palace!

Hail, His Tabernacle!

Hail, His Home!

Hail, His Robe!

Hail, His Servant!

Hail, His Mother! 106

IOSe.g., Fulbert ofChartes, in bis Sermo YI (PL 141.328) speaks ofthe "queen ofail wise virgiDs."
The second and third archivol1s ofthe Incarnation tympanum ou. the north &cade ofCbartres Cathedral
depicts the Wise and Foolish Virgin, indicating Mary as the supreme example of wisdom. In the
Incarnation tympanum al Laon eatbedral1be Virgin is represented as lbeotokos, the Sedes Sapienlioe,
tmdemeath a canopy. Sec AdolfKatzeneUcnbogen, The Sculptural Programs ofClrDrtres Cathedral
(New York: Norton, 19S9). IS. 66-67.

Mary's wisdoll1y in her mie as Advocal~ inspired a thcological merger of Mary and Sophia,
beginning with her liturgical association in the ninth century widl the Wisdom texts, Proverbs and
Ecclesiasticus 24.9: "From etemity. in the beginning, He created me."

Il)6Francis ofAssisi, Salutations to the Blessed Virgin Mary, in Armstrong, 149-50.

•
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Few authors ofFrancis' time have 50 concisely covered the range ofarchitectural symbolism

that could he associated witb Mary.l07 From palace, ID tabernacle, ID home, to robe, ID servant

to mother: Francis poetically shrinks the grandest architectural gesture into the space ofher

womb. As the spatial references of the metaphors decrease in size, 50 do ail the possible

readings ofa Marian church such as the Portiuncula be<:ome contained in the image ofthe

humblest womb-like cave. For Francis, however, the multiple readings were meant to

reinforce, not negate, one another: the palace is still contained in the mother, just as the

contents of the memory harmonize and compact into the simplest symbolic res.

Few Gospel scenes ou1side ofthe eucharistie "Do tbis in memory ofme" were as strong

an incitement to mnemonic practice as the annunciation. Mary beard Gabriel's annuciation

and pondered it, just as she considered "in her heart" the angels' announcement to the

shepherds at the nativity."101 Marys pondering became the primary exemplar and locus of

mnemonic practice for contemplatives from the desert ancborites ofthe fourth century to the

ltalian hermits of the twelfth. I09 Peter Damian wrote tbat "Mary conceived Christ in her

bodily womb, likewise, we bear Him about in the womb ofour mind.n 110 With Mary in ber

annunciation and nativity cave as she is in her heart., penitent Chrïstians were ofIered a series

ofmnemonic loci wberein ta place the sacred mYSteries in their own hearts (fig. 69). "BehoId

these innumerable fields and dens and caves ofmy memory ...ft says Augustine.1ll For the

hennit Francis, building a cave to contemplate with Mary doubled as that in which Jesus

himself would pray, because, as Francis believed, "The Lord, when he was in the bermit's

cave [carcere], when he prayed and fasted fony days and forty nights, did not have a ccli or

any building made there but stayed on the mountain onder a stone."UI

ID'In another Marian prayer, Francis relies on Peter Damian for bis architec:turaI imagery; cf.
Francis' Office ofthe Passion, Armstrong, 81-82 and Damian's Serlno, 46, PL 144, 753c and 761 ab.;
as cited in Schmucki, "Blessed Vïrgin Mary," 207, D. 30.

lOILk 1.29, 2.14-19. The incitement is based OD the heart, typically considerecl the seat ofthe
memory, upon which Mary would contempIate.

100000r instance, the hennit Canhusian order. founded in the Chartreuse mountains ofthe French
Alps near Grenoble the eleventh century. dedicated itself 10 the VirgiD and prescribed that each
member have a Marian oratory for contemplation situated in the first room oftheir c:eUs.

1l0Serma, 4S PL 144. 747 B.
IIISt. Augustine, Confessions, X, ix. This harkens ta Mt 13.44 cODCeming the parable offinding

a treasure (the memory contents) bmied in a field. Both St. Augustine's and Hugh of St. Victor's
references to the CllVILf or anInlm ofthe memory are part a tradition goes back at least ta Quintillian's
InstilUtia arataria, Je, 3, 25 and 30.

Il2SL, 13; 2 Cel 59; ctUCf!n!., in this case, probably derives ftom the ctUCer mentioned in Mt 4.1-2.
Cf. 1 Cel 71, 122; LM 10.3.
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We are now within the realm ofFrancis' architectural poetics. Francis demonstrates through

the Portiuncula renovation tbat metaphor, the basis ofpoetics, is essentiaJ to the ethical aim

of memory. 113 According ta Paul Ricoeur, metaphor brings a verbial motion ta a noun by

substituting for an absent but available ordinary word l14 At the outset, then, ethics and

metaphor share the same substituting function: neither impose a new order except by creating

rifts in the oId. ll5 By raising a vault where a timber gabled roof would have more easily done

the job, Francis substituted the ideal for the reaI without creating an entirely new building.

The combination of a relativcly lofty vault on sucb a small plan, and in an otherwise

abandoned forest, heightens our awareness tbrough their tension. Ifmedieval ethics required

a weil constructed memory, where the good deeds ofthe ancients wcre not simply verbalized

but embodied, practiced and ultimately demonstrated in the world, metaphor similarly

requires the work ofan inventive mind tbat cao permit the ideal and the real to coexist in one

place. This coexistence extends the possible meanings of a noon, as etbics extends the

possible responses to a given situation. When different things or concepts are brought

together, the metaphor, like ethics, sets the situation in motion; an unforgettable image is

painted, a memorable action is done. A creation that preserves tbis tension permits revelation.

Ifthe crucifixion was keyed for Francis, as 1 beüeve, ta the tau as a mnemonic res, then

the nativity may have been similarly conveyed by the Portiuncula. As bis words and example

became the mIe for those who joined him, the challenge facing Francis was to sustain the

poetic tension of the tau and the Portiuocula as a shared vision within the fragility of

community life and its architectural needs.

II)Metaphor, argues Paul Ricoeur, is at the basis ofpoetics: the poem in miniature. The Rule of
Metaphor: Mu/tidisciplinary Studies ofthe Creation and Meaning ofLanguage. trans. Robert Czerny
(Toronto: University Press, (977),222.

114Ricoeur, Rule ofMetaphor, 16-20. His definition springs ftom metaphor as defined by AristotIe
in ms Poetics 1457 b 6-9.

II~Ricoeur, Rule ofMetophor,22.

•
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The FOnDS of Itinerancy

a. The Habit ofPenance

After beginning the work on the PortiuncuJa in 1206~ Francis heard a passage on poverty from

the Gospel ofMatthew and decided to renovate his eremitic practice under its inspiration.

But when, on a certain day the Gospel was read in tbat churc~ how the Lord sent bis

disciples out to preach, the holy man ofGod, assistiog there, understood somewhat the

words ofthe Gospel; after mass he humbly asked the priest to explain the Gospel to him

more fully. When he had set forth for him in order all these things, the holy Francis,

hearing that the disciples ofChrist should not possess gold or silver or money nor carry

aIong the way scrip~ or wallet, or bread, or a staff: tbat tbey should not have sboes or two

tunics but that they should preach the kingdom ofGod and penance, immediately cried

out exultantly~"This is what 1 wis&, this is what 1seek, this is what 1 long to do with ail

my heart.'"

While Celano places the site ofthis decision at the Portiuncula, his carly companions place

it at San Damiano.2 Since the Portiuncula was abandoned until Francis anived, the latter

seems a more probable site.3

Celano writes that Francis committed all tbat he heard in the Gospel that day "to

praiseworthy memory" and tried ta cany it out "ta the letter."4 Given Francis' image.based

Il Cel 22. The Gospel passage is Mt. 10.9.
23 Soc 25.
lTest 24; SL 9, 12. Only S. Damiano at the lime bad a priest in residence who Francis knew well.

By moving this event to the Portiuncula, however, Celano was recognizing tbat tbis was wbere Francis,
by aIl accoUDts, was living at the time.

"1 Cel 22.
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memory, it is oot surprising that he should he inspired by such a concrete description ofthe

apostles' style of life.

(Francis] immed.iately put offthe shoes from bis feet, put aside the stafffrom bis hands,

was content witb one tonic, and exchanged bis leather belt for a small cord. He designed

for himselfa tonic tbat bore a likeness ta the cross, that by means of it he migbt beat off

all temptations of the devil; he designed a very rough tonic so tbat he might crucify the

flesh with ail its vices and sins; he designed a very poor and Mean tonic, one that would

not excite the covetousness ofthe world.5

The habit was, aœording ta numerous eyewitness reports, far from the norm for religious

attire ofthe day (figs. 26, 27, 70).' A number ofnon-Franciscan reports mention tbat he was

always barefoot and the tau-shapM tonie, with its rope belt, was ofthe very poorest eloth or

sackcloth. The description in the Dominican breviary ofca. 1254, for instance, mentions that

the tunic was ofcoarse wool whieh served him as clothing by day and bedding at night, thus

forcing Francis to beat it with a stick in order to rid it of vennin.7 Likewise, "abjection,

poverty and meanness ofapparel" soon became the signifying habitus sanctae conversationis

ofhis followers.1

In replacing the hermit's leather belt with a rope, Francis may have beeo mimicking the

SI Cel 22.
6See Esser, 96-104. "They went about barefoot and different ftom others in the fonn oftheir

babit." Martyrium quinqllefratrum, 207, as cited in Esser, 99. Note, however, that Blessed lohn the
Good, founder ofthe hennits ofBudriolo, was known to appear in a single thin grey tonie, hood, bare
legs and bare feet, but sometimes with special wooden moes designed for mortification. Schmucki,
"Place of Solitude," 92, n. 163.

7This story is from a liturgical reading in the Breviary ofthe Order ofPreochers whieb, in turn,
relies upon Apostolic Notary 10hn, Quasi stella matlllïna, found in AF X, 533-35; cited in Esser,
Origins, 97.

~rom a 1228 sermon by the (non-FraneiKan) Cardinal James ofVitry; sec Hilarinus (Felder) a
Lucema, "lacobi Vitriacensis Sermones ad Fratres Minores," in Analecta Ordinis Minorum
Capuccinorum 19 (1903): 158, 153 and lIS. James ofVitry's authentieity is note<! by G. Schreiber
in Gemeinschaften des Mittela/ters (Mllnster in Westfalen, 1948), calling lames, "one of the Most
sensitive observers ofthe canonical and monastie life ofthe world around him" (402). See also Esser,
Il, 97-99, 101.

Possibly the earliest accounts ofvoluntarily wearing a single garment and going barefoot in the
Westem tradition come fi'om the Cyme and Pytbagorean groups of tifth-century BCE Grecœ. lbeir
attire was a mark ofpoverty. humiliation, and politica1 rebellioD, and usefW for philosophers, from
Socrales ta Origen, ta attract many pupils. J.N. Bremmer, "Symbols of Marginality from Barly
Pythagoreans ta Late Antique Monts," Greece &: Rome 39, no. 2 (1992): 206-07.

•
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rope belt depicted in the image ofChrist which spoke to him in S. Damiano (fig. Il). Ali of

the earliest illustrations of Francis, and many of his biographical accounts, portray him

harefoot and bearded in the manner ofthat same image (figs. 37, 38, S6). The rope bell,

moreover, was a well-known symbol ofpenance in ascetic circles-a symbol which Francis

used, for instance, in a sermon-performance where he bad bis brothers lead him by a rope, like

a criminal, through Assisi for the sin ofeating some meat (fig. 16).9 Indeed, the eotire garb

was considered a ciIicium induti, a habit of penance or ",etànoia, signifying its role in the

healing of body and soul through deDial of the flesh. lO Celano, for instance, tells of a visit

Francis made ta a siek mar who was wearing a fur for wanntb. Francis cured him by

ordering him to take offthe fur and don bis proper habit, saying, "Observe your Rule and you

will he eured." 11

Francis writes in bis Testament that the friars "were satistied with one babit, patched

inside and out, and a cord and trousers."12 The patching or repeciare caUs to mind the

approaeh Francis had to the cburcbes he was working on (fig. 70).13 Upon a consecratcd

foundatio~the eburches were never added to, but mcnded in such a way as ta preserve, ifnot

augment., their simplieity. The habit became the distinguishing mark ofthe Franciscan friars;

it was their ooly tunie, indeed, the only item they owncd personally wbieh could oever he

added to, but bad to he repaired with care for the maintenance of its utter simplicity. 1.

Francis' sartorial creativity was manifest in bis youtb. The son ofa tine-cloth mercbant

was weil known in bis younger days for both expensive and eccentric "soft and flowing

garments," weil beyond what "was warranted by his social position." 15 He knew the social

impact ofattire. Given the simplicity ofhis final habit, its performative tau symbolism, and

the trinity of its parts (tunie, rope belt and trousers), the entire ensemble served as a striking

91 Cel 52, LP 39, MP 61; LM 8; ct: In 21.18. A rope belt bec:ame the distinguishing iconographic
element in depictions of Francis and bis followers. Sec RODa GofJen, SpirilJJDlily in Conflicl: SI.
Francis and Giono's Bardi Chapel (University Park and London, Penn State Press, 1988), 96, n. 23.

IOCf. Pazzelli, St. Francis and lhe Third Order, 90; Esser, 96-104.
III Cel 145. Altbough tbere are thRe known venions ofthe Rule for the order(in 1209, 1221 and

1223), Francis considered thcm ail as one Rule.
11Test 16.
IlConceming S. Damiano, in 1 Cel 18, 1'efXl'aI, resarcir; and, concemïng the Portiuncula, in 1 Cel

21, reparassel.
14The tonie ofCbrist in Jn 19.23-24 was seamless and valuable enough that the $Oldien at the

crucifixion threw lots for it. Ei1ber Francis ignored tbis description, or bis adherence te the penitential
way of life based on poverty espoused by Christ lOOk precedence.

1'1 Cel 2; 3 Soc 2. Cf. Manseta St. Francis, 28-61.
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memory image for observers, while serving as the only home, the only contemplative cell, for

its itinerant bearer.

He always 50ught a hidden place where he could adapt not only his whole being, but ail

his members ta God. When he suddenly felt himselfvisited by the Lord in public, lest

he be without a cel~ he made a cell of his mande. At tilDes when he did not have a

mantIe, he would cover bis face with bis sleeve, 50 that he would not disclose the "hidden

manna." Always he put 50mething between himselfand the bystanders, lest they should

become aware ofthe bridegroom's touch. Thus he could pray unseen even among many

people in the narrow commes ofa sbip.16

Francis was discovering a more public direction for his life. The caretùl and unique

construction ofhis tunic may be considered the first architectural construction for a oew type

ofChristian service he was envisioning. From an observer's point ofview, Francis presented

an image of both Christ, in beard, bare Ccet, and single poor tunic, and His crucifying cross

or tau, from the eut ofhis garment. From the wearer's perspective, however, the simplicity

and coarseness of the tunic embodied a desire for penitential healing. It was bis only

possession, and often bis ooly shelter when on the road. His habit was, literally, the church

in via. "Wherever we are,n said Francis, "wherever we go, we bring our ceU with us.n17

While he was still dwelling at the Portiuncula, Francis was asked to preach at San Giorgio.

If, as Raffaele Pazzelli believes, Francis honed bis theological thinking between 1206 and

1208, then part ofthat formation could be attributed ta the regular canons ofS. Giorgio, who

risked much in promoting to their own pulpit this bearded, barefoot and poorly clad church

repairer and friend ofthe lepers. Il The canons were exponents ofbath Jay preaching and the

penitential movement tbat was gaining momentum in the towns ofnorthem and central ltaly.19

I~ Cel 94.
17SL 80, LP 80, MP 65. Note that the priestly vestment caUed the "chasuble" comes nom the

Latin casula meaning the "little house".
IIPazzelli. St. Francis and the Third Ordu, 90-92.
19Among their ranks were Robert ofArbrissel (d. 1117), Bernard oflbiron (d. 1117), Gerard of

Salles (d. 1120). Vitalis of Savigny (d. 1122), Norbert of Xanten (d. (134), aU of wbom beaune
barefoot, poorly clothed, bearded itinerant preacbers dedicated to an ideal ofan ecclesia primitiva.
pazzelli, St. Francis and the Tlrird Order, 46-48; and C.H. Lawrence, The FrÎQTs: The Impact ofthe
Ear/y Mendicant Movement on Weslem Society (London, NY: Longmans, (994),203.
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That Francis could officially preach at a pulpit, without direct papal approval, indicates that

probably during his two or three years ofrenovating churcbes Francis was ordained a deacon

of the church. By accepting ta be one who preached but had limited sacramental function,

Francis could imitate Jesus who preached in the temples but was Dot a priest himself.

The resemblance to Jesus would continue after S. Giorgio, when Francis continued to

preach itinerantly in town squares and to any group he met along the road, retuming to the

Portiuncula at night20 James of Vitry's Historia occidenralis (ca. 1219) describes an

atmosphere in the early thirteenth centuly unusually favourable to preacbing of any kind,

where almost any charismatic speaker seems to have had a chance of winning a dedicated

following.21 Precursors ofFrancis' itinerantpreaching in the late twelfth century include Peter

WaJdo and the Waldensians, Durandus ofHuesca and the Poor Catholics, Bernard Primus

and the Poor Lombards, the Cathars and the Humiliati, ail ofwhom sought a reform ofthe

chureh through various forros ofpenance, poverty, an adherence ta the aetual words ofChrist

in the Gospels, and mobility for the sake ofspreading doctrine. The ecclesial status ofthese

groups fluctuated between approval &om Rome and denunciation as heretics.22

Inspired by the Gospel passage from Matthew he heard in 1208, the aim of Francis'

preaching was to inspire penance. Early documents reveal Francis at this time as an active

member of the central Italian penitential movement, and one who look great interest in its

genesis (figs. 55, 71).23 The movement was growing at sucb a rate that the Fourth Lateran

Council in 1215 was forced 10 develop the first medievallegislation conceming the degrees

ofpenance. In 1209 when Francis founded his First Order of brothers, the Friars Minor, he

introduced them to Pope Innocent mas "penitents from Assisi." He also founded a Third

Order of lay brothers and sisters, manied or single, who lived a religious liCe in tbeir own

homes. Francis called this group the "Brothers and Sïsters ofPenance," and they later called

themselves the Poenitenles beati Francisci.24 By 1215, with bis First Order numbering in the

20 1 Cel 24, 78, and VE 1. The Portiuncula, during these early years, was the place where Francis
"was ta he found." 1 Cel 178. Cf. Brentano, "Early Franciscans," 41.

21James of Vitry, Historia occit:/enta/is. in Lemmens, Testamonia minora, 81-84. See aIso
D'Avray, Preaching ofthe Friars, 1-63; and, Pazzelli, St. Francis and the TJr;,d Order, 46-48.

22J..ambert, Medieval Heresy, 35-171. Francis seems consi.stently 10 bave sought ortbodox advice
and approval for major decisions in bis order.

2JPazzelli, St. Francis and the Third Order, 87-99.
~ Soc 37. Saint Francis' Letter ta AU the Faithful bas generally been understood less as a letter

to all Christians than as a personaJ directive ta the "Brothers and Sïsters of Penance." See Cajetan
Esser, "La lettera di san Francesco ai Fedeli," in OCtavian Schmucki, cd. L'Ordine della Penitenza di
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hundreds and spreading out across central ltaly, PazzeUi notes a similar increase in the

number ofpenitents in the urban centres of ltaly; he ascribes the increase to the influence of

the Franciscans preaching by word and example.2S Within five years penitents had

established fratemities in MOst of these cities.

Celano wrote that whenever Francis preached penance to a crowd,

he first prayed peace for them, saying, "The Lord give you peace." He always MOst

devoutly announced peace ta men and women, to a1I he met and overtook. For this

reason many who had hated peaœ and had hated salvation embraœd peace, througb the

cooperation ofthe Lord, with ail tbeir heart and were made children ofpeace.26

Francis states in bis Testament that the Lord himselftaught him this greeting ofpeaœ, or ta

he more precise, "true peace. flXI In Francis' experience, true peace would be distinct from the

faIse peace of the 1203 carla pacis, where Assisi's feudal lords, the maiores, imposed a

property settiement 00 the homines populi or the minores, which eveotually had to be

renegotiated in 1210. Tme peace finaUy did reign in Assisi, but ooly when the minores spoke

Up.21 By rejecting ail property ownership, and calling themselves by 1210 the Fratres

minores, Francis was able ta align bis arder with the oppressed while remajning materially

neutral as itinerant and regularly sought-out peaœ negotiators.19 Francis was considered a

skilled ombudsman; in 1225, for instance, he was able ta negotiate a peace between the civic

podestà and the bisbop ofPerugia.30 Sa strong was the linking ofpenitence and peace in the

Franciscan preaching tours tbat cuits devoted ta these thernes were sparked. One was the

Great Devotion, or the Alleluia Movement, whicb convulsed manyan ltalian city by 1233.

san Francesco d'Assis; ne/ sec. XlII. Ae:ts of the First Congress ofFranciscan Studïes, Assisi, Joly 3-5,
1972 (Rome: Instituto Starico dei Cappuccini, 1973), 14; pazzelli, St. Francis and the Third Order,
102-04; Esser, liA Forerunner," 11-47.

~PazzeUi,SI. Francis and the Third Order, 139-40.
161 Cel 23; 3 Soc 26a.
l'Test 23; 1 Cel 23b, 3 Soc 26a.
21David Flood, "Peaœ in Assisi," 1-20.
29Esser, 24. On the name Friars Minor see cbapter4. note 13.
]"LP 44, MP 101. However, wbeD bis message ofpeace wu ignored, Francis seems ta bave been

indignant. For example, he once preached to the birds which gathered about corpses outside Rome.
This has recent1:,' been interpreted as a denunciation of the Romans who rejected bis preaching a
message ofpeace. See Servus Giebon, "Pre8chïng in the Franciscan OrcIer," in Monh. NIDIS. F,.ims
in Medieval Society ed. E.B. King and I.T. Scbacfer, W.B. Wadley (Sawanee, Tenn.: Press of the
University ofthe South, 1989),2,3.
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70. Francis' habit of coarse wool and patchcd ail ovcr. In
the church of Santa Chiara. Assisi. (Photo by author.)

71. The carly ordcr with Francis (at lowcr Icft) contem­
plating before a cross adorned with a crown ofthoms. nails.
blood and two flagellants' disciplines. (Anonymous of
Umbria. second half of the l6th c. Miniature from
Frallcheschina di Sallfa Maria degli Angeli. Santa Maria
degli Angeli. Archivio della Porziuncula.)
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Lay men and women donned black habits with red crosses on the back, gathered large crowds

ofchildren by trumpet calIs and preached peace and reconciliation to sucb a degree that the

diffusion of at least one serious threat of war between two Tuscan city.states bas been

attributed to this movement.31

From bis words and gestures ta his attire and work, Francis sought to imprint on the

memory ofhis listeners a particularly dynamic image ofChrist. As a result, bis listeners were

inspired to imitate Christ in their own lives, ifnot abandon aU and join him. When Francis

began to receive these new companions one of the MOst difficult problems of bis new

religious life immediately arase: how to shelter bis new community in a way consistent with

their imitation ofa poor and itinerant Jesus?

b. The Early Hennitages ofthe Order

Saon after he began preaching al S. Giorgio in 1208, three residents ofAssisi, Peter, Bernard

and GUes, joined Francis. Like him they understood the Gospel in its harsh simplicity. They

adopted Francis' habit and lived witb him al the Portiuncula.32 Noteworthy, however, is that

in the case of Bernard and Giles as weU as other early companions such as Sylvester, their

decision to join Francis had less ta do with his preaching than with bis building: "When he

saw how [Francis] laboured to restore ruined churches and what a bard life he led, Bernard

too resolved to sell bis possessions and give ail ta the poor."33

The testimonies ofbis companions indicate that Francis invited Peter and Bernard ta stay

with him at the Portiuncula wbere "they bullt a but to serve as a shelter."34 No other mention

is made ofthis but, but one can surmise that it was ofmud and sticks and that they slept and

ate on the ground, in accord witb practices documented a little Iater.35 Referringto the Gospel

llCJuonica Fratris Saiimbene de A.dam, ed. O. Rolder-Egger, Momonenta Germaniae Historica,
Scriptores (1913), 72-3. Lawrence, Fr;ars, 116-18. By 1260, public peace rallies evolved into the
popular flagellant movements through Europe wbose outward expression was probably related to the
anxiety caused by the simultaneous emergence ofthe Black Death.

l21 CeI24-25; 2 Cel 15; 3 Soc 25-30.
)]3 Soc 27,30-32; VE l.
343 Soc 32; VE 1; SL 3.
lSLP 33, SL 33.
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missioning ofthe apostIes by Jesus, they were still tao few ta be "sent out in~n 50 Francis

sent them out alone to preach and beg for tbeir food.36 When bis followers reached a number

in which pairing was possible (ie., aftcr GUes joined and they were four, and Iater in the year

when they numbered eight), they could finally go on preaching tours in apostolic "pairs".

Confonnity to Scripture was not simply a formality, but the substance of the Primitive Rule

for the group which Francis was developing. Francis reports in his Testament:

After the Lord gave me brothers, no one showed me what l should do, but the Most High

Himselfrevealed to me that 1 should live according to the form ofthe Holy Gospel. And

l had this written down simply and in a few words and the Lord Pope confinned it for

me.J7

The brothers were not to follow or interpret the Gospels direcdy but were to imitate the life

and image of Francis who himse(ffoUowed the Gospels. Francis declined to adopt rules

established by other orders, even against the advice ofa prominent cardinal, on the grounds

that he wanted a stricter interpretation ofGospel poverty than was already in practice.JI He

and his companions, now numbering twelve, brought their Primitive Rule to Rome in 1209

or 1210 for approval.39

The Rule, now lost, seems to have been entirely composed ofGospel passages with the

addition of a few extra points. Esser believes that the opening sentence of the next edition

of the Rule, the 1221 Earlier Rule, may be one ofthe surviving passages from the Primitive

Rule: "This is the life of the Gospel of Jesus Christ which Brother Francis asked the Lord

Pope Innocent to grant him ... and confirm the Rule for him and his friars, present and to

come.,,40 The historicallife ofJesus as interpreted by Francis is the Rule. According ta Esser,

both Francis and bis successor as Minister General, Br. Elias ofCortona, consistently placed

J6SL 3. Lk 10.1. Mt 11.2.21.1.
J'Test 14-15.
313 Soc 48.
39} Cel 32. This, in itseIt: was not out ofthe ordinary for the time. since Pope Innocent mwas

generally open to the itinerant preaching orders, approving the Trinitarian OrcIer in 1198, the Humiliarj
in 1201. the Poor Catholics in 1206, the Franciscans in 1209/10 and the Reconciled Poor in 1210. See
Little, Religious Poverty, ISO.
~R 1. Note that Francis seems to bave coosidered the three editions ofthe Rule (1209/10. 1221,

and 1223), and perhaps even the Rule for the Hennitages and the Testament, as one Rule. See Esser.
89.91-92.

•

•



•

•

109

the example of Francis, who imitated Christ, above the letter of the Rule.cl Ruling by

example was a new fonn of political structure for a religious order. Rather than the feudaI

or decentralized power of the monasteries, where each foundation participated relatively

equally in a federation, the Franciscans adopted a quasi-monarchical structure, with one

common superior for all the brothers in the person orthe Minister General. That is, what the

abbot was te a single monastety, the Franciscan Minister General was to the worldwide order.

Francis, the Minister General from the inception of the order in 1209 until he resigned the

position in 1220, seems initially to have conceived ofa fratemity which would aIways be in

direct contact with him. He had to be seen, heard and imitat~ for he etnbodied the Rule.

But as the order rapidlyexpanded after 1211 across central Italy ioto Spain and France he was

challenged by the need ta tind ways that would permit ail ofbis followers to observe him.

Contact with the Minister General was facilitated by Francis' ftequentjoumeys ta the loci

of his brethren. Ta ensure regular contact Francis instituted annual Chapter meetings ta

which all the brothers came ta pray, discuss issues ofcorporate importance and receive their

missions for the year ta come.C2 The first Chapters seem ta have been rather spontaneous; all

the friars and friar-novices participated. The earliest recorded Chapter was in the vicinity of

Gubbio with approximately 300 men in ~ttendance; aIlothers, it seems, took place at the

Portiuncul~which hosted gatherings of as manyas 3000 toward the end of Francis' life.cl

These were the Cbapters of the Mats, in which the mars dwelt in woven lean-tos io the

Portiuncula forest. 44 The meetings were therefore a way to not ooly behold their poor and

holy leader in his proper itinerant tableau, but also to participate in that image as the

wandering chiidren of Moses in Exodus, among other allusions. These meetings were

necessary if Francis was to legislate by image rather than word.

Perhaps no other document better displays how Francis communicated order by imagety

4lEsser, 128, n. 190. The~ acœrding to an early mar, Thomas ofEccleston, "served the
Lord, not by means ofconstitutions made by men, but by the fi'ee impulses oftheir devotion, being
satisfied by the Rule alone and the very few statues that had been issued within the first year of the
confirmation ofthe Rule." Eccleston, V, 25.

42Esser, 71-81; Brooke, 286-91.
43This first eye-witness report is contained in the anonymous Legenda de pass;one sancti

Verecundi mililis et martyris, in Lemmeos, Testamonia minora, 10-11. 1bat Gubbio was the first we
have on record certainly does Dot dismiss the possibility ofevcn cartier meetings, probably held at the
Portiuncula. Annual Cbapter meetings were becoming the Dorm for ail orders at this time, and was
demanded of them by Pope Innocent m at the Fourth Lateran Councîl in 1215. Conci/iorum
Oecumenicorum Decreta, 216(, as cited in Esser, 71-81 .

44See Brooke, 287; and Fleming, BonavenllUe, 76-77.
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than his extremely briefRule for the Hennitages (ca 1217-21).~5 It begins,

Those who wish to live religiously in hermitages should be three brothers or four at the

most; two of these should be mothers and they May have two sons or at least one. The

two who are mothers should follow the life ofMartha, while the two who are sons should

folIow the Iife ofMary and they may have an enclosure in which each one May have his

small ceU in which he May pray and sleep.46

Two extraordinary PQetic images are employed to descn"be what might have been more

efficiently and more commonly conveyed as a prescriptive legislation. First, the deepest of

familial metapbors underlines the emotional bond necessary for the hermit community; the

mothers are to protect the sons from visitors and distractions~cook for them and beg for food;

the sons, in tum, are ta "seek alms from [the mothers]~ as Iittle poor ones."~7 Next, Francis

underlines this familial image with a scriptural strake. The lives ofMartha, the busy domestic

worker, and ber sister~ Mary~ the contemplative, are beld up as concrete Gospel images for

the friars to emulate." In a later passage ofthis Rule, Francis pennits the sons to converse

with the mothers and no others, including, presumably, other friars who may be present. This

Rule insures the intimacy of spiritual conversation in pairs or at MOst threes that Christ

himselfrecommends and displays, for instance, in bis stay with Martha and Mary.49 FinaIly~

each should receive bis own cellula, or Iittle cell, for prayer, as Jesus recommends.50 Thomas

of Celano describes daily life in one such hermitage in Spain, where the mothers and sons

switched raIes every week. Here, one of the sons was once observed through the cracks in

the stick and mud walls ofhis celI, where he was

4~This text, cited hereafter as RH, is found in the oldest manuscript coUection of Franciscan
sources, the Assisi Codex 338. For its history and meaning see Cajetan Esser, "Die 'Regula pro
eremitoris data' des hl. Franziskus von Assisi," FS 44 (1962): 383-417; and Oktavian Schmucki,
"Franciscus Dei Laudator et Cultor.' De Orationis Vi ac Frequentia in Eius cum Scriptus tum Rebus
Gestis," Laurentianum 10 (1969): 3-36.

46RH 1-2.
47RH 5.
41Lk 10.38-42. (This Mary is not to he confused with the mother ofJesus.)
49Mt 18.20; Lk 10.38-42. Schmucki beüeves that Francis' use ofthis metaphor in a rule for

religious habitation was entirely new for its time; "Mentis Silentum," 69.
~<!Mt 6.6.
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prostrate upon bis face on the ground stretched out in the form ofa cross; and there was

no sign that he was alive either from breathing or from movement Two candies were

buming at his head and at bis feet, and they lighted up the celI in a wonderfid way with

a bright light.51

The private enclosure, as opPOsed to the shared dormitories ofthe monasteries, permits the

contemplative to submerge sensua1ly in, and thereby fix in the memory, the poetic imagery

of the Gospel or the metaphorical richness ofhis œil or tau habit (figs. 8, 55).

It is likely that an cartier fonn of the Rule for the Hennitages was adopted very carly on

by the arder and used alongside the 1209 Primitive Rule.52 The hermitage daily life in the

Rule included having the residents say the seven monastic hours ofthe Divine Office. The

question therefore arises whether the architecture ofthe bennitages, called the claustrum, or

"enclosure" in the Rule, aIso followed the monastic tradition.

After approval of their Primitive Rule in Rome, in 1210 the first twelve companions stayed

for approximately fifteen days at a site near Orte, along the Flaminian Way (sec map, fig. 72).

They chose this site because it was "deserted and abandoned, and rarely, ifever, visited by

people. ,,'3 Local documents set this at the abandoned church of St. Nicholas of the Rocks.$4

This corresponds with Francis' admission in the Testament: "We remained willingly in

deserted churehes.,,55 At Orte Francis had to decide whether bis group should "dweU among

men or go to solitary places.,,$6 The answer was inspired by Jesus as portrayed in the

Gospels-to do bath. Their work was to he among people through preaching and giving good

example, but their dwelling places were to be like the one near Orte, far from the throngs

SI2 Cel 178.
52Esser, 176-77.
53 1 Cel 34.
s"See A. Camilli, Memoriefrancescane in Orle (Subiaco, 1927), 11-15; and, P. Marini, tIn

soggiomo di san Francesco e dei suoi undici compagni in Orle, ft in La France franciscaine 18 (1941):
240-68, esp. 266-67.

5s-rest 4. Other abandoned churches ofthe early order tbat Francis ftequented include the church
ofSt Peter de Bovara, nearthe cast1e ofTrevi in 1214, and a church in Monte Casale, Trabaria See
Schmucki, "Place ofSolitude," 84-85; and Esser, Dos TestœnenI, 101. Sec aIso Esser, Das Testament,
l68, where the author adds a comment, and p. 93, where he discusses a later variant reading "in
ecclesiis derelictis." Cf. 3 Soc 38-39.

'61 Cel 35. See a simiIar decisioD in LM 12.1-2.
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where they could "commerce with holy poverty" in an "absence of aIl thïngs."57 The

experience near Orte was decisive for the young order; Francis desired lo have a community

both in proximity lo, yet isolated from, urban settlements." The towns provided food and

provisions that they could beg for as weU as people to be convel1ed through their preaching

and example. "Heavenly solitary dwellings" were necessary ifthey were ta imitate Jesus, who

prayed in the wildemess, on mountains and "in the clefts orthe rock. "59

Although the Orte site gave them both isolation and proximity to townspeople, they

decided to depart from it for fear of an "outward appearance of ownership" because of the

"pleasantness of that place. ,,60 The reason for their departure raises one of the subtlest of

Francis' requirements for the order's dweUings: tbat their loci he entirely without the taint of

ownership, in either fact or appearance. A story conneeted ta the next location ofthe order,

at a tiny abandoned hovel at Riva Tom in the Spoleto Valley, seems to exemplify the point.

While the first Franciscans were dwelling tbere, a stranger drove bis donkey into the shed

with the intention of taking possession of the hut, blocking any designs the ragged group

might have had on expanding the place. After expressing bis frustration, Francis and the rest

soon got up and left the hovel ta him.61 The stranger MaY have had good reason for his fears.

Already the hut had its beams marked out with the names of the friars ta designate their

praying and sleeping places. Even by this small action, Francis seems ta have violated bis

own desire "to have no place lo lay his head," and ta have paid the price.62 New men were

petitioning to jain the arder, and expansion would have been inevitable. The next site, then,

warranted careful consideration and advice. Francis offered bis solution:

It seems good and right for us to acquire, either from the bishop or the canons of S.

Rufino or from the abbot ofSt Benedict's monastery, sorne smaU and poor church where

the brothers cao say their hours, and which bas near it some small, pocr dweUing made

ofmud and withies where the brathers cao rest and attend to their needs. For this place

57} Cel 34.
5'Robert Brentano demonstrates tbat the distance ofthirtcenth-century Franciscan hermitages from

towns was never 50 far as to prolubit daily excursions to preach to the urban laity. Brentano, "Early
Franciscans," 29-47.

59 1 Cel71. See also 1 Cel 122. The passage alludes to Cam 2.14.
6O} Cel 35.
61} Cel 44, 3 Soc 55. Obviously following Lk 6.30: nOïve ta everyone who asb you, and do not

ask for your property back from the man who robs you."
62Francis is recorded as citing titis passage in SL 13. It refers to Mt 8.20, LIe 9.58.

•
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[that is, Riva Torto] is oot reputable and this house is really too small ta stay in oow that

it pleases Gad ta multiply our oumbers, and MOst of all we have no church here where

the brothers could say their hours. Ifany were ta die it would not be seemly to bury him

bere, nor in a chW'Ch ofsecular clerics.63

According to the Scripta Leonis, the monks ofSt. Benedict 00 Mount Subasio

granted ta Francis and his mars the church ofSt. Mary ofthe Portiuncula, as being the

very poorest they had.... It was also what Francis had wanted.... St. Francis was

greatly delighted with the site the mars had been given.64

Francis and his companions 50 desired the site that they were recorded as living there even

before the church itselfwas formally rented to them.65 The Benedictines would retain rights

to the property, while the friars would paya symbolic annual rent of a basket of fish.66

Francis was quite pleased with this deal, since "he always wanted the laws for strangers to he

observed by bis sons, namely, ta he gathered under the roof that belongs ta another. "67 If

Francis considered the contract to be the fruit of begging for alms, it seems to have violated

his desire not ta receive any amount "beyond what was sufficient for them for one day. ,,61 The

problem then was to live there in 5uch a way that appearances would demonstrate that they

did not own il.

Francis' 1221 Earlier Rule suggests bis answer to the dilemma:

The brothers should he aware that, whether they are in hermitages or in other places, they

do not make any place their own [sibi appropriare] orcontend with anyone about it. And

63SL 8.
64SL 8.
653 Soc 55-56.
66-[he arrangement seems to have remained in place at least until 1244 when a Bull of Innocent

IV includes the chapel ofthe Portiuncula among the properties of the local Benedictines. Sec Paul
Sabatier, Speculum Perfectionis. 144, n.h. Lambert, 44.

572 Cel 59.
l5ISL 4. Note tbat carlier. al the site near arte. the brothers. with Francis' approval, stashed smplus

alms in a nearby sepulchre for supplies into the next clay. By the time they arrived al Rivo Torto. it
seems, this practice was curtailed. See 1 Cel 34.
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whoever comes te them, friend or foe, thiefor robber, should he reœived with kindness.69

Comparing the words sibi appropriare with their use in a parallel writing of Francis, the

Admonitions, shows that the intent seems ta have been ta allow the occupation ofproperty

by the brothers, as long as no claim of ownership was made; strangers, however, were

welcome not only to visit, but aIso to entirely take it over ifthey 50 chose.70 Tbus the Earlier

Rule depends 00 an awareness of the appearance of itinerancy such that thieves would take

no interest in their goods and that their detractors would he repulsed.71

To arrive at an understanding of whether or bow the architecture of the Portiuncula

demonstrates this understanding of the Rule, let us examine the design ofearly Franciscan

settlements. The loci of the friars, 5uch as the Portiuncula, usually consisted of four main

architectural elements:

1. A claustrum or enclosure. The Scripta Leonis describes the typical material of a

Franciscan enclosure as "a good hedge instead of a wall, as a sign of holy poverty and

humility" (see frontispiece).72 Mention is made of a hedge existing al the Portiuncula in a

story involving Francis' communication with a cicada.73 A sketch of the area from the

sixteenth century was discovered in the early twentieth ceotury; it is thought to have been an

attempt to depict the original Portiuncula site from the time of Francis. It shows a hedge

perimeter which surrounded the entire site except for the entrance ta the domus and the

Portiuncula chapel (fig. 73).7. In a story conceming the visit of Lady Jacoba to the

Portiuncula, a claustrum is depicted as that where the individual cells were located and whose

159ER 7.
7°Admonitions, IV, in Armstrong, 28. See 2 Cel 87 where Francis provides a similar example,

when speaking about the importance ofgiving up one's cloak to a beggar. On sibi appropriare see
Lambert, 5 1.

71 A later demonstration of the 1imits of this rule MaY be seen in the first mission of mars to
Hungary in 1219. Since they could not speak German, peasants set upon them and $lole their habits,
including their breeches. As a result, they decided to smear theu tunics with cow-dung ta prevent
further theft. But after finally being arrested as beretics, they called the mission a failure and retumed
to Italy; Jordan, 6.

nSL 16, MP 10.
7JSL 84.
74p. Stephano Toti da Bettona. "Schïzzo della piata topographia dell'antico edificio della

Porziuncula prima della fàbbrica dell'attuale BasiIica," in E.M. Giusto, L'Oriente Serafico (1916-17):
284ff. The sketch seems to be based on the foundations which were uncovered durin& the first
construction orthe immense basilica witbin which the Portiuncula chapet was eventually enclosed (fig.
59).

•
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73. A sch~matic diagram of the original Portiuncula site. with hedgc in dotted line and. bclow. a sitc
plan. art~r the mud and stick huts were rcbuilt in 1230. of the Portiuncula chape!. cells and monastcry
complcx just hcforc the 17th c. construction of the Basilica of S. Maria dcgli Angeli. (From Tofi da
Bctlona. "L Oriente Serafico.·· 170; as rcproduced in Mancini and Scoui. La Basilica di S. Maria
dcg!i Angeli. fïgs. 65. 66.)
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only access was through the domus.75 The Rule for the Hermitages mentions that the entrance

into the claustrum was barred ta ail visitars, even visiting brothers; no meals were ta be taken

within the claustrum and it was to be completely silent76 All together, the evidence seems

to indicate that the Portiuncula chapel was entered nom the exterior, but ifone wished ta

enter the hedge-bound compound, passing tbrough the domus would be required. Along with

the cells of the praying mars, the hedge claustrum enclosed both the communal vegetable

garden and the private cemetery ofthe fiiars. 77

2. A domus, house or friary. At the Portiuncula this was the house ofmud and sticks

which was built early on by Francis, and presumably enlarged by him and his companions

when they retumed to the site after Rome and Rivo Torto (fig. 55). The same construction

is mentioned again in the Scripta Leonis as "a poor little cottage thatched with straw, its walIs

made of withies and mud, as the friars had made it when they first went to live there. ,,71

When the Bishop ofOstïa came ta visitthe Portiuncula,

he went to see the donnitory which was in that house [domo], with many soldiers, monks

and other clergy that came witb him. When he saw tbat the mars slept on the ground

with nothing beneath them but a littIe straw, no pillows and a few peor coverlets, almost

completely wom out and coming to pieces, he began ta shed Many tears.79

The domus at the Portiuncula had a donnitory where the brothers who were the Marthas slept

It was attached to a room at the main entrance that was large enough ta hold a smaU crowd

(fig. 55). From textual and archaeologica1 evidence regarding the hermitage ofGreccio, this

large room probably served as the main entrance where visitors were received, as weil as the

community refectory and kitchen. Behind it was the dormitory, with, at its farthest end, a

small cell that Francis used (figs. 19, 74, 75).10 Similar large rooIUS where the mars greeted

beggars and guests, and in which tables could be set for meals, appear in descriptions ofother

75LP 101, SL 101.
76RH 3. 7-9.
77SL 84, 8.
7·SL Il. A tiiary-domus is also mentioned in LP 13.
~P 33, SL33.
sOLP 94, 2 Cel 64, SL 94. Note, however. tbat because Greccio was a cave, the c/austnun was

bounded by the cave walls and not a hedge.
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hermitages during Francis' time.·1 Aiso considered part of the domus was the dormitory of

the brothers who had domestic duties.12 The maximum number ofmars ta dwell in any one

hermitage site seems ta baver around a dozen, for Francis "wished the ftiars not to congregate

in large numbers in bouses because it seemed ta him that it would he difficult to preserve

paverty with large numbers. "13 We cm conclude tbat the domus, bouse or friaJy served as the

entrance room, refectory, kitchen and main community space for a small groups offriars.

3. Cellulae, cells, or carceri, prisons. Cella was the term used in the middle ages to

denote the shelter of the bermit, pilgrim or crusader. In the Rule for the Hermitages, these

were the cells of the contemplative "sons" or "Marys." They were constructed ofmud and

unhewn wood and were located witbin the bedge enclosure (6gs. 55, 73 and frontispiece).14

Ta access them one bad ta pass througb the main enttance of the domus and then througb a

baek door wbicb led ta the yard enclosed by the bedge.lS Francis' free-standing ceU at the

Partiuncula had a door upon whicb one could knack, a small entry bail (wbere, according to

at least one account from bis late years, another brother, perhaps his nurse, stayed), and a

second room separated from the first with a rush mat wbere Francis prayed and slept.16 The

eells were not to be claimed by any fiiar but rotated among them, as Francis clearly

demonstrated when be immediately abandoned a ccll after one of bis brothers called it

"Francis' cell."17 Only in 1226 is mention made for the fust time in the sources tha~ besides

prayer and sleep, sUent work could also take place in these cells, "as a precaution against idle

words."88

The cells were often caUed carceri or prisons by the friars, sincc Francis considered tinte

spent in one's cell, especiaUy during Lent, as a temporary or voluntary imprisonment. The

reference, of course, had deep biblicaI roots and was a commonplace not only in

contemplative circles, but among the practitioners ofmemory." Hugh ofSt. Victor made

112 Cel 44, 61, 178; LP 32,54.
12SL 8.
13SL 14, MP 10. Twelve was the usual number offiiars al the Portiuncula. See AFH, xiii, 295.
"'2 Cel 56, 59, LP 13, SL 13, MP 5,9.
IlsLP 6, 2 Cel 100.
16SL 6, LP 6.
l'LP 13, SL 13.
IILP 16, SL 16.
~P 13,46,80,92; SL 13; 2 Cel 59. Carcu, in the Christian tradition, derives from the animal

cells mentioned in Mt 8.20 and Lk 9.58 and is implied by Mk 1.12-13. Among hermits, carcer is
mentioned, for instance, in the Jœgula So/itariorum ofGrimlaicus, (PL 103, 592bc, ch. 14), and was
the name used by the bermits ofMonte Luca, above Spoleto, to refer to their priV8te quaners. Sec
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7·t Cave-hennitage at Greccio. plan showing the communal rcfectorylkilchen (no. 4). the donnitory
of the friars (no. 5) and the private cellae. where Francis would stay (nos. 6. 7). (From Mistretta.
Francesco Archirerro. 1.+ 1.)

75. Vicw of refcctorylkitchcn of the cavc-hcrmitagc at Grcccio: the donnitory is through the door­
way in the centre of photo. <Photo by author.)



•

•

117

frequent use of the word cella as a metaphor for a trained memory, in distinction from the

si/va or the pathless forest ofcbaotic memory.90 The association was aIso made to the cellae

where bees make their honey, and, like a trained memory, give forth their sweet nectar.'1

Severa! ofPrancis' biographers mention the love he exhibited for bees. There is an account

ofan abandoned hermitage cell where a clay vessel was later found to be inhabited by bees

who "... had built littIe cells in the vessel with wonderful solI, signifying the sweetness of

contemplation that the saint had experienced there. ,,92

4. An ecc/esia, or chapet One of the reasons for retuming to the Portiuncula was the

desire for a consecrated burlal ground apart from that ofthe secular cleries at the parishes.93

The concem reveals the degree to which long-tenn thinking prompted the Franciscans' rentai

of the Partiuncula, where even the ground they were to he buried in would, nevertheless, he

borrowed rather than purchased.

Another reason for moving back to the Portiuncula was that Rivo Torto had no chapel

"where the brothers can say tbeir hours.",. The Portiuncula chapel was, therefore, to serve

primarilyas a private oratory for communal prayer, and not for preaching ta the laity.'s

Communal prayer in the early days of the order was a set ofsimple prayers such as the Our

Father (far the henefit of the simpler brothers) which were said from memory.96 Francis not

ooly said his own office daily from memory, but composed a number of psalmodies and

canticles for the use of bis followers.97 Common prayers were generaIly sung. The Our

Father could be sung at any time at the Portiuncula, according ta the prampting of the Holy

Schmucki, "Place ofSolitude," 103-106.
9Of'or instance, see the use ofceJ/ae in the preface te Hugh's Chronica, in Green, ed. "Hugo of St.

Victor," 484-7. See Carruthers, 34·35.
91 "One shouJd be a1ert in Medieval discussions ofhoney-bees for a trained memory may very weil

lurk within the meadows and flowers. chambers, treasure·boardst and enclosures of hivelbooks."
Carruthers, 38. Virgil, Georgics,4, 163.M (Locb Classical Library). Rbabanus Maurus, ofthe late
ninth century, mentions in bis De universo, 22, ~ PL Ill. 594C, "Divine Scrïpture is a honeycomb
filled with the honey of spiritual wisdom."

922 Cel 169. Sec also 1 CelSO and 2 Cel 16S.
93SL 8, 3 Soc 56, LP 8, MP 55.
~SL 8, 3 Soc 56, LP 8, MP 55.
9sSL 16.
96 1 Cel 47. Esser, 107, n. 261.
~serargues tbat Francis and bis early brothers recited the office from memory trom evidence

in 1 Cel 45, and from anotber story citing Francis as saying bis office in the rain, 2 Cel 96. Esser,133,
n.260. One ofthe earliest and simplest ofthe prayers he taught was tbat which we discussed above:
"We adore thec Christ, here and in aIl tby churches" (Test 4), an appropriate selection for cbanting at
the Portiuncula chapel.
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Spirit.98 Spontaneous singing can be traced directly back to the conversion of their

troubadour founder, who was once observed wandering through forests in "scanty garments

... singing praises to the Lord in the Provençal language."" Francis desired to have those

friars stay at the Portiuncula who were not onJy "holy in ail their actions," but who could "sing

the office best" 100 This was to cnsure that a truly exemplary life would he lived at the

Portiuncula for aIl to see: that is, a life consisting offasts, vigils, "continuous prayer day and

night and continuous silence," and only conversations "about the glory of Gad and the

salvation ofsouls with much uplifting fervour."lol The Portiuncula was, however, "not to be

profaned in the slightest by any vain and unprofitable words, but MaY he served

wholeheartedlyand kept pure and holy with hymns and praises to GOO." 102

When these four elements were put together, the result, in the words ofFrancis, was an

eremus or eremitorium, that is, a wildemess retreat or hennitage. 103 Perhaps the closest

precedent for the configuration would he that ofthe Benedictine hermits at CamaIdoli. Given

in 1012-15 ta St Romuald (d. 1027) bythe CountofMaidoli (hence, the name, Ca-maldoli,

or field of Maldoli), this settlement seems to have been based upon the form of the early

Christian bermitage commune or [aura, which was probably gleaned by Romuald from bis

renowned knowledge ofthe source documents ofthe early Christian ascetics. Here, high in

the forest of the Tuscan-Romagnese Appenines northeast of Arezzo, a small number of

hennits' cel/ae, with their own cultivated plots oflan~ were clustered by Romuald around a

central and probably single-naved Romanesque chapel. IlM This area was described as having

rushing streams, seven pure fountains, green fields, and patbs ta and from the mountain ridges

(fig. 76). Two miles below tbis foundation, a building was begun around 1015 to provide a

93 1 Ce185f. The Legenda ofSt. Clare notes a miracle where she heard Pa wonderfW singing ..
. which used to resound in the church ofSt. Francis," 29; in Clare ofAssisi, Armstrong, ed., 256tI.
After Iarger numbers ofclerics stanedjoining the arder in 1215, the breviary became more commonly
used; Esser, 104-10.

991 Cel 16. Note that, in the reaIm ofliterature, "the vemacular religious lyric ofthe thineenth
century ... was perhaps the Most explicit witness ta the emergence throughout Europe ofa pervasive
and durable 'Franciscan' style." John V. Fleming, An Introduction ta the Franciscan LiteratllTe ofthe
Middle Ages (Chicago, 1977), 186.

looSL 9, LP 9.
10lSL 9, LP 9.
I02SL 9, LP 9. see &Iso, Schmuclci, "Mentis Silentium," 67.
103According to Schmucki, these two words were used interchangeably throughout the various

sources. See "Placc ofSoütude," 86-88.
I04The single-naved chapel was also common in the architecture ofthe Carthusian hermits (ca.

1084-). Sec Braunfels, Monaster;es, 111-24.
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hospice and guesthouse for travellers. It was later organized into a cenobitica1 or cloistered

monastery to bath serve and shield the hermits above from outsiders. Intended as a reform

of the Benedictine order in both practice and architecture, this hermit-cenobitic anangement

was the basis for all Camaldolese foundations. It was often caUed an alter Nitria, an imitation

of the Egyptian desert of St. Antony. l~

The similarities between the Camaldoli and the PortiuncuJa sites include the wildemess

locatio~ the retum to the simplicity ofthe ecclesia primitiva in the poor ceLIae, the centrality

of a chapel, the separation between the silent hermits and those who receive outsiders, and

the regular exchange ofplaces between the hermits and the cenobitical monks at the entrance.

Connections between Francis and the Benedictines with regard ta architecture are

demonstrated by the numerous property rentais that the Benedictines provided the Franciscans

besides the Portiuncula106 Noteworthy as weil is that two of the earliest Franciscan

hermitages founded after the Portiuncula were those ofMonte Casale and La Verna. Monte

CasaIe, a castle built in 1010, became, in 1187, a CamaIdolese hennitage and in 1213, a locus

of the Friars Minor. In the same year, Francis a1so received the entire mountain ofLa Vema

which was close to Camaldoli; it was a1so donated by a local count lO7 Where the Portiuncula

differed from Camaldoli however, was that the Camaldolese property was not in waIking

distance of an urban centre, the Camaldolese hermits were not free to come and go, a

Camaldolese hermit and a novice often lived together in the same cell, their gardens were

individually, not communally, cultivated, and, byall accounts, the Camaldolese property had

a stone wall, rather than a hedge, to keep outsiders out. 101

100See Little, ReJigious Poverty, 71; G. Tabacco. "Romualdo di Ravenna e gli inizi deU'eremitismo
Camaldolese," in 1. Leclercq, L'eremitismo in Occiden!e nei seco/i Xl eXIl, Miscellanea dei Centre
di Studi Medioevali, IV (Milan, 1965), 73-119; idem, 'La data di fondazione di Camaldoli', Revista
di Storia d'ltaUa, XVI (Rome, 1962), 451-5 and A. Giabbani, L'eremo, vita e spiritualita eremitica
nel monachismo Cama/do/ese primitivo (Brescia, 1945). For the early Christian cenobitîc and
anchorite set-ups, see Derwas Chitty, The Desert a City (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1966).

I06For instance, the earliest Franciscan hermitages at Nami, Spoleto, Eremo di Carceri outside
Assisi, and Santa Maria de Fameto nC8r Perugia, and (wo unnamed hermitages in Spain were al1 rented
to the friars by local Benedictine monasteries. Clare's rapidly growing order owed aImost all of its
new convents to the generosity ofthe Benedictines.

101Actus Beati Francisesi, 9; James of Massa, Historia Acceptionis Loci Montis A/vernae.
Sbaralea, BF 4, 156; translated in Onmibus. 1893. Il is also Doteworthy that Br. Giles, an early
companion, lived with the Camaldolese for a while; AF iii, 82.

tO'On the parallels and contrasts bctween FrancisC8DS and Camaldolese sec, P. Deyere,
"Complexité de l'érémitisme," Vie Spir. 87 (1952): 243-54, esp. 244. Note tbat Peter Damian wrote
a biography ofRomuald, composed a rule used by the Camaldolese. and resided in a hermitage with
a similar set-up which was founded by a disciple ofRomuald. On this basis the Camaldolese have
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The new type of eremitorium that Francis envisioned for the Portiuncula may be

understood as a combination ofthe wildemess~tw~tiered,Martha-Mary configuration ofthe

Camaldolese with the poverty ofthe leprosarium and the inter-urban mobility ofthe crusader,

pilgrim, peasant and trader. Here began an architecturallayout for bath contemplation and

action, memol)' and etbics~ which was truly unique for its time.

c. Poverty Abuses and Corrections

In the period between Francis' reception ofthe Portiuncula site in 1209-10 and bis resignation

as Minister General in 1220, the Portiuncula became, ta a remarkable degree, an example for

the construction and way of living for ail the settlements ofthe order. Loci of the friars buih

in the manner ofthe Portiuncula have been documented at Cortona, Cetona, and Sarteano, in

1212; at Mount La Vema (figs. 57~ 77), Foligno, Bologna,N~Monte Casale, CamposteIJa,

Burgos, Barcelona, and Ciudad Rodrigo, in 1213; and in the next year at Fabriano, Bovara,

Spoleto and Cesi, where it is reported that Francis himself constructed "a Iittle church in

honour of the Blessed Virgin Mary, which was similar in ail things to St Mary of the

AngeIs."l09 In 1215, settlements are recorded at the Carceri outside Assisi (fig. 63), Perugia,

Siena, Greccio (figs. 71, 74, 75), and Santa Maria della Foresta (fig. 78), and in 1216 at

Reggio Calab~ Fonte Columba (figs. 79,80) and Gubbio (for most ofthese loci, see map,

fig. 72). From 1217 onward, special missions ofthe friars began ta found various settlements

in Gennany, France, Sp~ Syria, Dalmie~ and on into northem Europe and the Middle

long c1aimed Peter Damian one oftheir own ifnot officially, at least in spirit. Like them, he went
barefoot, wore coarse clothïng, and slept on a bard bed. See Owen BIU1D, St. Peter Damian: His
Teaching on the Spiritual Lijë (Washington: Catholic University ofAmerica Press, 1947), 7-12, 92,
114. And after him, the hermit Robert l'Arbrissel, in 1101 is reponed to bave founded a colony ofhuts
in Fontevrault erected around a small chapel dedieated ta Mary. Unlike Francis, however, bis
followers, who supposedly numbered in the tbousands~ were primarily "faIlen" women whom he
sometimes invited to sleep in bis bed in order to prove bis resistance ta sexual temptation. Denis de
Rougemont, Love in the Western Wor/d(New York: Schocken Books, 1983),355.

I~adding, Annales Minorum, year 1213, pp. 173-74. As far as this passage is concerned, the
annalist is supported by Mariano ofFlorenœ; see Willibord Lampen, "s. Franciscus Cultor Trinitatis,"
AFH 21 (1928): 456; Bracaloni, "S.Francesco are:1ùtetto," 363; and Nicola Cavanna, LVmbria
francescana (perugia, 1910), pp. 275-76. See aIso Francis ofAssisi, Exhortation 10 the Praise ofGod,
in Armstrong, 42.
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76. Ph010 ofhcnnitagcs Olt the monaslcry ofCamaldoli.Arczzo. (Photo from Mistrctta.
Francesco Archirerro. 177.)

77. Inlcnor of Santa Mana dcgli Angcli. La Verna. c. 1216-18. The wooden choir stalls arc a 1611er
addition. (Phoro by author.)
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• 78. Chape! of S. Fabiano at thc
Com'cnt of S. Maria della Foresta.
plan. <From Salvatori. "Le prime
scdi franccscane:- fig. p. 93.)
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79. Magdalcne chapcl. Fontc
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East. HO

By 1221, the mars bad grown in number from twelve ta al least three tbousan~ and were

spread all avec Europe and the Holy Land 111 There is a com:sponding increase in documents,

testimonies and biographies bath from within the order and outside it. These sources are

quite consistent in characterizing the new order as bath bermits and itinerant preachers, as

Bishop James ofVitIy, an astute non-Franciscan observer ofthe mars, records in 1216: "Dy

day they go into the cities and villages, winning whom they may by helping where they can;

by night they retum ta their hermitage or the lonely places in which they pass their time in

contemplation."1l2 The sources are equally consistent in caIling their settlements loci, or

erimitorium, in careful cootradistinction from the monasterii of all other existing orders. ll3

In 1219-21 James ofVitry could still say that the Franciscans "have no monasteries, churches,

... houses or possessions. Nowhere to lay down their beads."1l4 Even after the friars arrived

in Eogland in 1224, documents in city archives such as Oxford's attest tbat the new arder did

not own their settlements, referring ta them as guests and renters at various loci. Franciscan

chronicler Thomas ofEccleston notes how, even in the calder climes ofLondon, the fiiars

"bullt cells for themselves, with waUs ofplaited grasS."I15 By the late 1230'5, the Minister,

or local head, ofthe English province ofthe fiiars, Albert ofPisa, tore down a stone cloister,

because of its "appearance ofarrogance," 00 land offered to them in Southampton, and had

the stone walls of a donnitory in Shrewsbury knocked down so they could he rebuilt in the

humbler material ofclay. 116

The Scripta Leonis quotes Francis in 1226 on his preferred approach ta settlement:

When the brothers go to any city where they have no place, and find someone who wants

to give them eoough land for them to build a bouse and have a garden and what is

11°1 Ce163, 92; 2 Cel 46, 168. For the foundation dates oftbese and ail Franciscan settlements see
John Moorman, Medieval Franciscan Houses (St Bonaventure, NY: Franciscan Institute Publications,
1983); and John Moorman, Â History ofthe Franciscan Order: From its Origins to the Year 1517
(Oxford: Clarendon Press. 1968), 20-122.

IIIRosalind Brooke accepts the estimate of 3000 mars attending the 1221 Chapter at the
Portiuncula. See Brooke, 286-91.

"~B.C.Huygens, Lettres de Jacques de Vitry (Leiden, 1960), ïntro. and Epistolae 1, p. 75-76.
ll3Esser, 156-72.
114Iames ofVitry, Historia orienta/is, ch. 32; Esser, 156.
mEccleston. n, 9; see Esser, 168.
116Eccleston, IV, 23; see Esser, 169. Albert of Pisa admits that the Franciscan mission was

successful in England mainly because oftheir poverty; &:cleston, VU.
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necessary for them, they ought first to consider how much land will suffice, always

bearing in mind boly poverty.... Afterwards they ought to go to the bishop ofthat city

... [and ask,] "We would like to build tbere witb God's blessing and yours."117

Thus, the Criars were to beg for both their land (whicb, of course, they would rent), and for

the approval of church authorities ta be in their jurisdiction. Francis continued,

let them go theo and have a boundary diteh made.... Let them plant there a good hedge

instead ofa wall.... Let them bave poor hovels prepared, made of loam and wood, and

sorne other small ceUs where the brotbers cao sometimes pray and may be free to wodc.

. . . Let them also bave small cburches built. The brothers ought not to have large

churches made for preaching 10 the people, or for any other reasoo. III

This 1246 document, then, relates the oral tradition from twenty years earlier regarding

settlement: a hedge, a domus or two for the domestic brothers, sorne cells for the praying

brothers, and a small private oratory. The list includes wamings against stone waUs and large

preaching churches, reflecting the tater, more dire situation that came about at the time of

Scripta Leonis with respect to the practice of poverty throughout the order; large churcbes

where lay persons could worship were being built and stone construction had begun to

augment or replace Many of the original mud and stick hermitage loci aIl over Europe.

A number of externat and internai factors explain how, by mid-century, Francis'

hermitage set-up was abandoned for less humble quarters. As the order expanded beyond the

climate and topography ofthe Mediterranean, the need for shelter more appropriate to harsher

weather was an obvious factor. Mud and stick houses in Gennany, for instance, would ooly

sentence the friars there ta constant rebuilding. 119 Second, by insisting that ownership he

given to wealthy layfolk or church authorities, it was inevitable that these people would

influence how their property would be a1tered. The friars slowly became accustomed ta

117SL 14-15. The early companions aIso note, in 3 Soc 59-60, that when the brothers arrived in
a new town, "they preferred ta lodge with priests than with layfolk, but if the priest couldn't
accommodate them. they sought out the houses of God-fearing layfoUc. At every village and place
they came to, the Lord inspired some good persan ta receive them until bouses could he built and set
aside for their use."

118SL 16.
II~ser, 170-72.
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accepting donated property with strings attached. uo 1bird, Francis and bis original fol1owers

tended not ta discriminate among those who wished to joïn their ranks. Anyone from any

walk oflife could become a disciple. After 1217, however, the majority ofthose entering the

order were, for the first time, educated clerics-that is, men who had previously become

accustomed ta the privileges, wealth and settIed life of an ecclesial class, and who had

developed the literacy and eloquence ta persuade others of its value. As these edueated mars
settled into the arder, the itinerancy ofthe arder began ta lessen. 121 And fourth, the popes and

the Roman church authorities placed constant pressure upon Francis and bis early successors

as head ofthe arder ta recognize tbat IegisIation by example alone would he disastrous for an

order so widespread, whose members oilen had only second- or third-hand contact with their

founder and prime exempIar. 122 Only in 1221 (and in a revised version in 1223) did Francis

flllally begin to compose an official Rule for the order-reluctantly and with a conspicuous

absence ofexplicitly architectural directives. As more and more friars joined who Dever had

any experieDce of the Portiuncula site, let aJone its renovator, wheD it became their tum to

build, often in different cultures and climates than central Italy, the unique Franciscan

hermitage model came into question.

What is remarkable, however, is the degree ta which Francis' oral precepts for

architectural design for his arder remained active at aIl. The first recorded instance of a

hermitage becoming a settIed locus occurred in 1214 when Francis acœpted Br. GiIes' request

to live a life of strict contemplation at the St. Paul of Favarone hermitage in the plain of

Perugia. l23 When the order divided inta provinces and subdivided them ioto custodies in

1216-17, physical boundaries, for the first time, were placed upon the itinerancy of individual

mars, forcing them ta remain within designated locations, and under the eye of their

superiors. 124 The parts of the 1221 Earlier Rule composed at this time indieate that a more

settled Iife and an itinerant life existed side by side.125 In Francis' understanding, however,

the settled Iife was aIways ta be an exception, at Ieast architecturally, rather than the ruIe:

IZOOuncan Nimmo, Refonn andDivision in the Medieval Franciscan arder: From Saint Francis
:0 the Foundation ofthe Capuchins (Rome: C8puchin Historical Institute, 1987),54-55.

121See David Flood, "The Domestication orthe Franciscan Movement," FS60 (1978): 311-27;
Nimmo, Reform and Division, 55; Esser. 32-40; and Moonnan, .A History ofthe Franciscan Ordu,
92-94.

IllBrooke, 83-177.
I23VE 6-7.
124Moorman, Â History ofthe Franciscan Order, 62.
I2SEsser. 163.
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"Everything should show forth our state as pilgrims, everytbing bespeak our exile."U6

On the issue ofownership, however, Francis seems ta have been the firstto transgress bis

own restrictions. In 1213 he permitted the mountain ofLa Vema to be donated te the arder

in its entirety as a free gift without rent. I27 It seems that Francis was prepared to accept full

property rights to La Verna trom Coont Orlando 50 long as they were held in a remote and

mountainous area where the occupation of the friars would not exclude others trom the

reasonable enjoyment of the land. l21 In 1220, however, a similar contract was made in

Bologna for a bouse of studies, but without Francis' permission. In this case, a lawyer,

Accursius Magnus, "bestowed a smaIl dwelling" upon Peter of Stachia, the local FranciscaD

Provincial Minister, who in tum set up a school there. l29 For ignoring Francis' restrictions,

on ownership and creating bouses of study, Peter received the brunt of Francis anger: all

brothers were to leave the house at once, including the sicle. 130 They eventually retumed when

Cardinal Hugolino intervened by publicly stating the bouse was bis and not the brothers'.lJl

Three years later a house ofstudies was established there as weil as in Paris, but DOt, at least

in the second case, without controversy. Thomas ofEccleston, for instance, begged Francis

in a letter to have the "long and lofty house" in Paris destroyed sincc it went direcdy against

the spirit of poverty. 132

126;2 Cel 60. In John Moorman's estimation, "There must bave been very little actual building of
convents during the lifetime of St. Francis. He would not allow it." A History ofthe Franeisean
Order,63.

127Actus Beati Francisesi, ch. 9, Historia Aeeeptionis Loci Montis A/vernae in BF 4, p. 156;
Lemmens, Testamonia minora, 37; Omnibus, 1893.

'2ILambe14 51.
129Chronicon Normanniae, ch. 24, in Lemmens, Testamonia minora, 20-21.
13~ Cel 58; MP 6. "When Francis beard ofthis he went al once ta Bologna and sharply reproved

the Minister saying, 'You are trying ta destroy my arder! Ailer the manner ofChrïst Jesus 1 have
always wanted my friars ta pray rather than ta read.' And upon leaving Bolo~Francis cursed the
Minister with a mighty curse." Âetus Beati Francise; et Sociorum Eju.s, ed. P. Sabatier (paris, 1902),
183-4, translated in Omnibus, 1851. The curse, according ta tradition, resulted in the Minister's
sudden death.

131 The friars had a house ofstudies there in 1224 and supplied the university with a theological
faculty by 1231. In 1236 Pope Gregory IX (formerly cardinal Hugolino) permitted the ûiars ta
receive restitution moncy from those involved in the sin ofusury in. orderto enlarge their study bouse;
[l/ius qui timentium, 2 June 1236, BF 1, no. 201. Sec: Laurentio Landini, The Causes of the
Clericalization ofthe arder ofFriars M'mor (Chicago: Pontificia Universitas Gregoriana, 1968), 108,
Ill. See aIso Lambert, 45; Esser, 157, and Brooke, 64.

'3~cleston,X, 47. "But when Francis heard [ofthe Paris bouse] be sighed and saiel: '1 am afraid,
brothers, that sucb men will end by killing my little plant [tbat is, the young order]. The true masters
are those who set a good example to tbeir neigbboW'S in good works and kindness." Angelo Cfareno.
Chronicon seu Historia septem tribrdationum Ordinis Mino1"U11f. ed. Alberto Ghinata. vol. 1 (Rome.
1959); trans. in Omnibus. 1840.
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In the tradition of the hermits, Francis made a direct connection between avarice and

learning.133 In bis Admonitions, circuJated since the earliest days of the order, Francis

demanded educated priests to abandon their leaming since he could see no other reason for

education than for winning wealtb and esteem. After quoting St. Paul, "the letter kills, but

the spirit gives life," 134 Francis states:

Those are killed by the letter who merely wish to know the word alone, 50 that they May

be esteemed as wiser than others and he able to acquire great riches to give to [their]

relatives and fiiends. In a similar way, tbose religious are killed by the letter who do not

wish to follow the spirit of Sacred Scripture, but ooly wish to know [what] the words

[are] and [how to] interpret them to others. And tbose are given Iife by the spirit of

Sacred Scripture who do not refer ta themselves by any text which they know or seek ta

know, but, by word and example, retum everything ta the Most high Lord Gad ta Whom

every good helongs. 135

According ta Etienne Gilson, Francis was opposed ta leaming in bis order because it was

bath unnecessary and dangerous: ''Unnecessary, 5ince a man may save bis sauI and win others

to save theirs without it; and dangerous because it is an endless source ofpride."IJ6 To this

end, the uselessness ofbooks was emblematic ofhis stance on leaming. The brothers, Francis

warned, who are,

led by curious craving after leaming will find their hand empty on the day of retribution

... for tribulation will come sucb that books, useful for nothing, will be thrown out of

windows and into cubby-holes ... IJ7

To a local Minister who wanted to keep severa! expensive books, Francis appealed to the

Gospel basis oftheir Rule: "1 do not want to lose the book of the Gospel, which we have

promised, for your books." Similarly, when one ofFrancis' friars asked to own a breviary,

133See ch. 3, n. 6.
IJ~ Cor 3.6.
IJSAdmonitions, in Annstrong, 30; Omnibus, 81.
1J6The Philosophy o/Saint Bonaventure, trans. J. Tretbowan and F. Sheed (London, 1938), 45.
1372 Cel 195.
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Francis appeaIed te bis own example as a Rule by rubbing ashes over bis body, all the while

repeating, "1, a breviary! 1, a breviary! ..."131 Francis' disciple Roger ofAncona asked wby

book ownership was banned in the Rule and Francis replied,

Brother, my first and final intentions and desires are as foUows: ifmy brothers had been

willing to listen to me, none ofthem would have had anything else but the habit granted

ta them by the Rule, with a cord and breeches. 139

Francis bad legitimate concerns over the ownership of books. In bis era, books were

often illuminated with real or painted gems as objects of personal or Iiturgical devotion.

Michael Clancby bas shown that books, precious documents, relies ofsaints and jewellery

were usually not kept separate trom one another, and therefore MaY he equated ta one another

in value. 140 Ownership of more than a few books was a serious matter, requiring money to

produce, copy, upkeep them; loans had to be policed and storage secured. Production of

books was entrusted to a very expensive and specialized professional scribe for whom the cost

of desks, parchment, stylus, knives for scraping, pumice for smoothing, pencil, straigbt ruler,

quill pens, inkhom and sealing wax was prohibitive. Francis bad no choice but to ban

personal ownership of books (and therefore leaming) if he wished to keep poverty the

unifying cbarism of bis order.

The Bologna house controversy marked a tuming point in Francis' relation with bis order.

He bad just retumed from the Holy Land in 1219-20, from bis third attempt ta gain what was

considered the crown ofChristian disciplesbip: martyrdom. (He May bave also wanted ta

distance himselffrom the moderating ofhis ideals within the order). Before leaving in 1217,

he had appointed Matthew ofNarni and Gregory ofNaples as vicars (administrative leaders)

of the order in his absence. 14' Once he left they enacted 50 Many changes to the statutes of

the 1209 Primitive Rule, tbat one ofFrancis' early companions sped off to Damietta to beg

Francis to return and fix things. Upon aniving back in Venice, Francis leamed of the

lJILP 73; MP 4.
IJ~3.

140Clanchy, Memory to Written Record, 125·26.
141Chronica XXIV genera/ium Ordinis Minorvm, in AFt ili, 22, cited hereafter as 24 Gen. This

chronicle is dependent upon Ecc:leston in part and could he dated to the Jate thirteenth century. Sec
also Jordan, ch. 10·11.
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Bologna house transaction and traveUed immediately ta Rome ta request the Pope ta appoint

his friend, Cardinal Hugolino, as an official advisor. (42 The appoinbDent ofthe cardinal made

hint the Proteetor ofthe order; this meant he took over nominal ownership ofthe Franciscan

properties which were in question. According ta Rosalind Brooke, Hugolino, the future Pope

Gregory IX, was a would-be fiiar who loved but never understood Francis' relationsbip with

evangelical poverty.I.3 The cardinal, a canon lawyer by training, supported policies which

seemed to be opposed to the Primitive Rule. He encouraged the setting up of schools of

theology, the acceptance by mars of ecclesiastical privileges, and the lessening of the

restrictions that aimed al preserving poverty.

Perhaps Francis had had another reason for seeking the cardinal's protection for the arder:

in 1221, Francis decided ta abdicate bis administrative role as Minister General. l
" While

health was given as the official reason, the sources depict a saintly man who was bath unable

and unwilling to carry out the leadership and legislative re5ponsibilities required ta govem

an international brotherhood.••5 Francis, however, did retain a quasi-leadership position as

the chief exemplar, founder of the order and symbolic image of a true Franciscan-and

Francis played this role expertIy during the final six years ofbis life. From the time ofhis

abdication he seems to have increased the number of his preaching tours around Italy, even

though his health was rapidly deteriorating. It was during this period that Francis arranged

the crèche at the Christmas mass in Greccio.

By this time ooly a few Franciscan hermitages had a private oratory such as the one al the

Portiuncula site. To do their hours and preach to the laity friars were generally encouraged

to walk ta the nearest local parish church. I~ No Franciscan site had a church for the use of

lay visitors until the Portiuncula chapel was designated as such in 1220-21. A small choir

was added onto the apse ofthe PortiUDcUla chapet during the time when Peter Catanii, whom

1.21 Cel 74-75, 100; 3 Soc 15-16 (61-67); 2 Cel 24-25.
1.3Brooke, 69-71.
1~ Cel 143.
l.sLambert, 36-37; Brooke, 76-83.
I<16Francis is quoted in SL: "it is more humble and gives a better example wben the brothers go to

other churches to preach; 50 they observe holy poverty," 16; MP 10. Esser, 104-111. A papal
document of 1222 gives the mars an indult to recite the office in churches "ifyou happen to have any."
Honorius m. Devotionis vestrae (29 March 1222), 1, 9b. Matthew Paris, in bis CJvonica Majora
(Londo~ 1874), Ur 511, says, "these preachers, ca1led Minores, on Sundays and holidays leave their
dweUings in order to proclaim in the parish churches the Gospel ofthe word If
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Francis designated as bis successor, became the Minister General.147 The addition, according

ta the archaeological evidence, was semi-circuJar, approx. 3.5 meters in diameter with a stone

foundation, and presumably stone walls (figs. 81, 82).141 The reason given for the addition

was that crowds, perbaps taking advantage ofthe special Portiuncula indulgence, were now

visiting the miraculous chapel regularly. The brothers desired ta bave a private community

place, "where they might rest and say their office."149 The Scripta Leonis records that Francis

was neither consulted nor present when this construction was undertaken, but that he was

extremely upset when he finally learned of it and saw it for himself. Since he was no longer

Minister General, be did not have the authority to stop the constIUctïon, but the new Minister

General did not get away without a strong warning:

Brother, this place is the model and example for the whole arder. Therefore 1 would

much rather the brothers of this bouse put up with the discomforts they have ta face for

the love ofGad, 50 that brothers from all over the order wbo come bere take back a good

example ofpoverty to their houses.1~

The next year Francis was able 10 otrer bis brothers an unforgettable image ofhis displeasure

at the continuing alterations ta the Portiuncula site. In 1222, the civic commune of Assisi

constructed a large domus made ofstone and lime on the Portiuncula site to bouse the mars
coming for the annual Chapter meeting. 151 When Francis arrived for the meeting, in front of

the thousands of mars,

he looked at the bouse and became angry and bewailed it in no gentle tones. Then he

himself went up fust to destroy the bouse; he got up on the roof and with strong hands

tore offthe slates and tiles. He also commanded bis brothers ta come up and tear down

completely this monsttous thing contrary to poverty. For he used ta say that whatever

1~7SL 12, LP 12, SP 8. The addition may also bave been the result ofthe 1220 papal directive,
against the wishes ofFrancis, that the order tinaUy adopt at the Portiuncula a permanent novitiate or
seminary. Sec Cajetan Esser, Rule and Testament ofSaint Francis ofAssisi (Chicago: Franciscan
Herald Press, 1977), 148.

1~IRomanini. "Re/iquiae e documenti, ft 53-87.
t49SL 12.
lSoSL 12, LP 12, MP 8.
!S12 Cel 57, MP 7, LP Il, LM 7.2.
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SI. Site plan of the original Poniuncula site from 1966-67 excavations bcncath the basilica of So
Maria degli Angcli in Assisi. ln the centre of the plan is the Portiuncula chapel with two radiating
foundations of serni-circular additions attachcd to ilS apsc. the inncr one generally considercd to bc
that which was constructcd in 12210 (From Mancini and Scoui. La Basi!ica di So Maria deg!; Angeli.
fïg. 35.)

S2. Portiuncula chape!. photo of excavations. June 1967. showing the earlier foundations of the
choirs auachcd to the apsc. the inncr one gcnerally considcred thal from 1221. (From Mancini and
Scoui. UI 8asilica di S. l''faria degli :\nge/i. fig. 67.)
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might have the appearance ofarrogance in that place wouId quickly spread throughout

the order and be accepted as a model by aIl (fig. 56). an

The situation was only defused when a visiting knigbt informed Francis tbat the building was

owneci by the commune and not by the brothers. 1bat cooled Francis' anger, but the arrogant

structure remained as a witness 10 the most significant early fallure of Francis' desire for

buildings to preach poverty and itinerancy not only in the fact of ownership but aIso in

appearance.

The controversies here and at Bologna seem ta have prompted a major shift in the way

Francis subsequently decided to frame the vow of poverty for bis foUowers. After bis

resignation as Minister General, Cardinal Hugolino and the pope requested that Francis focus

his efforts on rewriting bis sketchy Primitive Rule into a form which could receive full

ecclesiéb-tical approval. In 50 doing, he became adamant about poverty restrictions, no doubt

reflecting his disapproval of the current leadership of bis order and the support Cardinal

Hugolino was giving to their decisions. For instance, the 1223 Later Rule drives home the

strictest version ofthe vow ofpoverty seen in any Franciscan document to date:

The brothers shall not acquire anything of their OWD, neither a house nor a place nor

anything at all. 1nstead, as "pilgrims and strangers" (l Pet 2.11) in this world who serve

the Lord in poverty and humility, let them go begging for alms with full trust Nor should

they feel ashamed since the Lord made himselfpoor for us in this world. l53

The condemnation ofproperty ownership now extended to all their goods, in fact, "anything

at aIl." Celano reports succinctly: "He wanted to have nothing to do with ownership that he

might posse5s ail things more fully in God."l54 More significantly, bowever, the previous

prohibition against an "outward appearance ofownership" received a very specific image for

the friars to sear inta their memories and to put into practice: the imitation of the poverty of

Christ as a "pilgrim and stranger." Francis' Testament, dictated three years later, repeats the

image:

.'22 Cel 57.

.s3LR6.
·"1 Cel 44.
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Let the brothers beware that they by no means receive churches or poor dwellings or

anything which is built for them, unless it is in harmony with [that] holy poverty we have

promised in the Rule, [and] let them always be guests there as "pilgrims and strangers." 155

This passage indicates a context very different from tbat of the 1221 Earlier Rule which was

ooly concemed with random appropriation of hennitage hovels by a relatively small and

itinerant order. In the Later Rule the concem was to stem the tide of churches offered to be

built and fmanced especially for the Franciscans. The appeal to an inner disposition of

Itpilgrim and stranger" among the fiiars ingeniously solves the problem of the outward

appearance ofownership. Earlier, tbey had been asked to live in a hennitage such tbat, ifa

stranger were to visit and want ta own il, they would gladly give it over. 156 Francis obviously

saw the tlaws in this restriction: first, the Rule assumed tbat the visitors were more likely to

be poorer and more itinerant and needy than the occupants, and second, the construction of

this directive lacked the authenticity of a concrete Gospel image worthy of reflection and

imitation. By rewriting this section of the Rule whereby the friars were to live tbere as

strangers, and iIlustrating tbis witb a direct scriptural metaphor-one otTered by St. Peter, the

fIfSt among Chrîst's disciples-Francis was proposing an image worthy of contemplation

among the brothers, and one wbich he hoped would lead to habituai ethical action. The image

not only reverberated througbout the hennit and penitential tradition ofthe church but would

fmd its most concrete expression in the tbrongs of wandering poor, lepers, pilgrims and

strangers in the rising mobility ofpost-feudal society. Finally, the image was none other than

that exemplified by tbeir fatber and founder who, in tom, was imitating Chrîst's relationship

ta his material world, such tbat "everytbing should show forth our state as pilgrims,

everything bespeak our exile."157

Politically or arcbiteeturally, prudence demands prescriptive legislation for large

organizations. Francis, however, preferred an open-ended, non-limited hermeneutic of

Gospellife-in the tradition, one might say, ofAugustine's dictum "Love, and do what you

will." Not to legislate the dimensions for hermitage building, but to instill an interior

disposition ofperpetuai itinerancy would, once imprinted upon the heart, result in a practice

155Test 24.
156ER 7, 2 Cel 87; Lambert, SI.
1572 Cel 59-60.
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of building and dwelling like tbat ofJesus Christ. Witb this approach, however, Francis took

upon himself the unusual and weighty responsibility ta legislate architecture by poetic image.

The final two years ofbis life testify to this effort.
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Exempta Refined: the Tau and the Portiuncula

a. The Tau: An Image ofIdentity

Not long after 1209-10, Francis declared the Portiuncula chapel to be the mother church of

the Friars Minor, following a request made by the Benedictine owners of the site who asked

that, "if the Lord causes this congregation ofyours ta grow, we wish titis place to become

head ofall your churches."l It was already the main site ofthe annual Chapter meetings, the

seat of the order's power. Here the Rule was read, legislation was detennined and

promulgated, novices were received, missions were initiated, and here the early Ministers

General lived and worked. Obedience radiated from the Portiuncula Even the birds and

insects were believed ta foUow Francis' commands there.% Francis specified in his later years

that the Portiuncula be "always under the control ofthe Minister Gene~ that he MaY provide

for it with the most care and attention, and especially that he put there a good and saintly

community."3 Francis also "commanded his brothers to venerate this place with a special

reverence; this place he willed ta be preserved as a model ofbumility and bighest poverty for

their order. ,," The Portiuncula was ta be a holy speculum:

a mirror and good example to the whole arder, a candIe before the throne of Gad and the

blessed Virgin, by which the Lord MaY be propitiated for the failings and sins of the

brothers and May always nurture and protect bis little plant, this arder.!

'MP 55, SL 8, LP 8, 3 Soc 56.
2SL 84, 110.
3SL 10.
~ Cel 18.
5SL 10. Augustine, in bis Enarratio in Psalmum 103,30, Sermo m (PL 36,248), uses the word

speculum as a metaphor for Scripture. Similarly, both the NIe attributed ta Augustine, Regula ad
Servas Dei (PL 40, 1384), and Benediet's Rule refer ta themselves as specula for the monks. Building
on this understanding, Hugh ofSt. Victor, in bis Expostio in ReguJam Beati Augustin; (PL, 176, 928D-
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According te Celano's Vila prima, Francis attributed to the Portiuncula an unusual spiritual

authority.

He often said to his brothers, "See ta it, my sons, that you never abandon this place. If

you are driven out from one side go back in at the other. For this place is truly holy and

is the dwelling place of God. Here wben we were but a few, the Most High gave us

increase; here he enlightened the hearts ofbis poor ones by the light ofwisdom; here he

set our wiUs afue witb the tire of bis love. Here he who prays with devout heart will

obtain what he prays for and he who offends will be punisbed more severely. Wherefore

my sons, consider this dwelling place ofGad ta he worthy ofall bonour, and with ail Y0uf

heart, with the voice ofjoy and praise, give glory to Gad in this place."6

The heavenly reputation ofthe Portiuncula was barn not only out ofFrancis' conviction that

it was a place "visited by heavenly spirits," but also from the experience of visitors sucb as

the layman who,

had a vision of a multitude ofpeople, aIl blind; they were kneeling on the ground around

Sancta Maria de Angelis witb joined hands and uptumed eyes and they cried pitiably to

God, praying that, in bis mercy, be would give them sight. While they were praying, a

great light came from heaven and rested above them, sbedding its healing radiance.7

ather hermitage sites wouId share in the holiness of the Portiuncula to the degree that

each one was a similitudo, forma, or copy, of its configuration.· A significant example was

924A), emphasizes how a speculum is to he memorized since it shows us both what we are and what
we ought to he. As an example ofbuih Saipture, a rule and a mnemonic for the order, the Poniuncula
seems to be expressed here in tenns of a particularly apt metaphor. See The Northen Metrical
Version afthe Rule o/St. Benet in Three Mu:/dle-Eng/ish Versions, ed. Ernst Kock (Barly EngHsh Text
Society, O.S., 120), 76; and R. Bradley, "Backgrounds orthe titJe Speculum in Medieval Literaturet "

Speculum 29 (1954), 100-115.
61 Cel 106.
'1 Cel 106; 3 Soc 56; 2 Cel 20. It is quite possible that this vision was based upon actual rituals

or practices ofprayer that took place at the PortiUDcula chapel.
IOn how copies ofvenerated prototypes in medieval architecture were never exact and yet were

considered ota sufficient stimulus to amuse all the religious associations which were connected 10 the
prototype," see Richard Krautheimer, "Introduction 10 an 'Iconography ofMedieval Architecture'"
Journalo/the WarburgandCortauld Institutes V (1942): 1-33.
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the hennitage on Mt. La Vema. From the time ofthe donation ofthe site to the order in 1213,

Francis favoured itforanumber ofhis 40-dayretteats. Between 1216 and 1218 achurch was

constructed there whose site and measurements, according to local traditio~ had been

reveaIed by an angel to Francis a10ng with its dedication ta Santa Maria degü Angeli (figs.

57, 77, 83).9 It was similar ta the Portiuncula in being located within a forest and having a

claustrum area for the ceUs ta the right ofthe eotrance. La Vernais original chapel, minus its

later additions, has a shape and volume almost exactly in proportion ta tbose of the

Portiuncula. La Verna is ooly slightly larger, approximately 12.2 x 5 meters in plan and 7

meters high comparcd ta the 10.7 X 4 meler plan and 6 meter height ofthe Portiuncula. 10 La

Vernais interior elliptical arch seems to trace out the same gentle "pointed" curve as the

Portiuncula's and the building is made ofthe same rough stone constructio~ with an exterior

gabled roof. La Vernais ooly differente is that the apse is rectangular in plan rather tban

semi-circular, otherwise the original main doorway and original windows are in similar

positions (fig. 77,83; cf. figs. 41, 44). Tbus, from its name ta its form, the La Vema site was

an imitation ofthe mother church and hermitage at Assisi: an alter-Portiuncula. As such, La

Vema aIso guaranteed its visitors the reception ofthe celestiai rewards usually reserved for

the Portiuncula.

While on retreat on Mt. La Verna between August IS and September 29, 1224, Francis

was staying in a cella reclusus, or carcere, and had a vision where he saw,

a man standing above~ Iilœ a seraph with six wings, bis hands extended and bis feet

joined together and fixed to a cross. Two of the wings were extended above bis head,

two were extended as if for tligbt, and two were wrapped around the whole body (figs.

57, 84, 85). Il

~ere is mention ofan "orotorio delluogo dei fiati" in the Considerazioni. Sec Luigi Canonici,
ed., lfioretti di San Francesco. Considerazioni sulle snmmate; Yita difrate Ginepro (POrziUDCuJa,
1966),258,269. S. Charon de Guersac, Li! Mani A./veme (Rocca San Casciano, 1905),24; Codice
diplomatico della Yema e delle SS. Stimmate di San Francesco d'Assisi nel VII centenario dei gran
prodigio (Firenze, 1924); The Shrine olLa Vema (Genova: n.d); and Moorman, Franciscan Houses,
14-15.

IOThe measurements orthe La Vema chape( are my own. Note tbat the interior length in bath
cases was calculated from the entrance doors te the back ofthe apse.

Il} Cel 94; SL 93, Appendix, 2; 2 Cel 49. In anotber La Vema stoty, which MaY or MaY not be
from this same retreat, Francis' cell catches tire, signifying bis cella as a type of mud and stick
construction, MP 117. The local tradition, however, designates an immense rock overhang and a cave
where Francis usually residcd.
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Francis was unable ta interpret the vision. 115 "beauty beyond estimation" brought great

happiness to him, yet the suffering ofthe figure fixed to the cross "filled him with fear."12 As

he reflected on the vision for its meaning, "the marks ofnails began to appear on bis hands

and feet, just as he had seen them a little before in the crucified man abave him." 13 The fust

written account of the stigmata came two years later in Br. Elias' letter announcing Francis'

death: "His bands and feet were pierced through as by nails; they retained these wounds and

showed the black colour ofnails. His side was opened as by a lance and bled ftequently."14

Celano's description was written eighteen months after Elias' and seems to be based on an

eyewitness report which was recently found in the Assisi municipal archives; it differs ooly

slightly from Elias' account This report reads:

The marks were round on the inside ofbis bands, on the outside elongated; and a smal1

bit offlesh appeared like the head ofa naiI, bent and tumed back, which layon top of

other flesh. In the same way aIso in bis feet were marks ofnails raised up from the rest

ofthe flesh. His right side was pierced as with a spear, the wound being closed up, and

this used to often bleed so that bis tonie and breeches were often stained with holy

blood. 15

Francis, out of humility, chose ta conceal these marks, as best as he could, from

121 Cel 94.
13 1 Cel 94. Cf. LM 8.3, where St. Bonaventure designates this seraph-man clearly as "Christ

crucified."
14LE 1958. The EncyclicaJ Lener ofBrother Elias, cited hereafter as LE, was written the dayafter

Francis' death, October 4 1226, as an announeement ofthe death to the entire arder. No manuscript
editions ofthis letter bave survived. The earliest copy ofthis letter was printed in the 1620 Antwerp
publication ofthe SpecvJum vitae beali Francisei et sociorum eius. Felice Accrocca argues that the
letter that comes ta us is not the original but as a construeted compilation ofreferences ta Thomas of
Celano's and Julian ofSpeyer's biographies ofFrancis; as well, the sufli'ages requested by Elias at the
end of the letter are the prescriptions round in the Narbonne Constitutions of 1260. Although the
suffrages may bave been added at a later date, it is, in my opinion, equalIy possible that Celano, a
thorough researcber who probably had access ta the letter before arriving in Assisi ta begin bis
biography, and Speyer, who drew mostly iom Celano but also had access to the widely disseminated
letter, built sections oftheir biographies upon Elias' story ndher than the reverse. See Felice Acc:rocca,
"Un Apocrifo la 'Leuera Enciclica di Frate Elia sul Transita di S. Francesco'" CF 65 (1995): 473-S09;
and J.A. Wayne Hel1mann, "The Serapb in Thomas ofCelano's Yita Prima," in Michael Cusato and
F. Edward Coughlin, cds. That OtJrers May Know and Love: Essays in Bonar ofZachory Hayes (St.
Bonaventure N.Y.: The Franciscan Institute, 1997),23-41.

ISCited in OmnIbus, p. 1896; 1 Cel 95.
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X3. Extcrior. sidc facade of Santa Maria degli Angcli. La Vema. The chapet is in the centre of photo.
Ihat is. 10 the right of and bchind the large belJ tower of the much larger Basilica which was con­
structed later. (Photo by author.)
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X-l. Francis recci\'cs the stig­
mata on La Vcrna. Earlicst
known depiction. 13th c. (Mar­
hk. Sanctuary of the Stigmata.
rvlt. La Vema.. Photo by au­
thor. )
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observers. 16 Nevertheless, according to testimonies in the Assisi U'Chives, four Assisi laymen

attested to seeing the stigmata while he was a1ive, and Celano adds at least five more

Franciscan witnesses in his Vitae. 17 After Francis' dea~ however, Celano reports that the

stigmata was seen, toucbed and kissed by ail the local Franciscan brothers, visiting dignitaries,

St. Clare and her sisters at San Damiano, as weil as a great many townspeople from Assisi

(fig. 86).18

We find out from Br. Lec, who was present on Ml La Verna with Francis and Brothers

Masseo and Angelo, tbat Francis was fasting and observing silence between the feast of the

Assumption of the Mary and the feast of Michael the Archangel and in bonour of them. 19

One of the earliest depictions ofthe event shows Francis on Ml La Vema beneath the seraph

vision kneeling half outside a church structure, presumably the chapel of Sancta Maria de

Angeli (fig. 84). This marble bas-reliefalso shows a conflation of the crucified man and the

six-winged seraph, an image which would become common in Franciscan iconography. The

source is obviously Celano, the first to not only describe the vision, but to expIain the

meaning of each wing and each feather ofeach wing, based upon the visions in Isaiah and

161 Cel 95; 2 Cel 135-38.
17They include Brothers Elias (the Minister General ofthe tîme). Rufino. Pacificus. a brother Û'Om

Bescia and another unnamed brother. AIl ofthese sightings seemed to involve some sort ofaccident
ofFrancis' or a deliberate deception on the part ofhis brothers. in order to veri.fy what seems to have
been a weU·known rumour. 1 Cel 95. 2 Cel 135-38; AF. ili. 46 and n. Cf. Fortîni, Nova Vita, 206-7.

laThe Assisi municipal document lists at least fiftecn layman who attested to the miracle after
seeing Francis' corpse. As for relies. a piece ofchamois leather. which once covered Francis' side. is
preserved with visible blood stains in Assisi; see a photo ofthis in Von Matt, St Fran&is 01Assisi. fig.
140. Although the veracity of Francis' stigmata bas been questioned off and on throughout the
centuries, few scholars todayargue against the medieval accounts. See Nitza Yarom, Body, B/ood,
and Sexuality: a PsychoanDlytic Study olSt. Francis' Stigmata and their Historical Context (New
York: P. Lang. 1992), 144. Ailer Francis, thirty-one further cases of stigmata are recorded in the
thirteenth century. and at least 321 stigmaties have been documented trom the time of Francis until
1962. See R. Biot, The Enigma olthe Stigmata (New York: Hawthom Books. 1962). Some ofthe
more recent cases have been verified by the scientific community as occurring natural1y. altbough there
have been some in the past, such as Mary of Oignies. whose stigmata was self-induced; Caroline
Walker Byn~ "Did the Twelfth Century Discover the Individual?" in Jesvs as Mother: Stfldies in
the Spirituality ofthe High Middle Ages (Berkeley: University ofCalifomia Press, 1982). 106, n. 56.
The phenomenon bas Dot hem limited to Christians. there are cases on record ofdevout Muslims on
whose bodies have appeared the wounds incurred by Mohammed in battle; sec. Iaroslav lan Pelikan,
"Christ-and the Second Christ," Yale Review 74 (Spring. 1985): 321....5, 337.

19Omnibus.124. The number on retreat respects the maximum number of four which Francis
specifies in bis Rule for the Hermitages. Since Francis look the part ofthe contemplative Mary. Leo
was ms Martha.
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Ezekiel (fig. 87).20 Celano's interpretation ofthe vision May have been based either directIy

or indirectly on Francis' own understanding of the image.Zl Its metaphoric depth and

complexity, however, designate it as a powerful and unmistakable memory image. Its

similarity to the vision ofthe talking crucifix at S. Damiano was pointed out by Celano in bis

Vira secunda, based on stories from the carly companions that he gathered in 1246.22 Br. Lec,

however, noted much earlier how Francis would often contemplate an image of Christ as a

substitute for attending mass.2J The intluence ofthis image over the spiritual discipline, ifnot

theological speculation, of the carly arder is exemplified, for instance, in the mystical

reflection, the ltinerarium mentis in Deum, composed by St Bonaventure after a retreat on

Mount La Vema in 1260 which included a similar vision struetured on the wings and feathers

ofthis crucified seraph.24

BefOTe descending Mt. La Verna Francis asked Br. Leo to perfonn a curious rituaI in

honour of the vision:

The holy man pointed ta a certain stone and said, "0 Brother Leo, Iittle sheep, wash that

stone with water." Then, when Br. Leo had done tbis, he said: "Wash it with wine."

When he had done that the saint said: "Wash it with ail." This aIso Br. Leo did; and then

Francis said, "Wash it with balsam." "And how," said Br. Lea, "am 1ta find any balsam

here?" Then Francis said ta him, "Know, 0 littIe sheep ofGad, that that is the stone on

201 Cel 114. Is 6.1-3; Ezk 1.5-14, 22-25. The earliest use ofa six-winged angel as a mnemonic
device for contemplation was by the reguIar canon Richard ofSt. Victor (d. 1173), in bis Mystica/ hic,
l, x, transe Grover Zinn (New YorklMahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1979), 168. That either Francis or
Celano descn"bed this angel ta be a seraph would be in keeping with Us spiritual rather tban inteUectual
raIe specified in the Ce/estia/ Hierarchy of Pseudo-Dionysius (V4 ü). The seraph signified the
affective rapture of Francis into the warmth of this Dionysian "firemaker." See Hellmann, "The
Seraph," 23-41, esp. 35.

21Francis freely spoke about the vision, even though he kept the stigmata relatively secret.
223 Soc 13c; 2 Cel 10. Note that the La Vema seraph, like the crucifix al S. Damiano, speke with

Francis also.
n"Francis used to say, 'When 1 cannot hear Mass 1adore the body ofChrist in my mind's eye in

prayer injust the same wayas 1adore it when 1see it at Mass.'" FSt, n.s. ix (1949): 20-1, esp. 13 ft;
SL, introduction, p. 8. Note, as weil, that the contemplation and envisioning of Christ c:rucified is
traditional among Christian ascetics. Peter Damian claimed to have bad a vision ofJesus nailed ta the
cross with blood flowing ftom bis wounds during astate ofrapture. Opwcvla 19: De abdicatione
episcopatus, cap. v (PL 145,432 A; Vat. f 170v).

24That the seraph in Celano serves as a pedagogical and contemplative device is also noted by
Hellmann in "The Seraph," 24. See also my "Memory and Representation: St. Bonaventure's
ltinerarium Mentis in Deum in the Franciscan Higb Middle Ages" (unpublished Master's dissertation,
Cambridge University, 1989).
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85. Francis receives the Stïgmata. (Late 13th c. fresco by Giotto. Cappella Bardi.
Basilica Santa Croce. Firenze.)

86. Dcath of Francis with a townpcrson invcstigating his miraculous wound. (Detail of a late 13th c.
frcsco by Giotto. Basilica S. Croce. Cappella Bardi. Firenze.)
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which the Lord once sat when He appeared bcfore me."25

Francis seems to associate his vision with that of Jacob who anointed bis stone pillow with

oil at Bethel after bis vision ofangels, and later poured "drink offerings upon [the stone]" and

anointed it with ail because Gad appeared ta him and asked him to increase and multiply (fig.

88).26 Francis explains bis fourfold anointing ritual by saying that Gad made a fourfold

promise ta him, including the prophecy that bis order shall multiply and "Iast ta the end ofthe

world."27 That bis followers aIso saw Francis as another Jacob (and themselves, therefore,

as his "nation of Israel"), seems clear from Elias' letter wbere Francis is referred ta as the

patriarch Jacob, who, after being taught directly by Gad, gave the covenant ofpeace ta Israel

(i.e., gave the Rule ta the Franciscan order).21

The earliest primary source artifact relating ta Francis' La Vema experience is the

Blessing for Br. Leo. The chartula was produced on the mountain immediately after the

reception of the stigmata, and still exists relatively uoscathed in the basilica in Assisi.

Honouring a request for a written blessing that Leo could always keep with him, Francis

dictated to him a passage from Numbers conceming a blessing Gad had given to Moses to

give ta Aaron and the children ofIsmel:

May the Lord Bless you and keep you;

May He show His face ta you and he merciful ta you.

May he tum His countenance ta you and give you peace.29

Francis, in this instance, took the part ofMoses, and, as Elias mentioned in bis letter, offered

a "covenant of peace to Israel."JO These "words of God and praises," were the fruits of

1524 Gen 67-68, translated in Omnibus, 1904.
215Gn 28.18, 35.14. The rituaI, as weil, relates ta the consecration rite for altars and churches,

which, in~ aIso relies upon the example ofJacob. According 10 pietorial evidence, Francis was
at just such a consecration (fig. 88). On the medieval consecration rite for altars see Durandus,
Rat/anale divinorum officia,.""", 136ft:

2724 Gen 67-68; translated in OmnIbus, 1904.
21LE, 1958.
29Num 6.24-26.
Jor.E, 1956.
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Francis' contemplative memory, now offered to Leo for lUs memory.Jl Beneath this blessing

Francis wrote with his own band an enormous tau figure which emerges from the mouth of

a head, as verified by Lea, and around which letters seem to be carefully arranged (figs. 21,

22, cf. 18).32 The entire configuration seems to be an acrostic or cryptogram (with the tau

used as a Latin "t") which yields at least two translations: "May the Lord bless you, Brother

Leo," and "Let the Lord say, 'WeIl shall you weep.'''D ft seems ta be in the form ofa medieval

cross-puzzle, whose enigmatic configuration has often stumped scholars.:J.C In the fll'St

interpretation, the tau would be read into the sentence in such a way as to cut right through

Leo's name, thereby making the sign ofthe cross over him.35 But, wbereas a sign ofthe cross

usually has four legs or radü, the tau bas only three, thus emphasizing a particularly trinitarian

connotation.36 Given that the tau-puzzIe foUows the blessing Francis dictated from

Numbers-aIso considered ta be an Dld Testament witness ta the Trinity, as weil as a blessing

by God to Moses to Aaron (the tau-writing prophet himself)-then Francis May be placing

himselfin the role of the ascetic "Nazarite" Aaron.J
' ln the letter ofBr. Elias, however, the

two propbets from the Numbers passage bath merge into the person ofFrancis, when he bids

his brothers to "imitate the people of Israel as they wept over their great leaders, Moses and

Aaron."31

What has also puzzled interpreters is that the tau figure seems to have been drawn in such

a way that it emerges from a head. The head bas often been argued by scholars to be tbat of

Br. Leo, but it is more successfully demonstrated, in myopinion, by John Fleming to be in

31Francis seems to directly referto the scat ofmemory, the hem, wh~ according to Leo, he said
"Give me paper and ink, as 1want ta write down some words ofGod and bis praises which 1have been
meditating in my heart." SL, appendix, 2.

32Clanehy notes that ail notaries had a distinctive sigmun 10 sign with, as clid IDastel masODS on
the stones oftheir buildings. The four-quarter cross was a common signum, often used symbolically
even though their name could have becn written. Clanchy, From Memory, 242, 246.

33This extremely enigmatic picture-poem bas been the subject of ongoing interpretatioDS by
scholars over the centuries. The Most recent treatment of the subject is lohn Fleming, "The
Iconographie Unity of the Blessing for Brother Leo," FS, 63 (1981): 203-220. See also Duane
Lapsanski, "The Autographs on the 'Cbartula' orSt. Franeis ofAssisi," AFH67 (1974): 18-37; SJ.P.
van Dijle, "Saint Francis' Blcssing ofBrother Leo," AFH67 (1954): 200; and 0.0. Münsterer, "Das
Pest-Tau ein Trinitltssymbol," Deutsche Garœ 46 (1954): 86-94.

3~F1eming, "Iconographie Blessing," 208. On the relationship oftext and image see, Hans-Georg
Müller, Hrabanus Maurus~ Laudibus sancti crucis~tlldien nu Oberliefenmg und
Geistesgeschichte (Ratingen, 1973), 144.

35Following Lapsanski, "The Autographs on the 'ChartuIa'," 35.
36See, Münsterer, "Das Pest-Tausee," 86-94.
37See Fleming, "Iconographie Blessing," 210-12.
3ILE,1959.
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87. The Moralisacio Scraph. a rnemory im·
age bascd on the wings and feathers of a ser­
aph. dcpicted at the beginning of the book of
lsaiah. in Postilla ill Proplzeras. by the
Franciscan Nicolaus of Lyra. Utrecht. 1423­
25. (HS. 252. fol. ~3v.)

"'~.' -.' , - ' ..

88. Consecration of the Ben­
edictine church of S. Gregorio
by Pope Innocent III with
Francis (centre. behind the
pope.) (Frcsco. wall no. 1..
Church ofS. Gregorio. Subiaco.
c. 1228. Photo by author.)



•

•

141

the tradition of the skuU ofAdam which was typically depicted in Medieval iconographyat

the base ofthe cross.l ' 1would add, however, that since the head seems to be more alive than

dead, as weil as bearing the capuche, whiskers and sunken eyes ofa Franciscan ascetic, it

could be Francis himseIt: from whose mouth issues the tau blessing. The jagged figure in

which the head is situated may be, as Fleming bas suggested, the rough hole or cavem

wherein the skull ofAdam was often depicted, but it is equally probable that it is an outline

of Francis' cave hermitage on La Vema, taken up in honour of Jesus in the desert who, in

Francis' understanding, hid beneath a rock and was administered to by angels (fig. 89)..a 1bat

this tau-puzzle is trulya signature ofFrancis is furtber supported by the vision ofSylvester

who

sawan immense cross reaching ta the sky, and its foot was planted in the mouth of

Francis, while the anns spread from one end ofthe world ta the other.... lbus Sylvester

was brought to fcar God and he began to do penance;n

Francis would certainly have known ofthis vision which direct1y inspired Sylvester ta be one

of the first to joïn the new order.42 By drawing the tau issuing from bis moutb., Francis seems

ta be blessing Leo orally.43 Furthermore, Sylvester's penitential response to the image

supports the second, more penitentia1, interpretation ofthe blessing based upon Isaiah where

the Dominus calls for weeping.~ The reality, however, is probably closer to what John

Fleming suggests, that the two interpretations of the Blessing were meant to exist

simultaneously, indeed, mysteriously in honour of the momentous occasion.4s

J~leming, "Iconographie Blessing," 213-15.
40SL 13,2 Cel 59; Mt 4.1ft: 24.3, Is 33.16tJ.
41 3 Soc 31. Cf: 2 Cel 109.
42Although this story was recorded rather Iate (1246), it probably came directly from Sylvester,

and Celano deemed it autbentic enough to repeat in bis Vila secunda, 109.
43If we consider that the initialletter ofthe canon ofthe mass was, as Innocent ID believed, the

tau of Ezekiel 9.4, then hm Francis's mouth was also coming the salvitic eucharistie words
themselves. Innocent ID, "Epistola 46," PL 214, 10128; 217, 840ft". Schmucld directiy eonneets the
tau to Francis' eucharistie apostolate ftom 1216 onward. "Passion ofCbrist,," 18·21.

44pL 217: 673 fI: (Mansi, xxii, 968ft:), as noted in Fleming, Bonaventure 10 Be/lini, 114-15. The
Scriptural passage is Is 10.12. Francis' relation ta the penitential Angel ofthe Sixth Seal (Rev 7.2·3),
pointed out by Bonaventure, mayalso support this reading. In Bonaventure's case, the attribution
takes on the exegetical urgency ofloachimite speculation on the Angel in the mid·thineenth ceDtury;
LM, Prologue.

4sFleming, "Iconographie Blessing," 207.
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The tau signature indicates Francis' understanding ofhis identity, his ethical character,

recognized, as Iesus' was, through a transfiguration. In the Gospels, Iesus climbed a

mountain with three of bis disciples to pray, as Francis did on La Vema, wbere "the

appearance of [Iesus1 countenance became altered. ,,46 Gad conversed directly with Iesus

about his fate, as he did with Francis tbrougb the stigmata, and, like Iesus, Francis was

determined to keep the fruits of this vision a secret. During the transfiguration Moses and

Elijah appear and converse with Iesus. Ail of them, including Francis, were prophets and

desert ascetics, indeed., mountain cave contemplatives who undertook 40-day fasts while

leading an outcast people.~7 Francis received the "angelic refresbments" ofElijah whose

eremitic shabbiness Francis emulated." With Moses, Francis was a religious founder and

legislator, in direct communication with God, one who walked barefoot, hea1ed the sick with

a tau, and could strike water from a rock (fig. 90, cf. fig. 53).49 As weil, Moses received a

eovenant on a rock on Mt. Horeb written on tablets, while Francis, received bis on a rock on

Mt. La Vema, written on bis flesh.$O

The tau blessing was given ta Br. Leo as a cure for bis spiritual temptations. For Leo it

was not only an abject to he valued for its message and beauty, but also a mnemonic talisman

or relie, through which "many great miracles were worked by Gad for those who were

touched by the parchment in their severe illnesses."51 Together with the vision and stigmata,

the chartula confirmed that a hermitage based on the Portiuncula prototype would, given the

reverent interaction of its occupants, share in its graces. Thus the tau parchment may stand

as a prefigurative representation for the subsequent perfonnance ofFrancis' death. As on La

Verna, Francis now had ta ensure that the MOst appropriate architectural tableau be selected

such that the demise ofhis mysteriously wounded figure would effect, in a similar way, vision

and healing at a universal scale.

46Mt 17.1-8; Mk 9.2-8; Lk 928-36.
47Ex24.18, 3Kgs 19.8. Mt 42.
411Kgs 19.9; 2Kgs 1.8. Fleming. From BOnatlenture to Bellini, 32-74. Fleming also notes the

parallel made by Celano between a fùrtber vision ofFrancis in a fiery chariot in 1 Cel 47 and LM 4.4
and the same ofElijah in 4Kgs 6.17.

~x 3.1-5. 17.6.34.35; Nmn21.6-9. Fleming. From Bonaventure ta Bellini, 4748. Francis drew
water from a rock in a miracle descn"bed in 2 Cel46 and LM 7.12.
~M 6.4. Ex 33.18. Fleming. From Bonaventure ta Bellini, 48.
5ISL, appendix, 2. 3 Cel 159; LM, Miracles. 10.6; 2 Cel 49; LM 11.9. On the tau as a healing

sign see chapter 3, note 69.
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b. The Portiuncula: An Image afPassage

Due ta the pain ofthe stigmata in bis Ceet, Francis continued his preaching tours by donkey,

in imitation of Christ, foUowing the prophecy of Isai~ in bis Iast daYS.52 Francis soon

"began to he oppressed with various sicknesses more grievous than before. liS] He suffered

from fevers, blindness with continual tearing (fig. 91), edema of the legs (dropsy), extreme

anemia, emaciation, liver and spleen failure, debilitating pain ftom the marks in bis bands and

feet and the continuously bleeding wound from bis side.S4 The symptoms were aggravated

by Francis' practice ofmortification by self-flagellation, eating food mixed with ashes, going

barefoot in the winter, wearing a hair-shirt and, on occasion, iron wrist fetters. "Seldom

indeed did he relax his severity; 50 much 50, that on bis deathbed he confessed ta having

sinned grievously against Brother Body" (fig. 55).55 For bis eye problems, in 1225-26 Francis

had had to undergo, by order of Br. Elias the Minister General, the excruciating Medieval

remedy ofcauterization by hot poker across bis face.56 Francis admitted at this time that bis

life-Iong desire for martyrdom was finally being granted to him in bis illnesses: "This

~t 21.1-9; Is 62.11. Note, as wea that Francis often called himselfFrater asimlS, LM 5.4. For
the humility, if not cornic absurdity of the ass in medieval understanding, see Mikhail Bakhtin,
Rabe/ais and His Wor/d, trans. Hélène Iswolsky (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984), 78fI.
For the biblical tradition and Franciscan understanding of the symbol of the onager, or ass, see
Fleming, From Bonaventure to Be/lini, 29-31, 34-36.

53 1 Cel 97.
S<CFrancis was a sickly cbild: "From bis youth he could live only surrounded by constant care" as

he "was always unwell, as in the world he was a fragile and weak man by nature." Legenda Antiqua,
AFXV (1922), 23·70, 112,278-332, as citee! in Haines, "The Death ofSaint Francis," 27, Do 2. When
he died at age forty·four, he was relatively young for bis time (the average age ofdeatb for males then
being the mid·fifties). Ailer an extensive analysis ofthe sources from a medical perspective, Haines
specifies a number of likely causes for Francis' symptoms, such as malaria, picked up while on mission
to Morocco, a type of dormant leprosy, tuberculosis and/or Hodgkins disease, all of which were
prevalent in Francis' time and context.

s53 Soc 14. See also, Edward Hartung, "St. Francis and Medieval Medicine," Anna/s afMedical
History 7 (1935): 85·91.

56 1 Cel 97, LP 38, 43, 46-48. By the time ofhis death, bis face was such "a mass ofscars and
bumed tissue" he wore a specially made cap and face cover (2 Cel 21S). See Haines, "The Death of
Saint Francis," 40. The purgatio capitis, or the cleansing ofthe head by cauterization, was often in
the form of a T·shape in the forehead and relates to early Christian exorcisms. See Calvin Wells,
Bones, Bodies and Disease: Evidence of Disease and A.bnorma/ity in Ear/y Man (New York:
Frederick A. Praeger, 1964), 147.
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iniumity is harder for me to bear even for three days, than any martyrdom. ,157

After the cauterizations, Francis' travels drew to a close. In late sommer 1226 Br. Elias

arranged to have him brought from Siena to Assisi, where he wished to die. On the last leg

ofthe joumey the citizens ofAssisi sent armed soldiers to accompany him home via Samano

rather than through Perugia, for fear that he might die there and his vaIuable corpse he

claimed by their long·standing rivals." Even though the Assisians were jubilant ta bave their

beloved Francis back home and safely installed in the bishop's palace for bis last days, they

did not trust the friars ta keep the holy remains in Assisi after bis death. The city insisted on

posting guards outside the palace.59

In medieval times an extended death was much longed for, as opposed to a mors

improvisa, or sudden death, which would rob the dying of the opportunity to render

themselves penitentially in a state of grace.60 Since Francis claimed ta have had

foreknowledge of the day ofbis death through a 1224 dream ofBr. Elias, he therefore had

two years to choreograph carefully bis rite of passage in emulation of Jesus. Indeed, "the

closer bis death approached the more carefu! he was to hear in mind in all perfection how he

might live and die in aIl humility and poverty," because, as Celano notes, even in his death

Francis longed to "show himselfto he a true imitatorofChrist in ail things."61

Francis tirst asked his brothers ta sing loudly night and day "50 the guards could hear"

a canticle he himselfwrote, bis famous Laudes creaturarum.62 Composed in various sections

during the time after his stigmata, it remains to this day a seminal piece ofItalian vemacular

poetry.6J Evoking the majesty of the Davidic psalmody, the poetry of the Latin hYlDJlal, and

the folk popularity of the jongleur tradition, this canticle Jays bear an intensely familial

571 Cel 107. lulianus ofSpira's Vila sancti Francisei (1232-35), follows Thomas ofCelano's Vila
prima in almost every place except, when it comes ta Francis' thoughts on martyrdom., he makes
Celano's implicit reference explicit, stating clearly tbat Francis' penance and the stigmata was bis
martyrdom (ch. 3, S, 7, Il in M X, 43-44).

Sil Cel lOS; SL 59.
s91 Cel lOS; SL 64; MP 121.
liOpaul Binsk:L Medieval Death: Rimai and Representation (lthaca: ComeU U. Press, 1996),36.
lilSL 106; 2 Cel 216.
li2SL 64; MP 121; LP 43.
liJArmstrong, 37-39. It may aIso be the earliest recorded example ofltalian vemacular language.

For the history ofits composition see LP 43-46. see Fleming, Introduction ta Francisean Literatu1'e,
177ff; and Eloi Leclercq, The Cantic/e ofCreatllTes: Symbo/.s ofUnion, trans. Matthew O'Connell
(Chicago: Franciscan Hcrald Press, 1978),4. For funher studies consult F. Bajette, "Un trentennio
di studi (1941-1973) sul Cantico di Frate Sole. Bibliografia ragionata," L'ftaUa FrancescQIIQ 49
(1974): 5-62.
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91. Francis \vilh Egyplian cye sickness. continu­
ally wiping tcars. This is a 14th c. copy of an
carly 13th c. original. Precipio Chapel. Grcccio.
(Photo by author.)

89. The Projecting Rock.
one of the tradilional1y
dcsignated sites for St.
Francis' meditations on
Ml. La Vema. (Photo by
author.)

90. Francis prays for water of behalf of a thirsty
pilgrim. and water miraculously tlows from a
rock. (Fresco by Giotto. lale 13th c.. Upper
Church of S. Francesco. Assis!.)
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relationship ta creation. Brothers Sun, Wind and Fire receive bis praises, as do Sisters Moon,

Water, Barth; and, in a concluding stanza tbat Francis composed during this time, he praised

Sister Bodily Death. The joyful singing unfortunately honified the eitizens ofAssisi who

thought Francis would be better off meditating quietly and more seriously on his death.64

After a visit by a doctor to confum that his death was not far away, he asked to be taken as

quicklyas possible ta the site ofthe Portiuneula, "for he wished to give back his soul to Gad

in that place where, as has been said, he first knew the way of truth perfectly. ,,65 Francis

seems to make an allusion to the last wishes of the patriarch Jacob who insisted that he be

brought out of the courts ofEgypt ta be buried in a humble wildemess cave east ofMamre

where Abraham, Sarah, Isaac and Leah were already buried-a cave thougbt ta foreshadow

Jesus' own in the garden at Golgotha, outside lerusalem.66 On the way, Francis requested to

have his stretcher set down at the Ieper hospice just outside Assisi, and, raising himself a

little, he blessed the city, begging God's forgiveness for its wiekedness, in the manner of

Christ and the Hebrew prophets for lerusalem.67

Upon aniving at the Portiuneula, Francis began to direct aU the material preparations for

his death. First, he ordered a new grey tonie, "like the one the Cistereians manufacture

overseas" to be sewn as a type of shroud, overtop of whieh he specified that sackeloth be

sewn as a "sign ofhumility."61 The cloth was brought from Rome by his friend Lady Jacoba

wbom Francis called "Brother Jacoba," in order to grant her entrance into the restricted

cfaustrum. She began, by the request ofFrancis, to sew the shroud, face veil and pillow for

the corpse, ta make a large quantity ofcandIes, and to prepare the incense.69 Next, he called

bis companions ta him and asked them ta observe closely: he lowered himself down from his

bed with great difficulty and sat on the bare earth, in nuda terra, and undressed himselt;

taking care ta bide the scar in bis side with bis band (fig. 92). His brothers did not understand

why he did this, but, "seeing him thus sitting on the ground iII and naked, they began ta weep

bitterly out ofcompassion and love." The Guardian ofthe PortiuncuJa then offered him baek

64SL 64; MP 121.
6SMP 122, 1 Cel 108.
66Gn 23, 49.28-33, In 19.38-42.
67MP 124; LP 99, 1 Cel 108; Mt 23.37-39, Lk 13.34-35. and 1er 22.
6ISL 101, LP 101, MP 112. The Cistercians were known to have austere customs for burying their

monks, see Braunfels, Monastoies ofWestent Europe, 67-110.
69LP 101; MF 112; 3 Cel 37. Whiletbere, Francis asked berto also make him, curiously enough,

her famous sugar and almond mostacciuolo cake. but be barely tested it and passed il on instead 10 Br.
Bernard, 3 Soc 107.
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h.is ragged tunic, insisting, for Francis' sake that, that it was only lent to him. Satisfied with

what the Guardian saiel, Francis received the habit back, saying ta everyone "it is as poor as

this that 1 wish to die. ,,70

At this point Francis calIed all bis boothers ta him and "exhorted them," speaking "a long

tirne about practicing patience and poverty, setting the councils ofthe holy Gospel ahead of

all other prescriptions." What Celano seems to allude ta here is that Francis was dictating bis

nrecordatio~ admonitio et exhortatio," that is, bis final Testament.71 The time and place for

delivering the Testament would not have been accidentai. Francis discussed with bis brothers

the contents ofthe Testament, in preparation for its final version, as carly as six months before

his actual death.72 As a will or testamentum, it was meant to be bestowed as close to death

as possible, so the Testament had a greater chance ofretaining its authenticity; the Iast words

ofa dying saint would be preserved as carefullyas relies. Ifhe wished to continue to imitate

other Testament-bearing prophets, Francis wouId certainly desire to place himself on, and

dictate from, the property he wished to bestow.73 An carlier reference ta the Testament seems

to clearly designate the Portiuncula as the property Francis wished to give through the

Testament:

1want to ordain and leave the friary of St. Mary ofthe Portiuncula ta my brothers by my

Testament, in order that it may always be held in the greatest reverence and devotion by

the Friars.74

A comparable situation May be that of the final testament ofClare (circa 1252). She left a

7°SL appendix, 3; 2 Cel 214-15, 217.
712 Cel 216. Celano, however, probably did not need te say 50 directly since, by the time ofhis

Vila secunda in 1246, the Testament wu declared non-binding. The Papal Bull Quo elongati tells us
that the Testament was written cuca rdtimum vitae suae, and the Scripta Leonis mentions that even
before dietating the document, "he was reaIly ill and seemed near ta death: he live<! only a short time
afterwards," SL 77. It was probably composed al the Portiuncula since he scems to have spcnt a few
days there, and perbaps over a week, during which he bad dictated at lcast two other letters; MP 108;
SL 10 1. Placid Hermann believes it was dictated "during the month of September, or perhaps even
on the first or second day of October, just before Francis dicd, October 3, 1226," Omnibus, 65. Sec
also Esser, Das Testament, 9ft: Omer Englebert places the dictation ofthe Testament al the bishop's
palace, but does not state why. Saint Fraw:is ofAssisi, 333-39. The Testament in bath its original
Latin and in an English translation is reproduced in the Appendix.

72SL 9, 14, 77; MP 10; LP 17; 1 Cel lOS.
7JSee, for example, Dt 34.
7cSL 9.
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number ofdirections conceming the ongoing maintenance ofpoverty at the S. Damiano site

where the teX! itself was dictated in ber last days." The PortiUDcul~ according to the

companions who were present at his death, was the place where Francis hoped ta initiate a

refonn, through bis Testament, of the order's overly large and omate chapels.76

The Testament, as a recordatio, or memory-text, was to bestow the PortiUDcula as its

memory-image:

And so that the memory ofit [the PortiuncuIa] would remain engraved in the hearts ofthe

brothers, he wished, as his deatb was drawing near, ta have it written down in his

Testament that the brothers should do likewise.77

ln the text of the Testament, Francis specifies its use: "Let the brothers not say: This is

another Rule," but a type ofaid, "50 that we mayobserve ... the Rule we have promised. ,,71

Nevertheless, the leaders ofthe arder were ta

aIways have this writing with tbem along with the Rule. And in all the Chapters which

they hold, when they read the Rule, let them also read these words ... and observe [bath

the Rule and the Testament] with [their] holy manuer ofworking until the end.79

Many mars saon came to equate the Testament and the Later Rule, sorne proposing that it

even surpassed the Rule in its authority.1O The relation of the Testament to the Rule seems

to echo the relation ofthe covenant ofthe ark to the Iaw ofMoses in Deuteronomy. Here, the

covenant was aIways commemorated with the law, inviting the Israelites greater observance

of both.ll Moses and Francis also declare in their respective texts that the words came

7STestament ofSaint Clare, 8-17. 52-55. in Clare ofAssisi, ed Annstrong, 56-58.
76SL 77. Althougb, in this case, it may very well he a criticism suited ta the arder in 1246 when

th.is event was finally doc:umented.
77SL 9.
"Test 34.
79-[est 36-39.
IOOn its reception see Auspicious van Corstanje, The Covenant with God's Poo,.: An Essay on the

Biblical Interpretation o/the Testament ofSaint Francis ofAssisi (Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press,
1966.),61; and Esser, Dos Testament, 203-5.

IlOt 5.2.



148

directly from~ and both strongly wamed that no glosses whatsoever should he added.12

Conceming the discourse on the "new covenant" in Paul's letter ta the Hebrews, however, the

similarity in structure to Francis' Testament is striking; bath begin with an autobiographical

remembrance ofpenance in exile, then speak ofthe necessity ofa rite of blood, that the law

should be read on specifie days, and tbat it not he tampered with.13 In Paul's case, it is

especially noteworthy that the entire discussion of the new covenant was framed within

architectural metaphors such as the "ark ofthe covenant," the "heavenly sanetuary," the "holy

ofholies," and the "true tent" which Christ enters through the sacrifiee ofhis own blood."

If the Testament was conceived as a type of Mosaic covenant, then its ark, attended ta by

cherubim angels, MaY be similarly seen ta have been the Santa Maria degli Angeli chapel (fig.

93). Furthennore, in the Letter to the Hebrews, the entire new covenant discussion derives

from the words of Jesus at the Last Supper: "'This is the blood ofmy new covenant, which

is heing shed for many for the forgiveness ofsins."'15 In the Gospel ofJohn, the event ereates

the opportunity for Jesus to deliver bis final prayer and discourse on Christian life, a testament

worthy of imitation.16 From the actual Last Supper to the Latin mass of Francis' day, the

defIning rituaI in memory of Christ cornes as a combination of discourse (the eucharistie

prayer), and sacrificial act (the breaking ofbreadlbody, sharing ofwinelblood), which hinges

on the central mnemonic directive "Do this in memory ofme."

After the Testament exhortation, Francis called together a select group ofbrothers who

knelt before him and "he, another Jacob, blessed all bis sons. ,,17 The comparison to Jacob was

reinforced in that, among other similarities, bath he and Francis were blind at the time, and

bath had trouble recognizing who they were blessing." Upon completion orthe blessing,

Francis, like Jesus at the Last Supper in John, predicts how "a very great trial will come upon

you and a great tribulation is approaching. Happy will tbey he who will persevere in the

UTest 35, 39; Dt 4.5; 5.22, 12.32.
'JHeb 8.8-10; 9.19; 10.19,28-30,32. Test 1-6, 10,37-39. See Van Corstanje, Covenanlwirh

God's Paor, 71-73.
~Heb 8.1-10.17.
15Mt 26.26-29.
16Jn 14.1-17.26.
17LE 1955. Celano expands on tbis to include an allusion to Moses: "As the pattiarch Jacob of

old had blessed bis sons; indeed, Iike another Moses who, wben he was about to ascend the mountain
appointed by God, enriched the children of Israel with blessings," 1 Cel lOS.

IIGn 48.8.
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92. Francis strips his body and lays il out on the ground in front ofhis brolhers. being carefulto hide
the blccding wound in his side. as a rehearsal for his death. (From the 14lh c. Codice Lalina
Bonavcnture al the Convenl of the Laurenlianum. Rome.)
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93. The ark of
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with cherubim.
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Discours du Tab­
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things they have begun."19 Francis~ thell, continued his ritual:

He ordered loaves to be brougbt before him and blessed them. Because he could not

break them on account of bis weakness~ he asked one of bis friars ta break them into

Many fragments. Taking these he offered each friar a piece~ ordering them ta eat it ail.

For just as on Holy Thursday the Lord wished to eat witb his Apostles before bis death,

so it seemed somehow ta those friars tbat St. Francis wishcd before bis death ta bless

them and ... eat the blessed bread.90

Insisting that the day was Thursday~ even tbough it was no~ Francis finaUy drives home the

meaning by asking, during this para-liturgy, that the Last Supper of the Gospel of John he

read aloUd.91

"Theo," says Celano, "he spent the few days remaining before his death in praise," and

teaching bis companions about the praise of Christ.92 His brothers sang bis Laudes

creatuTarum, and for bis part, he chose ta sing Psalm 141, attributed to the dying King David,

whicfl, as l mentioned earlier, contains the line in reference to the Portiuncula: "Thou art my

hope, my portion in the land ofthe living." Aftenvards, Francis, honouring a request ofElias,

forgave and absolved aIl the offenses and faults of bis followers. By beginning this

absolution with the words, "Behold ... 1 am called by Gad," the act offorgiving sins al his

death once again harkens to the autbority of Jesus in the Last Supper of John 17.93 As bis

fmal bours grew near, Francis had a haïr shirt placed on him and ashes sprinkled over his

head, then he began ta "exhort death itself," and ordered the doctor to declare that he was

about ta die.94 Referring to his earlier rehearsal, Francis tumed to his brothers and said,

191 Cel lOS. Celano places these events at the bishop's palace, but aU other sources place it at the
Portiuncula. Celano himself, probably realizing bis error, corrects the mistake in 2 Ce1216.

90SL 117; LP 117.
9tJn 13.1ff. 2 Cel 217.
922 Cel 217.
93 1 Cel 109; LE 1958.
94This practice appears te have been a common custom al a deatbbed in monasteries. A.fter

receiving last rites, the dying monle was sprinlded with blessed ashes and placed on the bare floor or
on sackcloth marked widl a cross. Gougaud, Die!. Spir" s.v. "Cendres"; see also the prescriptions of
the Constitutiones Hi,saugienses, 1.2, ch. 64, PL ISO, 1334, where further details of "coram eo
(morbundo) passiones legere" are given. King Saint Louis IX of France (d. 1270), who was very
devoted to Francis, asked bis son to lay out ashes on the Ooor in the form ofa crucifix, upon which
Louis laid himselfout and died. Sec, Binski, Medieval Death, 35-36; R.C. Finucane, "Sacred Corpse,
Profane Camon: Social Ideals and Death Rituals in the Jater Middle Ages," in J. Wbaley, ed., Min"o,s
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"When you see tbat 1am brought te my last moments, place me naked upon the ground

just as you saw me the clay before yesterclaY7 and let me lie tbere after 1am dead for the

length oftime it takes to walk a mile unhuniedly." The hour therefore came7and alI the

mysteries ofChrist being fuIfilled in him, he winged bis way joyfully to Gad.9S

Celano's reference te the mysteries ofChrist could not have been more deliberate. By putting

his stigmatized body on display, hundreds ofFrancis' fellow mars and the entire population

ofAssisi were able to finally see, toucb and kiss the rumoured but previously hidden stigmata

(fig. 86). "For he seemed, " Celano tells us, "as though he had reœntly been taken down from

the cross...96

How, then, through the intricate composition and srmbolic density of this extraordinary

perfonnance, can we understand it as a type ofarchitectural promulgation? Ifwe were to rely

on the Testament as the sole documentary evidence for distinct legislative guidelines for

constructing future buildings in the Franciscan manner, we might be disappointed. Unlike

the clear and detailed regulations for architecture enshrined in the decrees of the Cistercians

(in 1134), Francis constructed bis architectural vision on the POetic foundation ofa concise

metaphor: bis followers were to dwell, to receive property, to construct, indeed, to exist as

peregrini et advenae, pilgrims and strangers.97 By accepting the existential condition ofhomo

viator for bis order, Francis had little choice but to discard beth the architecture and the

traditional means oflegislating an architecture associated wi1h the monastic virtue ofstability.

The Christian ascetics and hermits who had gone before may have provided Francis with the

necessary symbolic prototypes for dwelling in via, but since these were always smaU groups

or individuals, Francis was faced with an entirely new problem: how to ensure a consistent

continuation ofthis tradition among thousands offollowers scattered ail over western Europe

and the Levant?

ofMortality: Studies in the Social History ofDeath (London, (981); A. Van Gennep, The Rites of
Passage (Chicago, (960), SOfI.; and F.S. Paxton, CJvistianizing Deoth: the creation ofa ritual
process in early medieval Europe (lthaca: Comell University Press, (990).

9~ Cel 217, SL appendix, 3.
96} Cel 112.
~ote that the Testament refers to the Rule7 but the Rule only repeats the metaphor. LR 6.1. Cf.

Instituta generalis capituli apud Cistercium in Analecta Divionensia: les momorumts primitifs de la
Règle Cistercienne, ed Ph. Guignard (Dijon, 1878). For a translation of selec:ted passages see
Braunfels, Monasteries ofWestern Europe, 232-33, 243.
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Francis deliberately chose ta present bis final architectural vision by an exemplum through

which any textual metaphor must he understood. An architecture in via, would he received

in via. That is, the direct and vigorous participation in the world implied by penance

undertaken as a pilgrimage, mission or perhaps martyrdom, would indicate how te engage the

world architecturally through performative imitations of archetypal narratives of passage,

which themselves were communicated performatively. Moreover, the means of recording,

documenting and subsequently adapting this architectural vision to various sites would

necessitate an equally vigorous practice ofmemory.

Francis' exemplum confronts one with an array ofnarratives traditionally associated with

the rites ofpassage communieated less as directives than as images worthy ofcontemplation

and enactment We have aJready seen how the rite ofdying in Francis' final exhortation and

Testament resonated with the covenant ofMoses, thereby transforming the Portiuncula chapet

into a type ofark. The exhortation seemed ta paralIel the final words ofChrist during the Last

Supper, the Christian rite ofpassage par excellence. Ifthe domus, the kitchenldining hut at

the Portiuncula, is considered the MOst likely location for this ritual, the domus, which

normally bouses a maximum of twelve brothers, transfonns ioto the "upper rcom", the

diversorium for strangers or guests as descnDed in the PassoverlLast Supper with the twelve

apostles.9I But the narrative resonances of Francis' death, within which ta understand the

Portiuncula as the architectural prototype for the order, are hardly exhausted in these two

readings.

To fulfill Francis' request that his body be stripped and dispIayed 50 the citizens of

Assisi-exactly one "unhunied" mile away-eould witness bis miraculous wounds, it would

have to have been displayed in a location near the Portiuncula claustrum where the laity

would be free to enter, yet where the body could he guarded from relic seekers. This wauld

seem ta imply the Portiuncula chapel as the location to display the corpse, but given that its

floor was paved and Francis wished ta he set upen the bare ground, the body may have been

set just outside the chapel-where in 1216 a temporary platform had been set up in front of

the church for the announcement of the Portiuncula indulgence. This would free the chapel

for the friars to sing the office for the dead, while the crowds could circulate in front ofthe

church to touch and kiss the stigmatic wounds. The miracle-bearing corpse, the boliest of

91Lk 22.11.
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relies, would have been framed by the tiny Portiuncula chapeI which would thus serve as its

reliquary. Bath the church and bis body expressed Francis' careful design, the first to honour

Mary and Jesus' simplicity, the second ta signify its subordinate position to his soul. It was

a body emaciated and diseased, but blesse<! with the five marks ofthe poor Christ he longed

to îmitate. As a reliquary exists ta represent the miracles, biography and celestiaI abode

associated with the relic it holds, the two seem of a piece. As a liturgical implement

associated with the rite of passage, Francis' relic and the Portiuncula reliquary invite

devotionaI and ritual participation in the culminating liminal space: between a holy liCe and

a heavenly afterlife.

As a relie the body ofFrancis would aIso participate in the miraculous action ofan holy

relies in the eommunity of saints. Chiefamong these was the primary "relie" ofChrist that

Christians had aecess ta: the bread and wine transformed iota his body and blood in the

mass.99 In this era, the blessed bread had an extra-communion status; it was often reserved

alongside relies, displayed to initiale heaIings and miracles, brought out to witness public

oaths, or, like relies, encased in altar stones. 1oo With his stigmata, Francis, in a way, provided

ehristendom with the body of Christ as a corpse-like relie denied to them througb the

Ascension. The tiny Portiuncula chapel wouId then not only take on the role of the special

reliquaries typically dedieated ta the eucharist-the tabernacle or pyx-but, with the body set

in front of the chape1, the chapel could aIso he seen as a type ofaltarpiece. In Francis' rime

the demand for altarpieces was beginning ta increase with the initiation of the practice of

raising the host during mass. The altarpiece would then act as a frame for the elevation.

Appropriately enough, the raising of the host aIso commemorates the transfiguration and

another rite of passage narrative, the presentation of the ehild Jesus (figs. 15,94).101

99'Jbe relies ofCbrist's foreskin, tears, nail clippings and such came to grace western Europe after
the retum ofthe crusaders, but were pJaced in doubt almost immediatcly since the question was raised
whether ail these parts ofJesus ascended with him or DOt. See Patrick Geary, FlII1a Sacra: Theft of
Relies in the Central Middle Ages (Princeton: University Press, 1978), 28ff.

looTbe flood of eastem relies ofuniversal saints sueh as Jesus or Mary which retumed with the
crusaders, led to the diminishmeDt of local relies, and often had ta be placed aIongside them ta
increase their efficacy. Geary, FlII1a Sacra. 27-29; see aIso, Nicole Hennann-Mascard, Les reliques
des saints: Formation coutumière d'un droit (paris, 1975).

\O\Ci Anne Derbes, Picturing the Passion in Lote MedievalltaJy: Narrative Painting, Franciscan
Ideologies, and the Levant (Cambridge: University Press, 1996), 18. Derbes DOtes tbat the framing
of the risen hast by the altarpiece was a lite tbirteenth-century addition to legislatioD in ltaly, but this
does not exclude the possibility ofthe practic:e having ta1œn plac:e, as it olten did, before the legislatioD
was written. The legislation, in fàc:t, derives ftom the Franciscans and could very weil have ineluded
Assisi during Francis' time, given the bis own eucharistie devotioD.
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Given Francis' desire not only ta die but also be burled at the Portiuncula, and the pivotaI

importance of issues regarding building construction in bis later discourses and Testament,

the relie ofhis corpse may also be scen to participate in the long tradition of human sacrifice

in foundation ceremonies.102 Ritual killing of bath humans and animais to ensme the safe

ereetion of a structure had been practiced by the early Hebrews, and was implied by the

sacrifice ofChrist for the temple of Jerusalem. ft was a weU-known narrative tradition in

Europe fram the time ofthe fOUDdation ofRome, where Romulus kills his brother Remus, to

the medievallegend ofMaster Manole who, to keep a palace from falling, bricked up bis wife

inside. \03 The construction was believed to become animated by the spirit of the person

immolated, a spirit considered supremely holy in the case ofwilling victims. The conception

of architecture as alive, and even requiring reguJar feedings, was current throughout the

Middle Ages and was possibly indicated by Francis once when, speaking of the importance

of the feast ofChristmas, he dec1are<l, "1t is my wish that even the walls should eat meat on

suen a day, and ifthey cannot, they should be smeared with Meat on the outside."· lCM The

anthropomorphic metaphor of the Portiuncula reverberating with Mary's living presence in

its promise ofmiracles and pardon would be sustained by Francis' participation in the ancient

practice ofself-sacrifice and self-immolation 50 that "one should die for the many." 10'

T0 have his dead body displayed without elothing raises the question of the status of

nakedness during Francis' era. According to Margaret Miles nakedness in the Medieval West

had a number ofnegative connotations. It signified the humiliation and powerlessness as weil

l~ear the end ofhis life Francis is recordcd as wanting ta die at the Portiuncula, 1 Cel lOS. 1bis
is supported by Francis' concem that, when he was first considering the Portiuncu1a as a home for him
and his early companions, finding a pb&ce for burial ofthe brothers was an important factor; SL 8.

IOJOn Rome sec PIutareb, Lijë ofRomwJlS, ed.lobn Dryden, leV. A.H. Clough (London, 1927-28),
I, 36; and Joseph Rykwert, ldea ofa Town (Princeton: University Press, 1975), 27-40. On Master
Manole see Mircea Eliade, "Master ManoIe and the Monastery ofArges, If in Zalmozis: The Jl'anishing
God (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, (972), 164-90; and Manuela Antoniu, "The Walled-Up
Bride: An Architecture of Eternal Retum," in Deborah Coleman, et al, cds., ArchitectJl1'e and
Feminism (Princeton: University Press, 1996). On human sacrifice and architecture see Lewis
Burdick, Foundation Rites with some Kindred Ceremonies (New York: Abbey Press, 1901); Nigel
Davies, Human Sacrifice in History and Today (New York: W. Morrow, 1981); and Giuseppe Morici,
"La vittima dell'edifizio," Annal; dei R. In.stituto Superiore Orientale di Napol; IX (1937): 177-216.

l~ Cel 199. The importance offeeding buildings appears as Iate as the carly Renaissance treatise
by the architeet Filarete. See Antonio di Piero Averlîno, Trattato di architettura di Antonio Füarete,
Book N, Fol. 2Sr-27r; traDslated in A. Spencer, ed. Filarete's rreatise on Architectllre, 2 vols. (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1965).

,osDavies, Human Sacrifice, 67-71. This is the concept ofthe "scapegoat" ofLev 16.20-22, where
Aaron, on the Day ofAtonement, placed the sins ofhis people on a goat, which was tben led into the
wildemess.
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as the sin and crime associated with marginali7l".d people such as prisoners, slaves, fools and

prostitutes. 106 It aIso bad a number ofpositive meanings; twelfth-œntwy autbors including

Bernard ofClairvaux breathed new life into the carly desert fathers' and mothers' advice that

"the monk ought ta be naked ofeverytbing worldly and crucify bimselfagainst temptation and

the world's struggles. rtlO7 Nakedness could symbolize the vigorous struggle and fearless

discipline ofthe Christian spiritual atbIete, who strove ta reclaim bath the shameless chastity

ofEden and the humiliating suffering ofChrist (fig. 47). rtNudus nudum Jesum sequi," said

St. Jerome: ''Naked to fol1ow the naked Christ."101

Francis was reported te bave removed his clothes in public on a number ofoccasions.

He stripped to renounce bis inheritance at the bishop's palace. He gave a performance on

penance in mime where he asked to be 100 naked by a rope tbrougb the square. On al lcast

one occasion he roUed naked in the snow ta ward offa sexual temptation (6gs. 95, 16,92).109

By asking his brethren, in bis fast hour, ta remove bis crucifying tau-shaped tunic in order to

display the five wounds, Celano's description tbat he seemed "as though taken down from the

cross," May bave been especially accurate. With respect ta the Portiuncuia, however, its cave­

like stone vault set within the wildemess, could aIso serve as a type ofHoly Sepulchre like

the one in the garden witbin whicb Christs crucified body was set: the acme of scriptural

caves ofpassage. 110

Besides death, three archetypal situations in the human life cycle involve the disrobed

body: bathing, birth and erotic union. III Ritualized bathing as the Christian rite of baptism

would have the closest relation to the Christian rites of death: bath involve anointing,

washing in water, blessings, sÎgns of the cross, candies and similar psalm and Gospel

readings. The joumey from Mere existence ta Christian Iife, and from tbat life ta the afterlife,

exposed the subject ta the MOst dangerous temptations ofthe Evil One. Henee, the full public

I06Miles, Carnal Knowing. 81.
I07Sayings ofthe Fathers 6.16; cited in Miles. Camai Know;ng, 66.
IOIIerome, Epistle 52.5; Nicene and Post-N;cene Fathers. 6. 91. Sec Peter Brown, Body and

Society, 3-211.
l~ Cel 116-17; Actus B. Francise;, 30, in Omnibus. 1376. It would aIso be difficult to imagine

that the young Francis could bave been a troubadour domimls for the loc:al "feast offools" and avoided
participating in, ifQot leading, the indecent gestures, disrobiDg and drunken orgies associated with dUs
event all over Europe. See Bakhtin, Rahelais and his Wartd, 74-75.

nOIn 19.38-42.
1IlSee Van Gennep, Rites ofPassage; and Mircea Eliade, The Myth of the Etemal Retunt,

Bollingen Series, XLVI (New York: Pantheon Books, 1954).
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participation of the church in these sacraments through prayers and, before the baptism and

after the death, in persona! sacrifices. The catechumen and the dying had ta prepare their soul

and body for combat-this was no time to have the taint ofthe world upon them. In speaking

of the rite of baptism, John the DeacOD observed: "They are commanded to go in [the

baptismal font] naked, even down to their feet, so that [they may show that] they have put off

the earthly gannents ofmortality.,,1l2 With respect to Francis' baptism into the afterlife, the

Portiuncula wildemess and stream (as depicted in fig. 55), May recall the wildemess of the

Jordan where Christ was baptised by Jooo. ll3 Even though the chapel does not have the

typically circular or eight-sided plan of a baptistry, it would, in part, share in the strong

verticality ofthese structures through the height of Francis' stone vault, ifnot its designation

by Francis as a place where angels ftequently descended. lI"

Perhaps an even stronger case could he made for the Portiuncula as the site ofa birth. As

the birthplace for the three Franciscan orders, and the motber church ofthe First Order, the

site ofthe special Marian indulgence for pilgrims and the missioning offriars, the Portiuncula

was a fecund Mother continually giving birth. As the angelic site of the nativity, S. Maria

degli Angeli gives birth to an infant Francis, barn tiny, shrivelled and stained (as he was) in

blood, who in~ according to Celano, "bore naked in bis heart Him Whom she bore naked

in her hands."m By dying in tront ofthe true mother ofhis vocatio~Francis seemed to bring

ta vivid life the verses of architectural significance whicb he wrote in ber name: ". . . the

Virgin made church.... Hail, His Palace! 1Hall, His Tabernacle! / Hail, His Home! ,,116 By

offering up bis body before her threshold, Francis could DOW add the words ofPeter Damian,

who described Mary as "the Gate ofParadise, which restored Gad to the world and opened

heaven for us. nU7

And finally, 1would venture one further interpretation ofFrancis' naked death before the

1t:ZCited in Jonathan Smith, "The Gannents of Shame," History ofReligions S, no. 2 (Winter,
1966): 224; Mabillion-Gennain, Museu", Ita/ieu'" l, no. 2 (paris, 1687), 71-72; and Miles, Camai
Knowing, 34.

lIJLk 3.1-22.
11400 the archetype ofthe cirtle in plan see Krautheimer, "Introduction ta an lconography," 1-23.

Marked verticality, for instance, upon an otherwise small plan ofa typical sbaman's but provides space
for the coming and going ofspirits while the sbaman is in trance for the sake ofbealing someone or
a community. Sec Spencer Rogers, The Snaman: His Symbols andHis Healing Powers (Springfield,
Ill.: Charles C. Thomas, 1982), 35, 123-24. Sec note 128, below.

1I~ Cel 83 .
"6Salutations to the Blessed Virgin Mary, in Armstrong, 149-50.
\I7Sermo, 46 in PL 144, 7S2 8-D.



156

Portiuncu~ that is, as a participation in the metaphor of union-tbe erotic rapture of the

mystical or divine marriage. He would have learned the symbolism ofidealized and mystical

marriage in his youth as a troubadour. Francis incorporated Provençal, jongleur and courtly

language into bis poetry, canticles and other compositions, he was a mercbant of fine French

fabrics and thereby a likely visitor ta the Champagne region where the troubadours originated,

and he had a lifelong love ofFrance and "aIl things French", summed up in his early desire

to die in France. III Among the troubadours, boundless desire, passion and eros took the fonn

of perpetuai vows of cbastity, the renunciation ofearthly marriage and voluntary suffering.

According to Denis de Rougemont, tbese were ultimately expressed as an aspiration for

death. 119 Likewise, those tonnented by the madness of love typically banisbed tbemselves to

the wildemess; examples include Dante's confused wandering in the forest at the beginning

of the Infèrno, or Virgil's Dido who, because of ber lost love, banishes berself to the

wildemess. l20 It is both as the site ofsuffering, and as the locus amoenus-the promised land

for the recovery ofAdam and Eve's chaste love and sbameless nakedness-that the wildemess

and creation in general were praised tbroughout the verses of the troubadours.

Francis' poetic relationship witb the wildemess and the desire to suifer and die naked in

the Portiuncula wildemess were particularly poignant with respect to the abject ofbis love:

lUI Cel 1,2, 16; 2 Cel 7, 13, 127,201; 3 Soc 1; See aIso Cheriyapattaparambil, Trouhadour
Influence, 138. On Francis' tI'OubadoW' youtb, see chapter 1.

1
19Denis de Rougemont, Love in the Western World (New Yorle Schocken Books, 1983), 341.

The troubadour A1menc de Belenoi wrote: fi ••• this wild desire Ils bound to be my death, no matter
if l stay or go. 1For sbe who could deliver me, no pity will she show. 1... and this desire. 1Although
it hath from frenzy spnmg, it certainIy prevaiIs 1 Above the others a1I;" cited in, de RougemoDt, Love
in the Western WOTld, 87.

Even though de Rougemont attcmpts ta connect the troubadours directly to the Catbars, who aIso
originated in southem France, bis thesis bas since been generally dismissed. Nevertheless. it is
difficult to deny that the troubadours and Cathars shared with the carly Franciscans a commitment to
poverty and chastity for an ideal which is reached through a mystical rapture. See Roger Boase, The
Origin and Meaning of Court/y Love: A critical study ofEuropean Scholarship (Manchester:
University Press, 1977), 77-80 and Lambert, Medieval Hoesy, 97, 119, 145. On mcdievallove in
general see J. Chyenius, "The Symbolism of Love in Medieval Thought, Il Commenlationes
Humanarum Litteranun 44, no 1 (1965): 1-140; and Jean Leclercq, Monks and Love in Twelfth­
Century France: Psycho-HistoricaJ Essays (Oxford; Clarendon Press; New York: Oxford University
Press, 1979).

nODante, L 'ln/erno, Canto 1.1; Virgil, Aeneid, IV.68-73, VI.442-44, 450-51; See Deirdre
Kessel-Brown, "The Emotionai Landscape of the Forest in the Mediaeval Love Lament," Medium
Aevum 59, no. 2 (1990): 228-47; and Ernst Robert Curtius, European Literature and the lAtin Middle
Ages. trans. Willard R. Trask (London: Routiedge" Kegan Paul, 1953), 183-202.
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Lady Poverty.121 The troubadour vocation typically derived from a vow, either implicit or

explicit, to a lady, often already married, ofroyal blood and high station sucb that sbe, in tum,

would become bis patron (fig. 96).122 By cleverly, ifnot bumorously, inverting the aim of

troubadour desire, Francis invited Lady Poverty ta be bis and bis orders object ofdesire (fig.

97).123 Francis first mentioned the personifieation ofpoverty in bis Salutations ta the Virtues:

"Lady, holy Poverty, May the Lord proteet you.... Holy Poverty destroys / the desire of

riches / and avarice / and the eues ofthis worlel ,,124 But more significantly he admonished

his brethren to devote themselves ta her in the first Siena version ofhis Testament: "Let them

always love and he faithfuI to our Lady Holy Poverty."125 A mythology quicldy sprung up in

the order conceming Lady Poverty, initiated, for the MOst part, by the 1227 prose-poem the

Sacrum Commercium, perhaps the earliest extant piece ofFranciscan literature produced after

the death ofFrancis, and generally attributed to Thomas ofCelano. In il, the figure ofLady

Poverty narrates ber autobiography from ber nakedness witb Adam and Eve in Ede~ and with

Cluist on the cross, ta her special relationship with Francis and bis order. The culminating

scene has Poverty feast with Francis and bis brothers on stale bread and cold water, and, after

a nap on a stone pillow, sbe asks ta see the brothers' cloister. Sa, ''taking her to a certain bill,

they sbowed ber the whole world, as far as the eye could see, and said, '"Ibis, Lady, is our

cloister.''' She responds, with what seems ta be a direct allusion to the metaphor Francis

chose for the Portiuncula at the indulgence ceremony, "Thank you, fiiends, for welcoming me

into your home. It feels like paradise."J26 Just as Lady Poverty was once naked in Eden and

at Golgotha, or Francis in the Portiuncula wiIdemess-dripping blood from bis side Iike a rib­

less Adam in paradise-so MaY we consider, quite literally, the architecture ofthe early order,

with ooly hedges for walls, to be stripped naked before the entire world.

1:11 Cel 58, 59,61,80; 2 Cel 166-67, 171. SL 110, LP 110, MP 118-20. See Sorrell, St. Francis
ofAssisi and Nature, 70-71, 106-08, 114, 131, 140.

122<:f. D. Scheludko, ''Über den Frauenkult der Troubadours," Neuphi/%gische Minei/ungen 35
(1934): 1-40. Noteworthy, as well, is the troubadours' veneration ofMary as the temp/um trinitatis,
the daughter (ofGod), mother (ofChrïst) and the spouse (ofthe Roly Spirit) although this could in no
way be considered a trend. See Cheriyapauaparambil, Troubadour Influence, 37-40, 118.

I%JOn Lady Poverty see Raoul Manselli, cd. San Francesco e Madonna Poverta (Firenze. 1990);
and Joan Mowat Erikson, Sainl Francis andHis Four Ladies (New Yorie W.W. Norton &. Co., 1970).

12ASalutatîons to the Vinues, 2.
125LP 17, Armstrong, 164.
126SacCom, 64. See Fleming, Introduction to Franciscan Litoature. 78ft: In the carly Antiphon

of Vespers from the Delave ofChristmas of the Fnnciscans, an explicit referencc ta the Testament
tbrough the words ofLady Poverty, directly connec:ts the two leXIs: "He left a Testament ta bis faithfW
eleet conceming me." Cited in Van Corstanje, The Covenant, 134, n.34.
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The Sacrum Commercium established the iconography for Francis' mystical marriage.

While the text may not depict this union explicidy, it does set into high reliefthe object ofhis

rapture. It could be argued that in bis death Francis demonstrated the climax ofa lifetime of

poetic madness. The Middle Ages, according to Ernst Curtius, knew ofthe divine frenzy of

poets, without knowing Plato's famous discussion of this state in the Phaedrus. 127 The

numinous inspiration ofa feminine archetype may have been a long-standing element in local

ltalian cultic life, as cao he seen in the Medieval Benandanti121 The Benandanti were shaman

healers frOID a centuries-old tradition who claimed ta be able to send their souls into combat

for God and Christ. They did this by undergoing an ccstatic trance, triggered by a drum beat

and dancing, until their bodies fell down and lay motionless as ifdead. While in the trance,

an angel or a Benandanti ancestor appeared to the healer and guided bis or her soul to wrestle

with and defeat evil spirits that plagued their community.l29 Fortini links Francis' habit of

dancing when he preached to that ofthe holy and warlike dance perfonned by Assisians for

their local saint, Victorinus-a dance which grew faster and faster until it "expressed the

celestial ecstasy."IJO As in shamanism, the privations of the body necessary for mnemonic

work aimed at an ethics whose goal was communal healing. 131 Francis and the Portiuncula

were vehicles through which documented healings took place; when brought together for his

death, death itself became a type ofhealing. 132

Francis' interest in troubadour poetics and "ail things French" rnayalso he connected to

his desire for the land ofthe historical Jesus and ail things Eastern. Southem France and the

Holy Land could he theoretically fused by considering the complex origins of the troubadour

phenomenon. According to Roger Boase the MOst important influence for the troubadours

127Curtïus, European LiteratUTe, 474-75.
I~e Benandanti phenomenon was carefully descn'bed in the annaIs ofthe inquisition during the

sixteenth century. See G. K.Ianiczay, "Shamanistic Elements in Central European Witchcraft," in
Mihaly HoppaI, ed., Shamanism in EUI'asia (GOttigen: ed. Herodot, 1984),404410.

129JGaniczay, "Shamanistic Elements," 406.
l3~ortini, 133.
I31Note, in the hennit tradition, "True discretion is ta put the souI hefore the body and, where both

are threatened and the health ofone cao only he obtained at the priee ofsuffering for the other, one
should negleet the body for the health ofthe saul." From the "Rule and Lite ofthe Recluse," cap. 23,
in D. Knowles, ed., Worlc.s ofAelred ofRievardx, 1 (Cistercian Fathers Series 2) (Spencer, Mass.,
1971), 70, n. 40; Haines, "The Death ofSaint Francis, Il 46, n. 158.

132 1 Cel 67, 68; 2 Cel 20. Death considered as a type ofhealing cannot, ofcourse, he limited ta
Christ and the Christian saints. One imponant Western example, with respect ta architecture, is
Socrates; see my "Socrales and the Agora," in Chora: Intervals in the Phi/osophy ofArchitecture 2
(1996): 1-16.
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96. Lady and Troubadour Lover. ~i...7
(From Matfre Errncngaud's Breviari";
d'amor. Paris. B.N. fr. 857. fol. 196v,
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[photo Bibl. nal. Paris.] As reproduced ~ .. -
in Kendrick. The Game ofLove. 45.> .~
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97. Francis' mvstical marriagc with
Lady Povcrty. (Detail. lale [3th c.
Fresco by Giouo. Basilica (nferiore di
S. Francesco. Assisi.)
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was the Hispano-Arabic cultural supremacy of the tenth century. From Islam came prose

romances and the concepts ofchivalry and courtly love as well as theories on profane love

and insatiable desire. Troubadour verse forms, music and musical instruments derived aImost

exclusively trom Arabie sources, coming to Europe al the same time as the recovery of

Hellenic and Byzantine philosophy, aIso through Arabie sources. Indeed, the etymology of

the word troubadour, trabar, traces its earliest roots to the Arabie tarabï. 133 Bath politically

and culturally, southem France was more Spanish than French in the eleventh century and

displayed a remarkable tolerance ifnot avid interest in Middle Eastern and Moor culture. 134

According to the Rule, Francis gave special preference ta those ofhis arder who preacbed

among Saracens. l35 Indeed, when missioning bis brotbers, Francis chose for himself, upon

three occasions, the Holy Land, twice attempting the joumey by sea, and once by land tbrough

Spain. 136 When he finally succeeded in arriving in the East, but was denied martyrdolD,

Francis secured a signaculum, a type ofpassport from the Sultan AI-Kamel Mohammed, to

visit the Holy Land137 No description ofthe trip exists, but we cao assume tbat Francis made

a visit to the Holy Sepulchre, because when writing on the tapie ofthe eucharist, he seems

to speak from direct experience there. 131 Thus, Francis' death before his own Holy Sepulchre

IJ3Boase, The Origin and Meaning, 62ft: Boase provides a scholarly overview and bibliography
ofrecent scholarship in tbis area.

1J4Boase, The Origin and Meaning, 70; and Robert S. Briffault, The Troubadovrs (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 1965),5. It is difficult to descn"be the unique richness at this time of, for
instance, Troyes, where commerce and art, politics and religion, bumanist monks and mystical rabbis,
spilt over ail traditional cultural boundaries. see Le Clercq, Monks and Love, 111-12. The Norman­
Saracen court under Fredericlc fi (1194-1250), for instance, fused the East and West like no other.
Frederick corresponded with sufis on metaphysics and wrote poetIy in Arabie and Provençal. He even
stopped court business at midday for the Muslim prayers of bis servants, court officiaIs and
counsellors. Boase, Origin and Meaning, 70-72.

13~ER 16; LR 12.
1361 Cel 55-56; 2 Cel 30, 152; 3 Cel 34; MP 75.
mOn the signacu/um, see Martiniano Roncaglia, "S. Francesco in Oriente," Studi Francescani

25 (1953): 104-06; and bis book. St. Francis ofAssis; and the Middle East (cairo: FrancisC8n Centre
ofOriental Studies, 1954),29. Since MOst ofthese pilgrimage sites were cared for by the memory­
teachers ofFrancis, the regular canons (and, soon after, the Franciscans), the joumey to these shrines
could very weli have carried a mnemonic and therefore a profound sensuallgestural experience for
Francis. Such was the interest in the East at that time in general, that upon bis retum in 1220, the
legend orthe Francis' mission among the Saracens had caused a sensation across Europe. His first truc
wave ofpopuIarity throughout Europe was initiated tbrough dUs undertaking. RancagUa. St. Francis
ofAssisi and the Middle East. 26.

13S"Ifthe tomb in which He Iay for some lime is 50 venerated, how holy.just and worthy must he
the persan who touches Him with bis bands." Leuer ta the Entire Order, 21-22 in Armstrong, 55. This
quote is from the letter addressed ta the 1226 Pentceost Chapter wbich Francis was unable ta attend
due ta his sickness. His interest in the veneration ofthe Holy Sepulchre therefore coincides with his
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seems ta take on the flavour of"all tbings Eastem," especially ifwe include the singing ofhis

troubadour canticle and the dedication unta death ta bis Lady Poverty.

Interpretations complement and build upon each other; a weU-deployed metaphor, in this

case the final tableau ofFrancis' death, cao eotice participation through interpretation. Its

thematic mobility not only invites contemplation, but also suggests a metaphoric role in which

its participants cao respond in character according to the situation: as apostles, knights,

fellow troubadours, or the childreo ofIsrael, for instance. The Portiuncula site MaY therefore

he understood as a boundary, as this term is used in Johan Huizinga's Homo Ludens, marked

offfor play.139 Within this boundary, Francis' free imitation ofGospel, monastic, liturgical,

fool or troubadour personae drew others to play their parts in the performance as weil. For

a Medieval memory practitioner the text taken in hecomes woven inta every word, gesture and

creative act, threaded through the fibres ofone's entire heing, so as ta strengthen the ethical

fahric of society. How this ethics influences the actions and architecture of Francis'

immediate followers is the subject ofthe final chapter. What is at stake is the persistence of

memory, that is, the efficacy and/or peril of attempting architecturallegislation by poetic

exemplum.

imminent death.
139Johan Hujzinga, Homo Ludens: A Study ofthe Play Element in Cu/lJIre (London: Beacon Press,

1955), 19-22. On Francis, Huizinga declares tbat "The saint's whole life is full ofpure play-factors
and play-figures," 139. Note tbat Boase suppons the emergence ofplay elements such as eroticism
in Western culture through the troubadour phenomenoD. The Origin andMeaning, 107.

•
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Elias of Cortona and the Basilica of San Francesco

We can DOW say with confidence that bath the Portiuncula as a prototype and Francis'

architecturallegislation based on the metaphor ofstrangers and pilgrims held fast throughout

the Franciscan order until his death in 1226. His vision did not go unchaUenged but his

redoubled efforts in later years, tbrough bis Rules, Testament and death performance, seemed

to ensure an enduring adherence to poverty in the buildings of the arder. 1 The question

remains, bowever, whetber bis vision influenced the architectural program ofthe Franciscans

after his death.

In Europe and the Levant, at least into the late 1230'5, Franciscan settlements remained

more or less consistent with the Portiuncula site-from the hedge walls ta the tiny private

oratory. What bas been generally considered, bowever, as the tirst major departure from

Francis' architectural vision was, ironically enough, the basilica constructed in Assisi ta bouse

the remains of Francis himself (fig. 98). The basilica was initiated and financed by Pope

Gregory IX in 1227 and supervised by Br. Elias, breaking ground the next year. Its size,

architectural conception and fresco program, however unique, were the result, according to

historians, of a partial or complete departure by Elias, in collusion with Pope Gregory IX,

Emperor Frederick II and the Assisi commune, from the poverty ofFrancis. The order was

generally opposed to the projeet from the beginning. It was the first evidence, historians say,

of Elias' avarice and life-Iong desire for power-which was exposed during his 1239

deposition as Minister General, bis departure from the arder, and his excommunication from

the Catholic church.2 With Elias safely depicted as the Judas ofthe order, the anti-Francis,

1]ohn Moorman, perbaps the foremost authority on the c:bronology ofconstruction and settlements
within the Franciscans, believed that, "There must have been very little aetual building ofconvents
during the lifetime ofSt. Francis. He would not alIow it." A History ofthe Franciscan Order, 63.

2For some of the earliest interpretatioDS of Elias sec Salimbene de Adam, Cron;ca fratris
Salimbene de Adam, ed. F. Bernini (Bari, 1942); Eccleston, I-VI; Lempp, cd. SpecvJum vitae b.
Francise; et soc;orum eius (Antwerp, 1602), pan n. 99ft; and Angelo Clareno, Rendiconti de/la &ale
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any examination ofthe architecture of the basilica could be conveniently divorced from the

architectural vision of its main occupant, Saint Francis.3

This story has, beyond its chronology, a number of serious errors and needs to be re­

evaluated in terms ofrecent archaeology and a close reading of the source texts themselves.

1 propose that Elias' vision for the basilica was, in tact, a narrative continuation ofFrancis'

vision and death performance. To this end, the relationship between Francis and Elias needs

to he determined with sorne specificity. Only thus can we evaluate the basilica and later

Franciscan architecture in ltaly with respect to the possibility and limits ofa shared poetic and

ethical vision.

Q. From Francis to Elias

Although the date ofElias' birth is unknown, he seems to have been born in Castel Britti or

Brittignano, a village just outside Assisi (fig. 99).4 There is some evidence to suppose that,

before joining Francis, Elias eamed his living by a trade as weU as teaching the Psalter to

young boys. His widely acmowledged reputation for learning, however, seems to support

Thomas ofEccleston's daim in the 1258 historical tractatus ofthe order that Elias had been

Accademia dei Lincei, Classe di Scienze moral;' storiche efilologiche, serie Sa, xvn (Rome, 1908),
97ff. Modem scholars who continued ta Jay blame Cor the early order's ills on Elias include Sabatier,
Vie de S. François, 277ff and E. Lempp, Frère Élie de Cortone, Étude Biographiqve Collection
d'études et de documenrs, m (paris, 1901). More recent authors have been more sympathetic,
including Lorenzo DiFonzo, "Elie d'Assise," in Dicn01l1JQ;re d'Histoire et de Géographie
Ecclésiastique XV (1963), 167-83; Giulio Barone, "Fnte Elia," Bulletino deJl'Istituto Storico Italiano
per il Medio Evo, 85 (1974): 89·144; and, with perhaps the most balanced account 10 date, Brooke,
83-105, 137-67.

3Salimbene, Crcmica, 148. Only with the most vague and elliptical statements, ifat ail, do modem
authorities on the basilica attempt 10 link Francis' vision ta il, e.g., Krautheimer, Die Kirchen der
Bettelorden, 12f1; Braunfels, Monasteries ofWestem Europe, 12SfI; FranId, Gothie Architecture, 121­
25; White, Art and Archilechue in Ila/y, 16·36; Romanini, "L'Architettura degli ordini mendicanti,"
8-10; Silvestro Nessi, La Basüica di S. Fran&esco in Assisi e la sua documentazione sto,ica (Assisi:
Casa Ed. Franciscana, 1982); Wolfgang Schenkluhn, San Francesco in Assisi: Ecclesia Specialis: die
Vision Papst Gregors IX. von einer E17JeIU!nmg der Ki,che (Darmstadt Wissenscbaftlicbe
Buchgesellschaft, 1991); and idem, Ordines StruJentes: Aspelcte nu Kirchenmchitelctur der
Dominikaner undFranzislctmer im JJ (lahrbundert Berlin: Gebr. Mann, 1985).

·Salimbene, Cronica, 135.

•
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a scriptor or notary in Bologna.' Before he chose the name Elias upon entry into the Friars

minor, his Dame was Bonusbaro.6 The first consul ofAssisi, calle<! Bonusbaro, is recorded

as affirming the town's independence from its feudal occupiers in the cathedral ofSan Rufino

in 1198 in the name ofthe Trinity and Dot that ofthe Emperor.7 Ifthis person was not Elias

himself, it was probably a relation; a consul named Bonusbaro a1so appears in government

documents in other neighbouring tOWDS.· Govemance and leadership may have been Elias'

family business. Thus, not ooly did Elias and Francis probably share the same district and

good education, but they may aIso have shared the same politics-the support of the Assisi

minori-for which Francis was willing to Jay down bis life as a soldier in 1202.'

There is a tradition, whicb cannot be completely verifi~ that Elias was received ioto the

Franciscans in 1211 in Cortona by Francis himself. lo He spent six years in solitude in a œIl

beside a gorge outside Cortona, the same cell in which he lived out bis last ten or 50 years,

exiled from the order and the church. Il Elias' desire for the contemplative life was 50 weil

kno'Ml that Francis himselfonce wrote to Elias in 1221-22 urging him, as Minister General,

to value charity among his brethren more than the fruits of the bermitage.12 The first

indication, however, ofFrancis' profound trust in and respect for Elias cornes in 1217 when

Francis selected him, among aIl bis companions, to lead the first FrancisCaD mission to the

Holy Land. 13 This mission was most cherished by Francis because it was the birtbplace of

Jesus, and it offered the preacher an almost guaranteed possibility to win the crown of

martyrdom, for which Francis 50 Ionged.14 Elias seems to have done weU there since we

know that he left an established province to bis successor. 15 When Francis tinally visited him

5Eccleston, 65; Bernard of Bessa, Chronicon XlV ve/ XV GeneTalium Ministrorum Ordinis
Fratrum Minorwn, inAFiü (1897), 695.

6Salimbene, Cronia, 96.
'Arnoldo Fortini, Assisi nel Media Eva (Rome, 1940), 79-S1; Brooke, 50; Moorman, History of

the Franciscan Order. 23; and S. Attal, Frate Elia, Compagno di &m Francesco (Rome, 1936).37.
'Bernard ofBessa, AF ili, 695ft; DiFonzo. "Elie d'Assisi," 170.
9pauJ Riley, "Francis' Assisi: Its Political and Social HistolY," FSt 34 (1974): 393-424, esp. 421.
[~arianusofFlorence, AFH, i (190S), 105-06. Cited in Brooke, 1730.
IIAccording to Wadding, Annales. 1. 10S-09.
[2Letter ta a Minister, in Armstrong, 74-76. The recipient of this letter remains in dispute.

Sabatier and Brooke maintain it was Elias, but Esser argues for its anonymity. See Armstrong, 74, D.

2; Brooke, 173, n. 3. This admonition, however. could only have come from one such as Francis who
a1so knew the temptation ta permanent solitude throughout bis life, as seen in 1 Cel 35 or LM 12.1-2.

[3Jordan, 7, 9, 14.
141 Cel 55-57.
ISCf. Attal, Frate Elia, 2S-29, 34-35; Marianus ofFlorence, gH, 1 (I90S), 105-06.
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in the East in 1219.20, he was obviously pleased enough with Elias' achievement that, when

Francis was suddenly summoned back home 10 deal with the Bologna bouse controversy and

the alterations to the Rule by the vicars in Assisi, he chose Elias to be among the companions

with whom he sailed back Ui It was only a few months Iater that Francis selected Elias to be

the next Minister General, which, in the opinion ofRosalind Brooke, may "aIso be regarded

as one of the measures that were taken to counteract the subversive tendencies [of the

vicars]. "17 There is no indication that Francis' selection of Elias was a concession to the

innovators, but, in the words ofCelano, Elias was "chosen to take the place ofa mother with

regard to Francis [conceming bis illnesses], and to take the place ofa fatber for the rest ofthe

brethren." 18

Biographers and chroniclers writing after bis deposition in 1239, have gone to great

lengths to blame MOst ofthe orders subsequentcaIamity on the figure ofElias. Many ofthe

purported despicable designs ofElias (tbis "thoroughly bad lot," in the words ofSalimbene),

have been detennined, by Brooke and others, to be without any factual basis. Ifwe trust the

pre-1239 sources, in particularthe Vitapr;ma ofCelano, Elias' responsibility to Francis and

the order, frOID 1221 to Francis' death in 1226, was consistent and sound.19 For instance, at

the annuai Chapter at the Portiuncula on May 30, 1221, Elias presided over the gathering of

approximately 3000 friars, made sure they were aU fcd, announced any wisbes of Francis,

addressed the brothers bimseIt: assigned them te new missions and provinces, settled ail

difficulties arising out of the proceedings, and determined the date for the next meeting.

During bis tenure, he was responsible for all day-to-day business, the correction ofbrothers

who transgressed the Rule, and the examination and licensing of new preachers.20 Elias is

recorded as sending at least one mission of seven friars to preach to the Muslims at Ceuta,

thereby continuing Francis' Eastern missionary focus.21 FinaUy, he seems to have remained

in constant communication with Francis conceming Francis' requests and advice on matters,

travelling with Francis on preaching tours, and even sharing sleeping accommodation with

16Jordan, Chronica, 14.
17Brooke, 105.
III Cel 98.
19Celano's depietion ofElias in the Vita prima can be considercd one ofthe MOst authentic due

to the nature of the writing. It was commissioned by Rome in 1226·28 ta filcilitate Francis'
canonization and to become the officiaI biography ofthe order. Cf. EcclestoD, 75.

2~R, 18; LR 9; 2 Cel 67, 182; Jordan, 17-18; Brooke, 113·14.
21E. Randolph Daniel, The Francucan Concept ofMission in the High Middle Ages (Lexington:

University Press ofKentucky, 1975),44.
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him on one occasion.22 We cao safely say, however, thatFrancis, as the exemplar ofthe order

in his contemplation and preaching tours, general1y took the part ofMary, and Elias, with his

administrative responsibilities, tbat ofMartha.

Two affairs in particular, however, caused a number oferroneous stories ta be spoo about

Elias. The first tells how Francis, after writing bis Later Rule of 1223, entrusted the freshly

inked text ta Elias and a party ofProvincial Ministers, who, displeased with its strictures on

poverty, destroyed it, forcing Francis te rewrite the Rule.Z3 While the loss ofthe Rule seems

indisputabIe, it was probably accidentai; but even if it were intentiona1, Elias played "no

energetic or influential part in the proceedings," since he was, at most, an envoy simply

representing the concerns of a group of Ministers, as would be expected of a Minister

General.24 The second event concerns the blessing of Elias by Francis as recouoted in the

Vita prima ofeelano: Francis placed his right band upon Elias and said, "You, my son, 1

bless above aIl and throughout ail.... 1 bless you as much as 1can and more tban 1 can."2!

Later biograpbers were intent to lay Francis' band instead upon Br. Bernard or simply remove

Elias' name aItogether from this event, making it a general blessing. In bath cases the attempt

was ta divide the two men, the saint and the sinner, and thereby sanitize Francis from being

implicated in Elias' future affairs.Ui

The raIe of Elias, however, during Francis' Iast days emerges in the sources as one of

compassion and true motherly care. Elias secured the best Medical treatment for Francis'

eyes; he hastened to Siena when Francis' bealth deteriorated; he personaUy accompanied him

to his ceU in Cortona 50 he could recover while on route to Assisi, and he posted an armed

guard around Francis for the fast six months ofhis life.27 It was through the dream-vision of

Br. Elias Francis came to know of the exact time ofhis death. Elias was granted the rare

privilege to see Francis' stigmata before bis fiiend died. He asked for and received Francis'

blessing on at least two occasions, and, during Francis' final para-liturgy, repons the Legenda

nCelano records Elias travelling with Francis through Nami during a preaching tour and
interceding on behalf of a woman for whom Francis cast out a devil; 1 Cel 69. The two shared
sleeping quarters in Foligno: 1 Cel 109.

2J 1 Cel 32; 2 Cel 209. Brooke, 88-95.
24Brooke, 95.
25 1 Cel lOS.
26 1 Cel lOS, lOS; 2 Cel 217; MP 30; P.G. Abate, La Leggenda Napo/itana di S. Francesco e

l'UjJicio rimato di Giuliano da Spira secondo lin codice Ilmb,o (Assisi, 1930), lectio 2; Brooke, 19,
n. 1,99.

27 1 Cel 105; Geary, FIU1Q Sacra, 1-30.
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Napolitana, Elias wept 50 much he was unable ta consume ms portion ofthe blessed bread.2J

In the letter ta the Provincial Ministers tbat Elias composed 00 the clay of, or very soon after,

Francis' death, he records what seems ta be a geouinely deep and persona! grief:

... greetings from Brother Elias, a sinner. Before 1begin to wrîte, 1 must give expression

ta my sorrow, and indeed 1have reason ta do 50. As overtlowing waters, sa is my grief.

For the fear 1 feared has come upon me and upon you ... for us, there must needs be

souow; without him darkness eovelopes us, and the shadows ofdeath enshroud us. If it

is a great loss for all, it is ftaugbt witb particuJar danger for me whom he left in the midst

ofdarkness, oppressed and hanied 00 all sides by countless anxieties. Hence 1 beseech

you, brethren, weep with me who am immersed in deep sorrow. 29

Elias was held in great affection by Francis, is depicted in a consistently favourable light by

Celano and was a close ftiend and compatriot ofFrancis' confidant, Clare.30 Ta Elias we must

attribute the organization of the funeral procession, which, including ecclesial and civic

dignitaries and the crowds waving olive branches, took a long detour ta the church of S.

Damiano where Clare and her order resided (fig. 100). Elias had the door ta the chapel

opened up (which was usually forbidden by their rule ofstrict enclosure) 50 that Clare and

her sisters could come out and weep over the body, kissing bis stigmatized bands.lI In 1235·

37, Clare wrote a letter to her companion Sr. Agnes, urging her fidelity ta the advicc of"our

venerable father, our Brother Elias.1t32 The letter concems the desire ofAgnes to have ber

convent warrant, as had S. Damiano, the strictprivilegium paupertatis: to live without lega!

ownership oftheir lodgings. Elias seems to have advised Agnes to hold firm in her desires

nI Cel 95, 98, lOS. Note that atlerwards Lee begged Elias for the unconsumed bread, preserved
it carefully and used il, as he did with the tau chartu/a, to heal the sick; sec Abate. La Leggenda
Napolitana. 35.

2~E, 1956-57.
3°1 Cel 109; Michael Cusato. "Elias and Clare: An Enigmatic Relationship," in Mary Francis

Hone, ed., Clare ofAssisi: Investigations. VII (Kalamazoo, 1992): 95-115.
Hl Cel 116; 3 Soc 109; MP 108; SL 109. SimiIar charity ofElias' can be seen with regard to

Lady Jacoba, another dear fiiend of Francis'. After Francis' death he came up to her as she stood
weeping and lay the body ofFrancis in her arms. saying, "'You loved him while he Iived; hold him
now that he is dead,'" 3 Cel 39.

32Walter Setton, "The Letters nom Saint Clare to Blessed Agnes ofBohemia," AFR 17 (1924):
514-516; and Clare ofAssisi, ed. Armstrong, 39.
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98. Aerial view of the Basilica of S. Francesco in Assisi. Entrance to Upper Church is through the
double portaIs on the facade in front of the lawn: the city ofAssisi is off the photo to the bouom right.
(Photo courlesy of Plurigraph. Nami.)

•

100. Funcral procession of Francis
of Assisi \Vith Clare of Assisi and hcr
sistcrs in the upper right. (Anony­
mous of Umhria. second half of the
16th c. Miniature from Frallches­
china di Sama Maria degli Angeli.
Santa Maria degli Angeli. Archivio
ddla Porziuncula.)

99. Ponrait of Br. Elias. copied from his figure which he had
painted on the Giunta Pisano cross. 1236. (F. Venuti. Vira di
Fra Elia. 1sted.. Maga=.ino Toscallo d'/nrru:ione e di Piacere
Il [Livorno. 1755). facing p. 391: cf. 443.)
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and he pleaded later on bebalfofthe sisters to Pope Gregory IX.JJ Finally, there is evidence

that he continued contact with the Second Order even after his deposition.34

Along with Celano and Clare, Elias was politically and tbeologica1ly aligned with the

original companions ofFrancis, the authors ofthe Scripta Leonis and their associates.35 Like

Elias, these were mostly the Umbrian-bom lay brothers who were vowed Friars Minor but

who were bereft of a priestly education and status.J6 They endorsed Celano's version of

Francis' special blessing upon Elias, campaigned on his behalf in 1227, and eventually

secured his re-election as Minister General in 1232.J7 With Clare, Elias and these

companions supported a version ofpoverty which was primarily a spiritual condition, rooted

in scriptural ascetic metaphor first, and socio-economic reality second. They shared an

interest in the practice ofpoverty as a mystical mimesis ofChrist whose manifestations range<!

frOID the configuration ofbuildings to their kitchen utensils. Opposition to this desire came

from the more relaxed, moderate wing composed ofthe Provincial Ministers, the Custodians

(the administrators ofthe custoclies or inter-provincial divisions), priests and educated mars,

as well as the more strident "spirituals", those brothers who praeticed poverty quite literally

as a type ofrevolutionary destitution.JI

The consistency between Elias and Francis' thinking was especially apparent in the letter

Elias wrote concerning Francis' death. He decoded the scriptural metaphors through which

Francis understood himself Elias thus set the poetic agenda for the subsequent interpretation

of Francis by his biographers, including Celano.J9 In the letter, Elias explicitly referred to

Francis as another Jacob, Moses and Aaron, and he used biblical references to imply that

Francis was another John the Baptist, Elijah, Solomon, and, ofcourse, the alter Christus.4()

What launches these interpretations above and beyond the Medieval funerary commonplaces

l3This instance is especially revealing of Elias' commitment to poveny even during the time in
which opposition to bis leadership among the brethren was beginning ta surface.

34Eccleston, 29, 66.
J5Leo, Angelo, Rufino, Giles, Iuniper, Masseo, etc., all ofwhom were buried either al the basilica

with Francis or at the Portiuncula. Brooke, 149.
36Flo~ "Domestication,Il 311-20, and Harold Goad, "Brother Elias as the Leader ofthe Assisian

Party in the Order," in Burldtt, et al., Franciscan Essays, fi (Manchester, 1932),67-83.
37 1 Cel lOS; 24 Gen 215; cf. Lempp, Speculum vitae, 163.
lSSee David Flood, Hugh ofDigne's RJde Commemary (Grottaferrata: Editiones Collegii s.

Bonaventurae ad Clans Aquas, 1979),93, 106, 158, 165; Nimmo, Reform and Division, 51-107;
Cusato, "Elias and Clare," 111; Brooke, 169.

J9The letter. as lohn Fleming bas noted, was "half way to being a bull," From Bonaventu1"e to
Bellini, 47.

~E, 1955-60; Lempp, Frère Élie, 70-71.
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which were typically spoken of holy people, was the announcement to the world of the

blessing of God imprinted on Francis' body, "a new miracle ... the genuine stigmata of

Christ.". l Furthermore, in a note attached to copies of this letter, Elias summoned aU

Provincial Ministers and Custodians to a Chapter meeting at the Portiuncula to elect a

Minister GeneraI.42 'Ibus Elias continued ta aet responsibly not ooly in the promptness oftbis

summODS, but also by choosing not to invite bis constituency ofUmbrian lay brothers, whose

votes would have assured his election. Indeed, until the Chapter convened on May 1227,

Elias deliberately took the part ofan interim vicar and not a self-appointed Minister General.43

That he was not elected at tbis Chapter may have less to do with ill..will towards Elias and

more with bis decision, foUowing Francis' lead, not ta spend time gamering political support.

He preferred to rule autocratically or imperially based on the right ofbis investiture by the

living saint himself. This was the way Francis had ruled and the two shared an approach to

leadership (taking into account Elias' later tenure as Minister General) that placed concrete

example-and the arbitrary ifnot eccentric decisions which came from relying on a persona!

vision and divine inspiration-above a legislative or lobbying approach to govemance.44

Francis' authority, however, was widely accepted on the basis of bis holiness, miracles,

popularity and charisma. These Elias, to his detriment, clearly lacked. John Paren~ the

winner ofthe election, had the support ofthe voting Ministers due to ms proven leadership

abilities. Parenti was one oftheir own, and the general desire among the Ministers that non..

pennanent leaders be elected, with shorter tenns than Francis', May he the reasons why Elias,

the Minister General since 1221, lost the vote in 1227,4'

Despite what many of his later detractors and biographers charged, opposition to the

construction ofthe basilica could not have been the cause ofElias' electoralloss, because the

conception and initiation of the project post--dates the 1227 elections.46 Nor cao Elias be

41LE, 1958.
42Jordan, 50.
43Brooke, 118.
"Esser, 58-71; Brooke, 59-76. Like Francis, Elias tended ta govem symbolically. For instance,

according to Eccleston, Elias is supposed ta have wanted to have 72 provinces under him in memory
ofChrist's 72 disciples; Eccleston, 68-69.

4SPeregrinus of Balogna, mentioned in Eccleston, 142; Brooke, 122-136. Unfortunately, we
know nothing ofthe aetual circumstances ofthe election.

46Jbe site was not acquired until March 1228, consequently no building was in progress 1226--27
when the election was beld. See the chronology in Nessï, La Basilica di S. Francesco, 385ft: See
aIso, Salvatore Nicolosi, nFrancescanesimo Ira iJJeaJità e storicità (Assisi: Ed. Porziuncula, 1988),
32.
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accuse~ as he was, with conspiring ta acquire papal privileges for the order and for the

construction of the basilica, which were otherwise prohibited by the Rule. The two new

privileges recorded in 1227, aIong with the bulls conceming the basilica and the translation

of the body of Francis from its temporary crypt in the cburcb of S. Giorgio to the basilica in

1228, were granted explicitly to 10hn Parenti, the new Minister Generai, and not to Elias.47

To 10hn Paren~ in fact, can he atbibuted mucb of the relaxation of the rule of poverty,

probably from pressure due to his alignment with the constituency that elected him.4I 10hn

was a scholarly and efficient cleric who supported leaming and detachment from

ecclesiastical dependence. He bad proven powers of persuasion, and was twice sent by the

pope on key diplomatic missions.49 During bis eight-year tenure the order was irrevocably

set upon a new path towards institutional domestication.

It was in this political climate in which Elias, now freed from office, was asked by Pope

Gregory IX to oversee the construction ofa special churcb in Assisi to house the body ofa

holy man whom he would saon canonïze.50 The project was enthusiastically supporte<! by the

citizens of Assisi who, encouraged by the succession of miracles reported around Francis'

temporary tomb al S. Giorgio, immediately produced two donations ofadjoining plots.51 A

month later, in April of1228, Gregory informed ail Christïans in the bull Reco/entes qualiler,

that Francis should he glorified by more donations, promising an indulgence of forty days to

those who contributed toward the expenses.52 Labour from the locality was immediately

pledged, and the entire undertaking was done under papal auspices.

On July 16, 1228, amidst great fanfare, Francis was canonized by Gregory IX al S.

Giorgio. The next clay the pope laid the foundation stone for the basilic&, renaming the plot

of land CoUis Paradisi; its previous name, Collis Inftrni, referred to its former use as the

4'Francis' very clear prohibition against ecclesiastical privileges can be found in bis Testament,
25-26; see aIso, BF,9-10, 19-26, for privileges granted during Francis' time, compared te BF, ~ 31,
4660-62,64-65, nos. G9, 8, 9, 29, 49, 52 (32-33, 50, 68, 71); cf. 1, 66, no. 09, 54 (72). Broolce, 131­
36.

GBF, l, 741f, nos 09, 63-6 (v and n.). On Parenti's raie, see Lempp, Frère t/ie, 15; and Brooke,
135-36.

49BL, J, 70-71, no. G9, 57 (74); dm, 211.
'0"... ut pro ipsius patris reverentia specialis aediticctur ecclesia,1t BF, 1, 40, no. G9, 21; Bul/.,

Il7 (Assisi: Biblioteca comm., Archive orthe Sacra Convento); The full text is reproduced in C.
Pietramellara, Il Sacro Convento di Assis; (Assisi: Ed. Laterza, 1988), 65. For a comprehensive
documentary analysis see Nessi, La Basi/ica, 41.

'Il Cel 121, 127-50. Archive ofthe Sacro Convento, Instrumenta, fi, n. 2,4; for the tem ofthese
see PietrameUara, Il Sacro Convento, 65.

'1BF, l, 40-41, no. G9, 21; Bul/., lJ7 (Sacra Convento).
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Assisi gallows (figs. 101, 102).53 Elias was now working under the authority ofPope Gregory

IX. His actions with respect ta the program, materials and plan ofthe church, were therefore

not subject to the restrictions laid down by Francis. Nevertheless, the choice of Elias to

oversee this project was obviously made to ensure that the saint would be appropriately

glorified. The pope also had a particular interest in honouring Francis, who had asked hiIn,

as Cardinal Hugolino to he Protector of the order and to help govem it. His devotion to

Francis was unwavering although bis understanding of Franciscan poverty differed frOID

Francis'.54 Like John Paren~Pope Gregory IX continued to align himselfwith the moderate

Ministers, priests, and edueated members ofthe order. Elias' commitment to Francis and his

humble architectural desires for the order must have been seriously challenged. ft was oot

without some truth, ifnot prophecy, when Elias stated in bis letter that Francis' death caused,

"a particular danger for me whom he left in the midst ofdarkness, oppressed and barried on

ail sides by countless anxieties."55

b. Elias and the Ecclesia Specialis

What then was the specific role that Elias played in the construction ofthe basilica? Could

he be called the arcbitect? In the earliest textual sources conceming the basilica, Elias is

named as the sole recipieot of the first donation of land in 1228. He seems to have resided

aImost continuously in Assisi during the first ten years ofconstruction and to have been in

charge of the translation ceremony of the saint's remains in 1230. He seems aIso to have

overseen all the financing and procurement ofthe materiaJs necessary to eosure the basilica's

rapid erection. He commissioned a large painted crucifix for the basilica in 1236, and a bell

for its beU tower in 1239. Even after bis deposition as Minister General, Elias retained the

title "dominus et custos ecclesie Sancti Francisci." It is possible that he resided at the basilica

once more around 1244.56

Although Elias seems to bave been entirely in charge ofconstruction-no other name is

53 1 Cel 123-26; BF, 1, 66, no. 09, 54 (72); Ness~ La Basilica, 42, Do 74.
~On Hugolino, see chapter 5 (c).
5sLE, Omnibus, 1956-57.
~essi, La Basilica, 59-60; PietramelJara, nSacro Convenlo. 20.
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101. Collis inJemi: the site upon which the Basilica of S. Francesco in Assisi wouId soon rise. The
1.:3stlc of La Rocca is at the top of the highest hill. (Engraving by Francesco Providoni. from F.M.
:\ngdi. Col/is Paradisi Amoelliras. Assisi. 1704.)
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mentioned so consistently in the sources-what bis actuaI duties were remains rather obscure.

For instance, Bernard of Bessa, in the late thirteenth century, tells us that Elias "constui

faciebat;" the Speculum Vitae records, "Incipit aedificare mirae magnitudinis ecclesiam iuxta

Assisium," and "Helia suspensum ilIum aedificium," and Arnaldo of Serrant, in the early

fourteenth century wrote that Elias "constructam" the basillea-" In the late eighteenth

century, Jacopo Tedesco and Brother Phillip ofCampello (b. 1257), the administrator ofthe

church ofSanta Chiara, were both proposed as possible architects ofthe basilica. Since then,

scholars have generally dismissed Iacopo as "purely imaginary," and Phillip as only being

connected with the basilica after Elias' demise in 1239, and ooly then as its procurator, or

rmancial administrator.'· Yet another bypothesis concerns the signature marks of the

Comacini masters which appear on a 1426 wall in the monastery complex attaebed to the

basilica ofS. Francesco (fig. 103)." The mason guild or craft·association ofComacini was

one of the earliest and most successful construction associations in Europe. Its existence is

first recorded in the seventh century.60 Somewbat similar symbols ofthe Comacini (compass,

square, eight·pointed star, trowel and mallet) have been found on a 1028 section ofthe Assisi

cathedral ofS. Rufino, on a circa 1200 portion ofthe La Rocca castle towering over the city,

and on a tomb for the son ofa master mason in the lower cburcb ofthe basilica itself, which

dates to 1300. On this evidence it bas been generally supposed that the Comacini were

somehow involved in the basilica of S. Francesco, aIthough not to the extent of being

permitted to leave their symbolic calling.card carved into the church itself.61 The consensus

to date, therefore, attributes to Elias not only the political and financial administration of the

project including the negotiating ofagreements with the Comacini guiId, for which he would

certainly have been suited given bis experience administering the Franciscan order, but aIso

the responsibility for the program, siting, generaI dimensions and iconographic agenda for the

works, at least untiI his deposition in 1239.

However, it is unlikely that Elias bad access ta the mason guilds' famous secrets

naernard ofBessa, in AF iii, 695; Fragment du Speculum Vitae concenelJl Élie (ftom Speculum
Vitae, ed. 1509), in Lempp, Frèl-e Élie, 163-65; and 24 Gen 212, as cited in Nessi, lA Basilica, 60-61.

"Nessi, La Basüica, 65; Elvio Lunghi, The Basilica afSaint Francis ofAssis; (ScalalRiverside.
1996),20.

5~essi,La Basilica, 73.
6Op. Villari, Le lnvasione barbariche in Ita/ia (Milan, 1901), 309ft"; G. Pepe, Il Medio Evo

Barbarico d'Ila/ia (Turin, 1963), 250ft:
61Pietramellara, nSacro Convento, 44-45; Nessi, La Basilica, 73.; Paschal Magro, The Tomb of

Saint Francis (Assisi: Casa Editrice Francescana, 1981), 10.
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conceming stone-cutting and the proportional determination ofcolumns and vaults 5uch that

the structure would hold finn. lU Given bis long-standing relationship with the Umbrian lay

brethren ofthe order, who supported him politicaUy long after bis excommunication, it would

he a reasonable guess that Elias worked very weil alongside and in consultation witb botb the

labour force first pledged from Assisi as weil as the masen guild, whether it was the Comacini

or sorne other association. It would he rash, however, to call Elias an architectus in the

Vitruvian sense used by Leone Battista Alberti, for instance, in the early Renaissance.63 The

professional designer, as distinguished from goild masons and carpenters, did not exist in the

early thirteenth century. The reality is rather more eomplex: a master mason direeting

labourers without lending a hand was first noted only in 1099; conversely, around the same

rime, church patrons and nobility who actually had proven expertise in construction were

cited as the sole buiJders ofsorne projects.'" The use ofscaled working drawings as a contract

between a master designer and a guild, 5uch that the designer need not be on site and could

direct the works by "remote-eontrol," ooly began in Europe in 1340.65 According ta Franklin

Toker, architecture was essentially without drawing on paper or parchment before 1220, 5uch

tbat any magister operis would have ta be on site on a daily basis, as Elias seems ta have

been, giving instructions orally, while the guild masons worked out their details in situ, piece

by piece, without any sense of the whole beyond that ofone structural bay or module at a

62paul Frankl, "The Secret ofthe Medieval Masons," Â11 Bu/letin (March, 1945),46-66; François
Bucher, "Medieval Architectural Design Methods, 800-1560," Gesta XI: 2 (1973): 37; François
Bucher, The Lodge Books and Sketch Booles ofMedie\1al Archilects (New York, 1979), vol. 1; Lon
Shelby, Gothie Design Techniques (carbondale &, Edwardsville), 51fI; John Harvey, The Mediaeval
Arehilect (London, 1978), 103ff; and Joseph Rykwert, "On the Oral Transmission ofArchitectural
Theory," AA Files 6 (1980), 15-27.

63Leone Battista Alberti, On the Â11 ofBuilding in Ten Books, trans. Joseph Rykwert, et al
(Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1988), Prologue, 3. Nicolas Pevsner, "The Term 'Architect' in the
Middle Ages, Il Speculum, 17 (1942), 549-62. The term was first applied ta Elias in the carly sixteenth
century by Mariano of Florence (d. 1523), and continued te be applied up until the present;
Compendium chroniCQl'Ulltfrarrum Mmorum, inAFH2 (1907-09): 102; Wadding, Annales, 1, a. 1235
n. 17; see also Nessi, La Basi/ica, 61.

MRelatio Translationis Corporis Sancti Geminiani (ca. 1200), reprinted in G. Bertoni, Atlante
Storieo-Paleografico dei Duomo di Modena (ModeDa, 1909), 86ft Pevsner believes that terms such
as eonstruxit, feeit, aedificator andfabricator were used intercbangeably before the fifteenth century
to descnèe the action ofpatroos: "The Term 'An:hitect'," 553. Wrth resped to Elias, the Nolae Soneti
Sa/vatoris Scajhusensis (Il th c.) implies clearly that a cleric could he conversant with the mason's
craft. And Bishop Benno of Osnabrück was not ooly considered an arcbiteet but an original and
inspired designer; IIse Hindenberg, Benno 0. Bischofvon Osnabrückals ATchitekl (Strassberg, 1921).
See aIso Rykwert, "Oral Transmission," 27, n. 88.

6sFranklin Toker, "Gothie Architecture by Remote Control: An illustrated Building Contraet of
1340," Art Bulletin 67 (March, 1985),67-94.
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time.66 Such was the case for the renovations that Francis undertook at S. Damiano and at the

Portiuncula. Indeed, it is not unreasonable to suppose that ifElias joined the Friars Minor

when they numbered only around two dozen, and thus when Francis was renovating S.

Damiano for a second time ta house Clare's new order, Elias, the novice, would probably have

been expected to pitch in. The proposition seems tempting not ooly on account of Elias'

subsequent friendship with Clare, but because this project was a three-storey crypt-bearing

church and monastery, as the basilica would be twenty years later (figs. 31-34). In any case,

Elias' commitment to raising buildings seems to have lasted throughout his life, from the 1217

foundation of a Franciscan settlement in Syria, te the church of S. Francesco in Cortona

(attributed to him circa 1253) and the fortresses he constructed in his later life for Emperor

Frederick fi in Sicily.67

This brings us to the actual construction of the basilica The tirst evidence we have for

an initial program for the church seems te be the March 29, 1228 deed which states that

property was granted to Br. Elias on behalfofPope Gregory IX for a "Iocum oratorium vel

ecclesiam pro beatissimo corpore sancti Francisci. ,,61 This donation verifies not only that

Francis was already considered a saint worthy ofsuch generous recognition even before bis

canonization, but aIso that the initial construction was for a crypt-bearing church which could

either be a private oratory for the brothers, or a special shrine church for the Iaity, but not

both. A month later, Gregory IX specifies that the church was ta he an ecclesia specialis in

honour of Francis.69 Ifthere had been any doubt about what was ta he bullt, the issue was

now settled in favour ofa sbrine church. Gregory's intentions for this special church may he

gleaned from the canonization ceremony of July 16, 1228, the day before he laid the first

stone at the foundation rites for the basilica. Here, Celano tells us, in the presence of

numerous bishops, cardinals, abOOts, counts, princes, King John of Ierusalem and a great

crowd of people, the pope appeared in vestments ofgoId inset withjeweIs, showing forth the

"image ofsuper-celestial beauty. ,,'10 In his eulogy and sennon he referred ta Francis in terms

ofEeclesiasticus 50.6-7:

66'foker, "Gothie Architecture," 70; Bucher, "Medieval Architectural Dcsign," 49.
67G. Golubovich, Biblioteca bio-bibliografica della Terra Santa e dell'Oriente Francescano

(Quaracchi, 1906-), II, 312-15; Lempp, Frère Élie, 179-87.
6IArchive ofthe Sacra Convento, Instrumenta, II, D. 2; PietrameUara, Il Sacro C01l\1ento, 65.
69BF, 1,40, no. G9, 21; Bull., In (Assisi: Biblioteca comm., Archive ofthe Sacra Convento).
70 1 Cel 125.
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He shone in his days as the morning star in the midst ofa cloud, and as the Moon at the

full. And as the sun when it shines, 50 did he shine in the temple ofGad.71

Ifthe crypt-church, like a reliquary, was destined ta represent the celestial abode ofthe saint,

Gregory seems to have been proposing an iconography for Francis based on the image ofan

intense point of light shining in the darkness. In this, he was preceded by Elias in the letter

announcing Francis' death:

without him darkness envelopes us.... He was a light, sent by the true Light. ta shine on

those who sit in darkness and in the shadow ofdeath. ... This he did in as far as the true

Sun, the Orient ftom on high-that ÎS, Cbrist-illuminate.d bis heart and intlamed his will

.... Now that he bas died he is lovely ta behold, he shines with a wonderful brilliance.72

And Elias, in tum, May bave been refening ta Francis' depiction of the Portiuncula as a

"candIe before the throne ofGod."73

If Francis' corpse radiated with holiness-demonstrated io the numerous miracles

witnessed around his temporary tomb-then Elias, according to recent archaeological

evidence, sought ta plunge the sainfs luminous remains deep ioto the bedrock at the upper

eastem end ofthe basilica's steeply sloping site.'· Here, a retaining wall seems to define an

early transept without an apse which wouId eventually attach ta the two side walls of an

aisleless nave (fig. 104, no. 1). Thus, the orientation would have been traditional, that is,

entrance to the west, and the altar, with crypt below, ta the east. Like S. Giorgio at that time,

and almost every hermitage ofthe order, the basilica would rest, in relative insecurity, outside

the walls of its city. Furthennore, with this early alignment, the basilica turned its back on

the city ofAssisi and opened its doors onto the road which twists down ta the valley below,

Ieading towards the Portiuncula (6gs. 101, and frontispiece). The pilgrimage route, therefore,

would have had no need to pass through the city, but would be continuous nom the

Portiuncula, the Bethlehem of the arder, ta the new Holy Sepulchre of Francis, situated,

71 1 Cel 125.
72LE, 1956-60; cf. Lk 1.78.
7JSL 10.
74Giuseppe Rocchi, La Basiliea di San Francesco adAssisi: inlerpretaziane e ri/ieva (Sansori

Editore, 1982), 11-45.
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103. Comacini symbols on a ca. 1496 wall wilhin the convenl portion (the Sacra Convento) of the
Basilica of S. Francesco. Assisi. (Photo by author.)

•

10'+. Chronology of
the plan of the Lowcr
Chun:h ors. Francesco
in Assisi: 1. ca. 1227­
2S: 2. ca. 1229-30: 3.
ca. 1232: and 4. ca.
1239. (Afler Rocchi.
La Basi/ica di S.
Frallcesco. '+'+-'+5.)
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appropriately enough, outside its own lerusalem.

Indee~ a clear reIationship ta the Portiuncula, and one ofthe basilica's most distinctive

characteristics, seems ta have been planned at the outset, that is, a simple aisleless plan with

flat unarticulated walls supporting a stone vault (figs. 105, 106). In this, the basilica would

borrow less from local Romanesque cathedrals or monastery cbapels than from the tiny

Benedictine rural chapels that the mars repaired or copied, for example, at Nami, Fonte

Columbo, La Vema or Greccio, in imitation of Francis at the Portiuncula.75 For these

hermitage oratories, vaulting was a relatively simple matter that did not require interior

columns or exterior buttressing. But, given the 12-meter width ofthe bays planned for this

ecclesia specialis, bath in the thickness of its walls and in the use ofpier buttresses, it bad to

depart from the Portiuncula model in order ta he vaulted safely. The crypt in tbis early plan

seems to have been built at the east end crossing, undemeath the place where the aItar would

have been located. The chiefevidence for this is that the floor of the lower church, to this

day, has a conspicuous incline from cast to west. Ibus, the original crypt may have been

conceived aIong the lines of that proposed by Marino Bigaroni for S. Damiano: from the

nave, stairs would bath fise up ta the a1tar and choir, and lead down to the crypt below (fig.

34).76

However, the most outstanding feature ofthis early construction is that the plan, witbout

apse or aisles, depicts the simplest ofT or tau-shapes (fig. 104, no. 1). This is not ta say that

various T-plan churches had not been executed before, but, a1though schofars have suggested

sources from which the plan MaY have migrated, very few ofthese seem ta he witbout interior

columns or wall articulation, and none is without an apse (fig. 107).T7 The very starkness of

this primitive scheme suggests that it was a literaI application ofFrancis' beloved tau upon

the site. By doing so, Elias would have selected the form in which the newly stigmatized

Francis, on La Vema, bath signed and understood himself, as weil as the shape ofthe habit

which he designed for his order and was buried in; the forro implies the entire penitential

7SMaria Beatrice Mistretta, Francesco ÂTchiteno Di Dio (Roma, 1983), 168; W. KrOnig,
"Hallenkirchen in Mittelitalien," in XunngeschichllichesJaJvbuch der Bib/ioteca Hertziana, 2 (1938):
1-142; R. Pardi, Ricerche di architectura re/igiosa medioevaJe umbra (perugia, 1972), 191ft:

7iSRocchi, La Basi/ica, 35-45; and Bigaroni, "San Damiano Assisi," 45-97.
77Silvestro Nessi provides a thorougb listing ta date ofail possible constructions that may have

influenced the lower c:hurch; see La Basilica, 97-111; Mistretta, Francesco Architeno, 168-69; and
SchenJduhn, San Francesco in ÂSsisi, 126-30.
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history and symbolism ofthe tau.7I

'\\'bere this symbol once stood upright as a crucifix, it was now laid horizontal in plan ta

indicate the death ofthe alter-Christus in bis Holy Sepulchre. But the tau holds the promise

of resurrection through its use as a curative sign throughout its long history in popular

medicine.79 The brothers of the Antonite order, who Francis imitated earlyon in habit and

wade, adopted the tau ta heal the physical and moral ailments of the sick and leprous.

Thomas ofCelano reports tbat Francis once effected a cure for a sick man with a tau~shaped

stick,just as he cured Br. Leo ofhis spiritual doubts through his tau-signed chanula.1f)

As a death and resurrection configuration, Elias' use ofthe tau also indicates a role for

Francis in the second coming of Christ. In the letter announcing Francis' death, Elias

designated Francis as "he who went about as Aaron," that is, as one who was charged with

marking the doorjambs with a lambs-blood tau sparing the Hebrews from death.Il In the

Fourth Lateran Council of 1215, where Francis may have been in attendance, Pope Innocent

m coUapsed Aaron and Moses (who bore the tau~shapedstaff) onto the figure of the tau­

writing Angel of the Sixth Seai from the Book of Revelation.12 This type of millenarian

speculation was already being fostered by Francis' contemporary, Joachim ofFiore.13 It held

that the apocalyptic Angel of the Sixth SeaI, empowered to write a sign, or tau, on the

78Indeed, Br. Leo, after he died, bequeathed the tau chartula to the basilica.
79For instance in 546 St. Gall Bishop of Clennont organized a solemn procession for which a

miraculous tau appeared on the village homes and cured the ensuing epidemic. Recorded by Gregory
ofTours; cited in Vorreaux, Tau, 17. The tau~shapcdstaffand serpent was not ooly the prophylactic
device ofMoses, but was the insignia for the temples ofthe Greek and Roman healing god Asc::lepius.
See C. A. Meier, Ancien! Incvbation and Modem Psychotherapy (Evanston: Northwestem University
Press, 1967), 10, 81.
~ Cel 159; LM, Miracles, 10.6; 2 cel 49; LM 11.9. The clrartu/a, according ta Attilia Bartoli~

Langeli, was a talisman against temptations, "an abject ta be associated with wbat is caUed superstition
ofwriting, a magical, marginal, non~iDstitutionaluse ofScripture. It is a blessing~xorcism, a breaking
ofa spell, a kind ofphylactery or amulet." See bis "Le radici culturali della 'popolarità' francescana,"
in il Francescanesimo e il teatro medievaJe (Castelfiorentino, 1984),41-58. See also, Flint, The Rise
ofMagic, 254tI, conceming the use orthe cross for Medieval healing miracles. Note ma that the
crucifix which asked Francis to heal Gad's house took place in a chapet dedieated to St. Damian, an
early Christian physician~saint.

IlLE, 1960; Ezk 9.4; Num 21.8~9.

12PL 217, 673ft as cited in Fleming, Bonaventure ta Bellini. 114-15. The biblical reference is
to Rev 7.2·3. The proof for Francis' attendance at the council may be found in 24 Gen 3. See
Schmucki, "Passion of Christ,ft 17, no. 53, 54, for the debate conceming Francis' presence al the
Council.

13Majorie Reeves, The Influence o/Prophecy in the Later Middle Ages: A Study in Joochimism
(Oxford, 1969), 28~36; Norman Cobn. The PlI1'suiJ a/the Mi//ennilllfl, 2nd ed. (New Yorle Harper
Torchbooks, 1961),99-122; and Lambert, Heresy, 189~214.
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105. Section through the transeptlooking toward the sanctuary of the Basilica ofS. Francesco. 15th
c. Abo\'e is the Upper Church: in the middle. the Lower Church. and bclow. the crypt of St. Francis.
(Drawing by G.B. Mariani. Assisi: Biblioteca di Sacro Convcnto. 1830.)

106. Longitudinal scction of the Basilica of S. Francesco. Assisi showing the pilgrimagc routc
beginning at the Lower Church entrancc (bottom. righo. proceeding along navc. descending to the
crypt. then ascending to the Upper Church sanctuary and procecding along nave and outside thc
main facade (top. righO. (After Magro.1! Simbolismo Teologico deU'Orielllatio1le della CJziesa, lig.
Il. )
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foreheads of the blessed, would arise in the coming end times (then considered to he year

1260, i.e., 42 generations alter Christ, who Himselfcame 42 generations after King David).

Innocent understood this illuminating angel as pretiguring himself. Innocent believed himself

to be charged with preparing for the end times by cleansing the temple of Rome, and

promoting penance through voluntary poverty.... Innocent MaY have been associating himself

with the poverty and penitential mission ofthe Franciscan order, whom he approved six years

earlier and was gaining wide acclaim. In his adoption of the apocalyptic tau as habit and

signature, Francis may have also understood himself as the Angel of the Sïxth SeaI. By

announcing in his letter tbat in the end times Francis "will come back," Elias certainly thought

SO.IS

Moreover, millenarian sPeCulation of the day MaY have prompted the original basilica

plan to be designed witbout any consideration for a forecourt, since the site would have

steeply dropped off from the enttance. This would be in agreement with one of the more

important apocalyptic passages among millenarians: Rev 11.1·3, wbere a temple was to be

measured out but the forecourt was to be abandoned since it would be "gjven over to the

nations, and they will trample over the holy city for forty-two montbs." The passage also

refers to two sackclothed prophet-witnesses, long considered to be Elias and Enoch, who

would herald the end times of the 42nd generation. By choosing the name Elias upen

entering the young order, he a1igned himselfwith Francis, whom he considered an Enoch, that

is, one who "has not died."16 Enoch was the distinguished eider of the Scriptural Elias and

the ooly figure mentioned in the Old Testament considered to be taken directly into heaven

by Gad."

From the death announcement to the basilica, Elias' metaphors were carefully selected

and thoughtfully interwoven into the context with a brevity and simplicity worthy ofhis friend

Francis. By utilizing a unarticulated tau in plan, Elias builds the church ofAaron, the Angel

ofthe Sixth SeaI, Moses and Enoch through wbich the imminent end times would he initiated,

and in which the people ofGad would purify themselves penitentially. At this point, what

seems to have been the ooly programmatic concession ta his papal and Jay sponsors was the

14PL 217,675.
ISLE,1960.
I15LE, 1959. On Elias' name, see Salimbene, Cronica, 96.
17Gen 5.24. On this theme sec Ernesto Buonaiuti, "Giocchino da Fiore ed Elia da Cortona, n

Ricerche re/igiose 7 (l931)~ 53-59; and Cusato, "The Escbatology ofElias," 264ft:
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initial size of the church plan, approximately five times that ofthe Portiuncula. Its expanse

would he able to easily receive the pilgrims already flocking to Assisi to visit Francis' tombe

It was to be a Holy Sepulchre large enough for everyone to seal themselves in with the alter­

Christus, to remember their sins and wait upon a miraculous healing or an angel-initiated

resurrection at the end of time.Il

At a very early point in construction a decision seems ta have been made ta reverse the eotire

pl~ that is, to abandon the completion ofthe eastem transept and construct it instead at the

western end ofthe nave, complete with an apse (fig. 104, no. 2).19 Although the change may

have been prompted by any number of difficulties encountered during construction,

expansion toward the west seems to have been facilitated by a large donation ofan adjoining

wooded plot on July 31, 1229.90 By reversing the plan, room was made for a monastery or

friary to grow behind the apse down the slope, ratber titan in front ofthe entrance. Secondly,

the church would now face the western gate ofAssisi; between them a new road, the Strada

di San Francesco, would be constructed in 1231.91 The pilgrimage route DOW had to include

the city of Assisi in order to transverse the steep incline from the east side (fig. 108).

Henceforth the comune would malee a significant claint, in bath devotional and economic

terms, upon its saint.

As a result of this reversai, the crypt was DOW placed al the western end, between the apse

and the nave, directly beneath the altar. Unfortunately, the crypt was seaIed up in the fifteenth

century because ofthe threat ofwar and the possibility oftheft ofthe relies, and excavations

in the early nineteenth century completely destroyed its interior space. What cao he

reconstructed !rom thirteenth-century images, however, is that the crypt was wide enough to

accommodate quite a few pilgrims including those who wished ta incubate with the remains.92

"Lk 24.1-10.
89Rocchi, La Basi/ica, 35-45. Evidence for titis mayaJso be noted in the thickness ofthe Dave

walls (2 meters) vs. thettanseptwaUs (1.1-1.3 meters). See Antonio Cadei. "The Architecture ofthe
Basilica," in The Bari/ica oIS. Francesco in Assisi (perugia, 1993), 53-54.

90Archive ofthe Sacro Convento, Instrumenta, fi, n. 4; Pietramellara, n Sacro Convento, 65.
9lFortini, Nova Vita, ID, 310; Nessi, La Basilica, 30,385. The walls ofthe city were extended

te include S. Giorgio and S. Francesco in the fourteenth century.
92The crypt ofSt Clare remained in tact after excavations, and may he seen as a model for the

crypt ofFrancis. See Magro. The Tomb ofSaint Francis, 23; and F. Casolini, nprolomonaslero di
S. Chiara (Milano, 1950).216. Evidence for incubation at Francis' tomb is in 1 Cel 129. 132-33.
Concerning incubation and healing, see chapter 4, notes 55 and 56.
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107. T-planned churches in Rome: S. Paulo (outsidc the walls): S. Giovanni in Latemo: Old St.
Peter·s. (Aftcr Bandmann. Mediem/ Architecture a/ld Mea/lillg, fig. 21.)

1O~. Vic\\' ofAssisi with the Basilica on the Icft. the Poniuncula site. now cnclosed within a Basilica
of its o\\'n. boHom. centre. and S. Damiano al the bonom. far right. The new "Strada di San Francesco"
strctches from the old wall (half way belwcen the main piazza in the city centre and thc basilica). ta
the Basilica. Nole. as wcll. the new c1carly dclinCaled pilgrimagc route from the Portiuncula to the
Basilica. (Engraving by Jacomo Laura. 1599. From Mistreua. Fra/lcesco. Archiretto. 58.)
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At least four other early companions were also burled in the crypt One image seems te

capture the iconography ofifs tigbt: the dark temb is depieted with three oillamps suspended

above it; and at the level ofthe church, the altar is covered with a baldachin and more lamps

(fig. 109).

It is not certain whether the vaulting ofthe lower cburch was conceived and completed

before plans for an upper church were discussed, since, according te archaeological evidence,

the piers and buttressing for the upper church were begun later and were not quite aligned

with those of the lower.93 As weIl, the transept waUs and vaults ofthe lower church were not

conceived to take the weight of the apse and transept of the upper church, and had to he

strengthened later.94 As it stands, however, it is noteworthy that, besides the semi-circular

transverse arches, the diagonal ribs of the groin vaults for each bay describe the form of a

gently pointed arch in section, a feature ofS. Damiano, the Portiuncula and its copies (figs.

105, 106). In each bay of the nave, a small rectangular single light window was puncbed

through; in the apse, three more, and one each in the transept arms.95 The entire interior was

decidedly dark, and, with the relatively low vaulting of the nave and transept, heavy and

crypt-like throughout (fig. 110).

The piers of the lower church have, to this day, neither capitals nor bases. In fact, the

entire edifice at the time of the translation was entirely bereft of decoration. Only in 1236,

at the earliest, did the altar receive its sculptural reliefs (fig. 110).96 Before the translation

Gregory IX had already donated sacred gifts ta the new church, including precious omaments,

vestments and vessels for the mass along with a cross adomed withjewels for the altar which

contained a purported relic of the true cross.97 As weil, John of Brienne, King of

Constantinople, who was a member of the Franciscan Third Order, donated a panel covered

in gold lea{, two altar dossals made ofsilk on the occasion of the transfer of the body, and

probably the immense altar stone which graces the altar today, sent, according to

93No textual evidence exists that an upper church wu conceived before 1230, see Cade~ "The
Architecture ofthe Basilica," 54. That it would have been entirely self-contained and with a roofat
the time oftranslation may he the case since Gregory IX and other chroniclers already were calling
it an "ecclesiam/' or "ecclesiam novam". See Nessi, La Basi/icQ, 43.

94Cade~ "The ~hitectureofthe Basilica," 54.
9'Ali of these windows, except those of the apse, were destroyed in subsequent renovatioDS.

Those ofthe transept were saon renovated ta become the doorways for the stairs to the upper church.
96Nessi, La Basilica, 115-34.
973 Soc 72.
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Bonaventure, especially from Constantinople.9I The gold leafpanel would have been among

the very first painted altar-pieces which the Franciscans were to introduce to EW'Ope. Painted

like eastem iconostases, they typically carried a pediment on top and were aligned vertically

50 that they could be easily seen when carried in procession or displayed on the altar or rood­

screen during feast days (fig. 111). These images wouId typically portray Francis standing

in the centre displaying his stigmata, and around him would be depictions ofhis miracles.

By sponsoring these panels, the Franciscans fed the European desire for Byzantium. Eastern

Christian images were considered more authentic tban western images and worthy ofthe same

veneration ceded to relies.99 We can also suppose that a rather large pulpi~ or marble

rood-screen, was in place for the transfer, since it is mentioned in a report ofthe Christmas

mass that sarDe year (fig. 112).100 ln aIl ofthese donations, Elias would have been foUowing

Francis' own unwavering d~ire ta see altars appropriately adorned for the eucharist. The

dark, heavy tomb or cave experieoce oftitis church resonates with Holy Land sepulchres cut

out of bare rock-the tombs and caves Francis and Elias haunted in imitation ofChrist and

the Egyptian hennits-if not the most sacred of all cave-churches, the Holy Sepulchre in

Jerusalem (fig. 113).101

The progress on the church 00 May 25, 1230, the day of the transfer of Francis' body to

the crypt., included the weighty, unadomed, unarticulated tau-plan, with an altar above its

crypt, illuminated on its feast days almost entirely by candle-light and oil Iamp, shimmering

with jeweUed omaments and cloths, representing "the moming star in the midst ofa cloud .

. . the moon at the full, If as a light "shining on those who Sil in darkness." It was probably

with sorne sense ofaccomplishment that Elias, in fact, chose for his signet ring and seal of

91LM 7.3; Nessi, La Basi/ica, 130; Lunghi, The Basilica, 8.
99JIans Belting bas convincingly demonstrated how the production oficons in the West dates from

the time in late antiquity when Rome was a Byzantine province. With the conquering of
Constantinople in 1204, a flood oficons spilled into Italy through Venice. Thus, St. Francis' cult was
the first to he promoted aImost exclusively by image and icon rather than by relics-no doubt in part
because ofElias' scrupulous burial ofthe body. Belting, Li/ceness andPresence, 26, 308, 312, 348;
Anne Derbes, Picturing the Passion, 27; and 1. Villehardouin, Conquest 01 Constantinople in
Cluonicles althe Crusaders, trans., M. Shaw (penguin, 1963), 76.

10000ere, Br. Ginepro was set to keep an eye on the newantependium made ofgold from on top
ofthis pulpitum; recounted in Lunghi, The Basilica, 16. The marble ofthe pulpitum was later used
in the parapet for a chapel in the right transept.

IOISchenkluhn, San Francesco in Assisi, 163-72. One could aIso include in the list that Francis
and Elias would know of the tomb of St. Peter in Rome, and perbaps, the ancient Etruscan tombs
found in the area-in bath instances the resting p1accs ofpeoples considered to be from the East. Sec
M. Gaggiotti, et al, Guide archeologiche Latena: Umbria Marche (Bari, 1980), 117-19.
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109. Miniature showing pilgrims in­
cubating atthc tomb of St. Francis in
the crypt of the Basilica (cf. fig. 68).
(Assisi: Bibliotcca dei Sacro
Convento. Corale. c. 1270.)

110. Vicw of Lower Church. looking
loward the sanctuary from the
transccpl. (photo by author.)



III. Feast-day image of St. Francis with sccncs from his
life. mid-13th c. (Church of S. Francesco. Pisa.)

112. Giotto. Natil.'iry play ar Greccio. The scene seems
to he set. however. in a larger and later Franciscan church

~ than at Greccio. possibly in the Lower Basilica. Behind
the pcrfonnance is the marble pulpitum through which
women are observing the rite. Above the pulpitum is a
pulpil for preaching and the bad: of a painted crucifix
suspcnded for viewing From the nave. (Frescos of [he
carly 14th c .. Upper Church of S. Francesco. Assisi.)
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his office an image showing a cross-section through the crypt and altar, with the altar in the

centre of a mandorla, lit by lamp-light, before which two friars kneel in contemplation (fig.

114; cf. fig. 109).

c. Quo elongati and the Relaxation ofPoverty

A month before the transfer of Francis' body, a period of rapid change was initiated

throughout the Franciscan order which would transform them, within twenty years, from rural

hermitage renters to de facto owners of urban parish and monastery complexes al1 over

Europe and the Levant. On April 22, 1230, Pope Gregory IX sent a letter ta the brothers

"staying at the church ofS. Francesco" which confirmed, for a second time, that the basilica

was under the jurisdiction ofthe Holy 8ee.102 Sorne scholars have understood GregorYs need

to repeatedly establish bis autbority ta be due ta complaints that arose against the architecture

of the basilica But no dissension regarding the architecture cao he dated to any sources

before the fourteenth century.IOJ In the letter, Gregory declared that the basilica was now the

"caput et mater" of the order. In doing 50, he seems ta have annuUed, in one stroke, the

PoItiuncuJa's claim ta the title, designated by Francis himself. 104 Gregory surely knew ofthe

significance of the Portiuncula through his long association with Francis, if not from

Gregory's visits there on a number ofoccasions. By making the basilica the caput et mater,

he effectively shifted the architectural exemplar for the order to bis own ecclesia specialise

Over the next decade the pope arranged to add ta the basilica a papal residence and chapel. 105

His control of the project must have been accepted by the reigning Minister Gene~ John

Parenti, who probably bad less contact with Francis and bis architectural desires than even

Gregory did. 106

I02BuII., 1/11 (Assisi: Biblioteea comm., Archive of the Sacra Convento); cf. Wadding, Annales
Minorum, U, 232; BF, l, 60, n. 49.

I03Brooke, 149; and Cusato, "Elias and Clare," 109.
I04SL 8; MF 55.
IOSPietramellara, Sacro Convento, 47; Schenkluhn, San Francesco in Assisi, 190-203.
I06Parenti was a doctor of law and a Roman citizen, who, upon joining the arder was sent

immediately 10 Spain as its Provincial Minister. While thcre, the province grew rapidly since, rather
than relying on the Franciscan cxample oflife, he sought, against the Rule orthe order, ta secure the
favour ofprinces and bishops through letters ofrecommcndation ftom Pope Honorius DL As Minister
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The pope was absent for the transfer ofFrancis' remains because ofpolitical negotiations

for peace with Emperor Frederick fi. He thus missed witnessing sorne rather unedifying

behaviour. The transfer was scheduled for May 25 but it seems that Elias arranged for the

civil authorities secredy to transfer the body on May 22. 107 Perhaps this was a oecessary

precaution; given the ever increasing value ofFrancis' remains after bis canonization and with

each reported miracle, a real danger existed of mutilation or theft of the body during the

translation. Even during the Iast two years of his life, the faithful were reported to be

snipping and tearing relies off Francis' clothes while he preached. (In 1232 the citizens of

Padua literally fought overthe corpse ofSt. Anthooy, and in 1236, the breasts ofSt. Elisabeth

were cut otT by the faithful during ber translatioO.)lOl Funa sacra, the holy theft of relics, as

Patrick Geary bas shown, was perhaps the ooly crime condoned, ifnot encouraged throughout

the Middle Ages. Cities would rejoice when they secured new relics, no~ according to the

rationalization used to justify the theft, because they were stolen, but because they were

rescued from the neglect ofthe original owners; the thieves, went the line ofthought, were

merely canying out the secret desires of the saint 109 Elias' decision to hide and secure the

cofîm with an investmeot of three days labour was oot unusual. The resting-place of St.

Rufmus in the cathedral ofAssisi was known ta oolyone custodian, whose duty was ta guard

it safely and pass 00 the secrets of its whereabouts to bis successor before bis death. lIO

Indeecl, Elias would be vindicated for bis diligence in 1442 when the Perugians sacked Assisi

and triecl, unsuccessfully, to steal Francis' body. III

On the official day oftranslation the crowds pressed into the city and cardinals were sent

to represent the pope. The ceremony seems to have unfolded as planned, but as the

procession witb the coffin approached the basilica, it was whisked inside behind locked doors,

General (1227-32), he was the first leader of the order ta encourage theological studies and book­
owning throughout the arder, appointing leamed men ta key positions throughout Europe. Under
Parenti, the Franciscans became, like the Dominicans of the time, a student order, an efficient
democratic administration exempt from episcopal dependence, and the recipients ofnumerous papal
privileges. See Brooke, 123-24.

I07Eccleston, 65; 8F, 1, 66, no. G9, 54 (72); and Brooke, 137-43.
10'2 Cel 98; Peter Brown, The Cult ofthe Saints: Ils Rise and Function in Latin Christianity

(Chicago: University ofChicago Press, 1981),3-30; Brooke, 142. Note that it seems tbat Francis did
not get away entirely undivided: St Clare asked for a fingemail, and after the translation, Celano
seems to have given Iordan ofGiano SOlDe relies ta taIœ back ta Germany; Salimbene, Cronica, 575.

I09Geary, Furia Sacra, 133-39.
1IOCr. Fortini, Nova Vita, 66.
\\lAttai, Fraie Elia, 125-26, n. 35; Fortini, ÂSsisi nel Medio Evo, 451-76. For an earlier episode

cf. Fortini, Assisi neI Medio Evo, 277-81.
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113. Holy Sepulchre. Jeru­
salem. plan (b. 340). (From
Krautheimer. Early Chris­
tiall alld By=alllille Architec­
ture. fig. 27.)

114. Signet ring and seal
of office for Br. Elias as

minister general (1232­
39). In the mandorla
shape. two friars kncel in
prayer on either side of the
allar with monstrance (in
front of the pcdiment) of
the Lowcr Church. Below
seems to be the crypt (cf.
fig. 118). The words
around the peri mcler arc
(A)mministralionis Sallcli
Frallc(isci). (Photo from
Nessi. La Basilica. fig.
19.)
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without permitting anyone ta venerate the miraculous body-no doubt, because it was a1ready

buried! 112 A violent riot erupted throughout the city. Pope Gregory was forced ta issue a bull

two weeks Iater blaming the podestà and the people ofAssisi for usurping the ceremonY2 but

reserving the brunt of bis anger for the fiiars living at the basilica construction site. He

threatened the comune with an interdict if they did not make immediate satisfaction. As for

the friars, Gregory repealed their privüeges2placed the basilica under episcopal instead of

papal jurisdictio~asked ail the brothers living at the basilica to leave2and forbade future

General Chapters being held there. l13 The pope was essentiaUy holding one ofEurope's MOst

precious relies hostage until the Franciscans understood bis authority and desires.

There were, however, a few intervening events. The day after the false translation, the

friars held a Chapter meeting. Elias seemed to have invited all the brothers who were at the

translation to participate in the meeting. lohn Parenti, who was actually in charge of the

Chapter, deeided to bar mars who held no authoritative position witbin the order, MOst of

whom were the uneducated Umbrian lay brothers. Parenti's aim was to settle ongoing

business with the Provincial Ministers and Custodians ooly. An angry demonstration broke

out at the Chapter which saw the Iay brothers fetch Elias from bis cclI (he tao was apparently

exeluded) and carry him to the door of the chapter-house. After a violent eoby, the lay

brothers demanded that Elias replace lohn Parenti as Minister General. The ensuing uproar

was calmed by Parenti divesting himself of his hab~ but not, in the cod, of bis office.

Thomas ofEccleston places responsibility for the event with the lay brothers2but since Elias

had allowed himselfto be swept away with their enthusias~he publiely acknowledged bis

eulpability in the affair by undertaking penance; for the next two years, he retired ta his cave

at Cortona and did not shave bis head or beard.114

It is difficult not ta imagine that a specifie political agenda was achieved in these events

by an alliance of lohn Parenti, Gregory~ the Provincial Ministers and the Custodians,

against Elias, the original companions ofFraneis2the Umbrian Iay brothers and the commune

ofAssisi. After~ lohn Parenti was ultimately in charge ofthe transfer; sbould he not have

taken the blame for the early burlal? Witb Francis dead and Elias and his supporters

sidelin~ the way was clear for the Chapter meeting ta question the Rule ofthe order. It was

l12Atta1, Frate Elia, 100; Fortini, Assisi nel Medio EllO, 111-15; and Brooke, 139.
113BF, J, 66-67, no. G9, 54 (72).
114Eccleston, 65-66; ct: SpecvJum Vitae, 165; AF ili, 212.
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decided in the meeting ta send a deputation of fiiars to the pope te clarify certain points in the

Rule and ta question the binding authority ofthe Testamentl~ The result was the September

28, 1230 papal bull Quo elongati-a document which seemed ta "contradict every word and

action of Francis' whole life 'in religion.",1l6 Scarcely four years after Francis' death, Quo

elongati revoked the binding authority on the fiiars of both the Gospel and Francis'

Testament Gregory and Parenti now committed the ftiars to the Rule without appeal ta either

the example ofFrancis in the Testament or the example ofCbrist in the Gospels.1l1 The legal

language ofthe Rule was to he the sole arbiter ofpoverty. The effect was that the image of

poverty which had been eleva&~d by metaphor and example, was now an image-less set of

strictures. Rather than inspire ideals, it presented the minimum practices necessary for each

mie. Reduced to legallanguage, loopholes were easily created. For instance, Quo elongati

invented the position ofan extemal mmtius who would bath collect and spend money tbat the

friars, up to this point, had been forbidden ta touch. The nuntius was to provide clothing,

medicine and aIl "imminent necessities" for the brothers. III The bull a1so specified the

difference between property which was mobilia and immobilia, such that immobilia, that is

buildings, still had to he owned by the donor, but for mobilia-utensils, fumiture, altar

vestments, painted images, books and the like-Quo elongati was less clear, though there is

sorne suggestion that the Cardinal Protector ofthe order might qualify as the owner.

Quo elongati officially permitted the mars ta use (but not own) lay churches built

exclusively for their administration. Unless the donor insisted, ownership ofthese churches

was to be with the papacy, thereby freeing the friars of the demands of local owners and

making them renters in name only.1I9 Almost immediately, hermitages were abandoned for

t1SEccleston, 66; 24 Gen 213; BF, ~ 68-70, no G9, S6 (IV); cf. Brooke, 291-93.
116Brooke, 250. Cf. Malcolm Lambert: "1230 represented the chance for the order to retum as

a body to a way of living ofFrancis and the companions; then, Quo eJongati blocked the way, and ever
afterwards the weight ofprecedent and legisIation was too great for it to be possible." Lambert, 83.
Quo E/ongati is printed in Herbert Gnmdmann, "Die Bulle 'Quo Elongati' Pabst Gregors IX," AFH
54 (1961): 20-25. Cf. Nimmo, Re/o,.", and Division, 57-64.

117The technical grounds for voiding the Testament, however, were canonically sound, in that a
past Minister General had no legal power to bind bis successors. BF. Epitome, 229; Lambert, 82.
There was obviously protest to the 1055 ofthe Testament since its "no gloss" rule was invoked up ta
the 1240'5. Ubertino da Casale reports that some Ministers ofthe order had copies ofthe Testament
bumt; one Minister even did 50 over the head of a mar who was particularly devoted to the text.
Dec/aratio, ed. Ehrle, AKLG m, 168.

111See F. Ehrle, "Die Spiritualen, ihr VerhIItniss zum Franciscanerorcien und zu den Fraticellen,"
Section 1. AKLG nI, 583-4; and Lambert, 84.

119Cajetan Esser, Dos Testament. ISO.
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more comfortable sites in the cities and near universities. The mars also began to take over

existing churches and to build their OWO. 120 Particularly noteworthy is that the Portiuncula,

once the model and exemplum ofthe order, even had its mud and stick claustrum rebuilt in

stone at this time-not four years after its builder's death (fig. 73).121 The bull Quo elongati

laid the most important groundwork for the ongoing Moderation of poverty within the order

by the Ministers General wbo secured papal decrees sucb as Ex;;t qui seminal of 1279 and

Exultantes in domino of 1283, to further elaborate and clarify the Rule. 122

The sweeping changes enacted throughout Parenti's term in office were sucb that, Elias'

supporters now threatencd departure from the order unless he was elected. The matter was

referred to Pope Gregory, who, considering Elias' penance for past mistakes to be sufficient,

seems to have deposed Parenti and direcdyappointed Elias Minister General.123 Elias' second

generalate (1232-39) was distinguished bya great increase in missionary activity, especially

ta the East. It was also marked by rapid material acquisition throughout the order, due, no

doubt, to the irrevocable legislation and practices set by Parenti and Quo elongati. 124 The

focus for Elias, however, was still upon the basilica which now received patronage from

princes and bishops, Baldwin n and the Latin emperors ofConstantinople, King Wenceslas

of Bohemia and the emperor Frederick n of Italy. III Indeed, Elias' friendship was highly

valued by those in power across Europe. He was being asked to arbitrate political disputes

between ltalian communes and between Pope Gregory IX and Frederick II. Thomas of

Eccleston could write, "Who in the whole ofChristendom had a greater or a fairer fame than

Elias?"126 How, we mayask, did Elias come ta he 50 disliked that he was bath deposed from

120This May he gleaned from the list ofconvent foundations in Moorman, Franciscan Bouses.
During Parenti's tenure, churches were taken over by the mars, for instance, in Spoleto, Città di
Castello, Florence, Bassano, Pisa and Rome, and churches were built by the friars themselves in
Venice, Pavia and Erfllrt. See BF l, 34-50,206,293. The hostility to these privileges from local
prelates was enormous, prompting the bulls Nimis iniqva and Nimis prava in 1231. Noteworthy in
this regard is the permission Elias granted friars in Valenciennes 10 move 10 the palace ofCountess
Joanna in 1225-26. In this somewhat odd case, because the friars originally retUsed to move to such
a sumptuous place, the COlDltess had to appeal to Pope Honorius m who finally sent a directive
forcing Elias to write the letter. 1acobus de Guisia, "Annales Hanoniae," Monumenta Gennaniae
Historica, Scriptores, xxx, part 1, 282-97. See Brooke, 117.

121Moo~ Franciscan Bouses, 34.
l~immo, Refonrr and Division, 56; Brooke, 133.
123ef. Chrono anonym., AF, i, 289; Lempp, Frère Élie, 92-5.
124New churches were built by the friars during his tenure, for instance, at Venice, Padua,

Vincenza, Balogna and Gubbio. Sec Moorman, Franciscan Bouses.
12SBrooke, 147.
12/iEccleston, 29.
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office in 1239 and ex.communieated? Was the reason the rapid rise ofthe basilica?

We have no knowledge ofthe progress on the basilica during Elias' two-year exile, but,

frOID archaeological and other evidence we can assume that construction continued. By 1236

the main structure of the upper church was probably completed, thus indicating that, in the

interim, this second church-an entirely new addition ta the project-was both decided upon,

planned and rapidly built. It was conceived as a papal chapel, complete with a marble throne

in the apse and a marble pulpit in the centre ofthe nave. 117 The upper church continued the

simple single-nave tau plan and the symbolic narrative orthe lower church (figs. 115-117).121

By a set of narrow circular staircases in the semi.circular buttresses of the transepts, the

pilgrims were ta ascend nom the crypt ofthe lower church to the choir ofthe upper churc~

whose soaring ceiling, expanses ofglass in the apse and marble papal furniture all speke of

the entrance into the celestial abode ofFrancis and Christ.

By 1239, a beU inscnDed with the names ofthe Pope, Emperor and Elias was completed

and probably put in place in the rather large Romanesque belfry. The facade also displayed

a Romanesque simplicity with a Gothie rose window and double portal, the latter being

repeated on the lower church (fig. 98).U9 Sïnce this type ofentrance was unique for this time

and place, sorne autbors have seen it as Elias' tnbute ta the double portal of the church of the

Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem-especially in the case of the lower church where a left-band

turn, as in the Holy Sepulchre, bas to be made to arrive inside the Dave and crypt (cf. fig.

113).130 Sculptural decoration began to appear on the exterior such as eagles, the symbol of

Gregory IX's family, and a bust ofFrederick n.131 Pictorial decoration was also initiated by

Elias with the commissioning ofa large cross from Giunta Pisano, who, unlike any other early

contributors to the church, was ofsuch stature that he was permitted to sign ms own work.

Although the cross is now lost, we know from Pisano's other works ofthe time, tbat, unlike

the Byzantine S. Damiano cross (which speke to Francis) displaying a rather stifIChristus

Triumphans, the new cross, perhaps the first ofits kind in the West, was a Christus patiens

l~unghi. The Basilica, 12; Mistretta, Francesco. Architetto di Dio, 173.
I~e first stained glass windows in ltaly were probably created and instaIled during Elias' tenure

for the upper church, but its famous ftesco cycle began in the latter part orthe thirteenth century.
Lunghi, The Basilica. 23-25; Nessi, La Basilica, 115ft:

'29Nessi, La Basilica, 398.
13Of'or instance in Scbenld~San Francesco in Assisi, 163-72.
131Lunghi, The Basilica, 12.
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115. Plan. Upper Church of S. France-;co. Assisi (b.
1231). The hollow cores in the buttresses of the apsc
arc the circular stairways Icading up to the Upper
Church from the Lowcr. (From Bicbrach. Die
Ho/:gedeckten Fra1l::.iskaner. fig. 2.)
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~ 116. View of the Upper Church of S. Francesco. Assisi.
1f looking toward the apsc. showing later Gothie piers and
~ detailing as weil as the freseo eycle by Giotto and/or
l" the Giotto sehool on the walls. (Photo counesy of S.

Francesco. Assisi.)
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which attempted to depict realistically the pain of the crucifixion (fig. 118, cf. fig. Il).132

Elias, however, had himself painted at the foot of the cross as its donor, indicating a sea

ehange in bis own self-understanding.m

After he was elected, Elias began to send visitors to each province ofthe arder to extract

their share towards the cost ofthe church.u. By taxing the provinces Elias was breaking the

Rule of the order, and certainly deserved the opposition he received. But the move also

opened the possibility of other Franciscan settlements raising funds for new building

projeets. 13
! This matter would probably have been forgivable on the grounds that Francis

believed that altars should he properly adomed and the construction ofchurches completed.

Additional complaints, however, were levelled at Elias' persona! conduet and style of

leadership. Elias developed a taste for luxury and comfort, employing a private cook,

servants, a many-coloured livery, taking bis meals aJone, and not even rising for distinguished

guests. Elias travelled very littIe, preferring to stay in front ofa warm tire in Assisi, but when

foreed to do 50 he joumeyed exclusively on horseback. When these charges were raised

before the Pope at the time ofElias' deposition, he pleaded tbat these comforts were needed

because of poor health. In fact, before he was elected, he had wamed his brothers of his

weaknesses, but now, Elias pleaded, they cried "Shame!"136 The issue, it seems, was a matter

ofdegree. Francis, even in bis illness, travelled widely, rode a donkey, and had others cook

for him only because he was blinda But even ifwe were ta grant Elias bis poor health, it was

132Belting, Lilceness and Presence, 358-62; Cf. Derbes, Picturing the Passion, 21, n. 54, 55; E.
Sandberg-Vavalà, La croce dipinta italiana e l'iconografia della Passione (Verona, 1929; Reprint,
Rome, 1980), 681-91; Edward Garrison, ItaIian Romanesque Panel Painting (Florence, 1949), no.
543.

133Sandberg-Vavalà questions the attribution to Elias, proposing Francis instead. La croce
dipinta, 123-24. Some master masons ofthe French Gothie eathedrals bad their names inscnbed onto
labyrinths depieted on the Dave f1oor. Abbot Suger, the administrator of St. Denis, had himself
illustrated at the base ofa stained glass window.

Il4rn 1232, the podestà ofAssisi imposed a tax on aU homes for the construction ofthe church.
It too was unpopular. Two complaints appear in the sources during this time, one against the
"sumptuous monastery" eomplex by Br. Giles, and another by Leo who, it is told, smashed an aIms­
box that Elias placed outside the basilica. Both stories, according ta Burkitt and Brooke, are of"more
than doubtful authenticity," due ta their late dates and numerous interior errors such as chronology.
Bartholomew ofPisa, AF, iv, 209; translated in Omnibus, 1843. Sec Brooke, 150.

Il:lFrom 1234 onwards, large legacies werc being left ttom pious benefaetors such as at the fiiary
in Dalmatia. And in 1254, when the fiiars at Venice protested about having ta receive a considerably
large legaey left to them ftom the doge, the pope intervened and compeUed them ta accept it, "any
statute or commandment ofyour order notwitbstanding." see D. Fabianich, Storia dei Fran Minor;
in Dalmazia e Bossina (Zan, 1863): i, 22; and BF, i, 755; ii, 47-48, rcspectively.

1l6Eccleston, 67; see Brooke, 151-53.
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bis political alliances and leadership decisions which seem, in the end, to have brought him

down. Elias tended ta appoint, as Francis had, lay brothers, those who were not ordained or

educated as priests, with dubious qualifications to important positions in the order. 137 As a

layman himself, Elias, like Francis, saw no division between literate and illiterate. This

policy, even when it was Francis', was never received with open arms; fear was expressed that

this equality was tao much like the democratic beretical movements ofthe time. 1J1 Elias aIso

seems to have reversed the habit of seeking papal privileges which was practiced by his

predecessor-here ag~ Elias was simply following Francis' wishes and the Rule of the

order. 139 During the seven years ofhis office, however, Elias never held a General Chapter,

but enacted bis wishes through Provincial Visitors who had carte blanche to undermine the

local Ministers' authority.l40 Elias, therefore, tended to set like a secular master ratber than

a humble religious leader in service ta his brothers. Whether or not ail these charges cau be

substantiated, at the end of the day he seems to have angered 50 Many ofbis brethren that

twelve years after bis deposition Elias still feared their vengeance. 141

The deposition proceedings revealed who bis opponents were: the Paris professors or

masters ofthe order including Alexander ofHales, John ofLa Rochelle, Haymo ofFaversbam

and their Provincial Ministers, Custodians and student supporters. They began to meet

clandestinely in 1236 and eventually gathered enough evidence to lay accusation on Elias

before the pope three years Iater. 142 Elias, in the interim, knew there was dissension but,

acting ill-advisedly, made no concessions and decided to use intimidation, ratber, ta assert bis

authority. Gregory~ who appointed Elias, was certainly unwilling to heed the protestors'

demands. But, as the accusations were brought forth during the proceedings, Elias and bis

supporters lost their self-control, interrupted the session, and cbarged that the entire lot was

fahricated. The pope, bath surprised and disappointed, stepped in and asked Elias to resign.

After he refused, Gregory declared him deposed.143

In Brooke's opinion, "Elias was deposed Dot 50 mucb because he failed to follow St.

137Salimbene, Cronico, 142,231; Jordan, 61.
lJIBrooke, 161.
lJ9Note Elias only acquired two privileges, both of whicb were insignificant for the order, BF l,

167, 184-85, nos. 09, 174, 190 (171, 186).
'~oSalimbene, Cronico, 142, 231. Salimbene admits growing tired of listing Elias' defec:ts, "It

would take far too long ifl tried ta relate all the bonid abuses 1 have see,u 144.
141Salimbene, CronÎCo,236.
142Jordan, 61, 67.
14Jlordan, 63-64; EcclestoD, 38-39, 67.
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117. A possible elevalion orlhe
soulhcm facade of lhe Basilica
of S. Francesco in Assisi during
lhe time of Br. Elias (ca. 1239).
(After Nessi. La Basilica. fig. 1.)

118. Painlcd crucifix. on wood
by Giunta Pisano of a Christus
patiells. forrnerly at Pi sa. 5.
Raniero. ca. 1250. This secms
lo bc a slightly later version of
the cross Pisano painted for the
Basilica 5. Francesco in Assisi .
ca. 1236. (Pisa. Musco
Nationale.)
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Francis as because he failed ta adopt the 'enlightened' opinions ofthe Ministers. nl44 Indeed,

the next three Ministers General, Albert ofPisa, Haymo ofFaversham, and Crescentius of

Jesi, picked up exactly where John Parenti had left off. 14
! Elias, for bis part, retreated once

more to Cortona. While there, he visited the local Poor Clare monastery without permission

from Albert ofPisa, and, after refusing to make amends, he joined the court of the recently

excommunicated Frederick n.1~ By association, Elias brought upon himself an automatic

excommunication.147 After campaigning witb the emperor and overseeing construction ofhis

fortresses in Sicily, Elias eventually retumed ta Cortona where he died, penitent and absolved,

on April 22, 1253.

Forever under the auspices of great leaders, Elias emerges as their MOst proticient

architectural interpreter. Within the aura of Francis, Elias seems ta have moved from the

letter he wrote upon Francis' death to the plan and iconography ofthe original basilica with

consistency if not with the poetic touch of Francis himself. Under the sponsorship and

appointment ofGregory IX, however, Elias seemed ta adopt Gregory's desire and urgency ta

see his own papal basilica rise beiore he passed away. Similarly, under the patronage of

Frederick il after ms deposition, Elias entered fully into the emperor's distinguished court ta

oversee bis military structures while on campaign, ifnot dabble in the alchemical experiments

the emperor was sponsoring under Michel Scot 141

I44Brooke, 166.
14SFor instance, eight facuIties to rebuild or enlarge Franciscan premises were granted during

Parenti's five years ofoffice, under Elias, two during bis seven years, but in the next four years under
Albert and Haymo there were nine, and during the three years (1244-47) under Crescentius, over one
hundred! Moorman, History a/the Franciscan arder, 119, n. 3; Landini, C/ericalization, 77-128.

146Eccleston, 68-69. After bis excommunication, the emperor twice tbreatened Assisi with bis
army; bath times Clare was deemed responsible for bis retreat. His aggression eventually drove the
pope into exile in Lyon from 1243-53. Note that Francis, Clare and Frederick were ail baptized at the
same chm-ch in Assisi between 1181 and 1194.

147Qn April 7, 1239 Gregory IX announced 1bat excommunication would fall on anyone swearing
obedience to Frederick II; Monumenta Germaniae Historica Episto/ae 1: 640-41. Albert ofPisa,
however, tried to effeet a reconciliation, and Elias entrusted Albert with a letter of explanation to
Gregory IX, begging ta be excused. Albert, unfortunately, died before it was delivered-the leter was
found on bis body, but was either lost or destroyed before it could be sent on. Jordan, 70; Salimbene,
Cronica, 240; Eccleston, 69-70.

laElias' choice to serve under Frederick II rather than Gregory IX may have had te do with bis
eschatological conviction tbat the emperor was the prophesied "good leader" who was to initiate the
end times by uniting the world. On this, and Elias relation ta Frederick in general, sec Michael
Cusato, "The Eschatology ofElias ofCortona," in idem, Thal Others May Know and Love, 255-83.

Salïmbene in 1283-84, makes the earliest charge ofa1chemy against Elias; Cronica, 233-34. At
least ten different alchemical treatises bear the name of Br. Elias whose authenticity remains to be
verified, and there are three copies ofanother treatise fi'om Michel Scot ta Elias which seems to be
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It is on the basis of this pattern of life that 1 propose that the architecture ofthe basilica,

at least up to 1230, demonstrates the migration ofcontent, meaning, narrative and symbols

from Francis, through the interpretive architectural skill of Elias, into the fabric of the

basilica. The detennination ofFrancis to lead by example and poetry, left, in the enigmatic

nature of metaphor itseIt: room for response and interaction as a type of reciprocal ethics.

Near his death, Francis spoke ta bis brothers atthe Portiuncula, "1 have done what was mine

to do, may Christ teaeh you what you are to do."149 For Elias, the alter-Christus himselfhad

laid the foundatioD. The rest was for him to build. Even tbough the decision to erect an

upper church coincides with Elias' briefexile and Quo elongati, the symbolic pattern upon

which this new chapel was ta he built and decorated, responded in turn ta the narrative of the

lower church. Iftbe Portiuncula was the annunciation and birth of1esus (Francis' vision), and

the lower church ofthe basilica the Holy Sepulchre, where the crucified body ofJesus would

lie (Elias' vision), the upper church was to become a type of glowing resurrection space,

heavenly 1erusalem or beatific vision, tbat is, the vision ofPope Gregory IX.

ofa more verifiable authenticity. One treatise, which 1 bave Dot coDSU1ted, links, surprisingly enough,
bis alchemy ta the basilica, the, "Speculum ... artis alkimie ... ftatris Helyae O. Min. S. Francisci,
qui ex dicta arte componi fecit seu fabricare ecclesiam S. Francisci in Assisi," (MS. Florence, Bibl.
Naz., canv. soppr. 567), fol. 1-29; as cited in Lempp, Frère tlie. 121-22. See Lynn lbomdike,
History of Magic and Experiential Science, fi (London, 1923), 308; and M. Mazzone, Sanett;
alchemici-eremitici di Frate Elia e Cecca d'Ascoli (San Gimignano, 1930).

14~ Ce1214.
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Conclusion

The Contribution of St. Francis to the Architecture of his Century

The fonn of the basilica seems to have been directly copied in the next two major shrine

churches within the Franciscan family: that of S. Antonio in Padua (h. 1234) and the

church of S. Chiara in Assisi (h. 1253).1 Bath, in their original fonns, had single-nave T­

plans (four bays in the nave, three in the transept), with an apse offive radiating sections, fiat

walls, stone vaulting, and a ctypt below (figs. 119, 120). The plans and sections ofall three

are sa similar that they couId easily he regjstered upon each other, except that St. Clare's

church is slightly smaUer than the other two. Where once the Portiuncula, as the mother

church, was repeated throughout the early Franciscan hermitages, the basilica ofS. Francesco,

as the new mother church, served as the prototype for churches whose program resembled its

own. As the burial places of the next two important saints within the Franciscan family of

that century, these churches, in form and size, DOW shared in the glory and graces of their

exemplar. They also testify to the recognizabJe originality ofElias' design. Their own forms

would not have been mistaken for their reference to a new type ofchurch built for a new type

ofsaint.

Other churches in the order tended to he Jess exact copies, but copies nevertheless. For

instance, sorne, such as those at Pescia, Pistoia, Pisa, Siena and Florence, adopted the single­

nave T-plan, but with a wooden roofand rectangular apse and rectangular chapels in the choir

(fig. 121). Unlike the basilica, however, these mid- to late-thirteenth-century churches were

not designed as burial churches for major saints, but memorials ta Francis, ail ofwhich were

named S. Francesco after the church in Assisi. Sïnce they were neither crypt-bearing nor

under papal sponsorship, they participated in the basilica to the degree that their own sites,

specifications and donor contributions permitted them.

At tirst glance, little difference may be detected between these churches and those heing

'Louise Bourdua, "Friars. patrons and worlcsbops at the Basilica dei Santo, Padua," Studies in
Church History 28 (1992): 131-141; Mistretta, Francesco, Architeno di Dio, 184-85.
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built for the Dominicans, often during the same period on the other side ofthese same cities

(fig. 122).2 Even though the Franciscan loci throughout the century outnumber Dominican

settlements two to one, historians bave tended te lump the architecture oftwo orders together

on the basis ofthe apparent similarity oftheir churcbes and a sbared commitment to poverty

(hence the name mendicant architecture). Indeed, the Franciscans were rapidly becoming an

order of students, c1erics and scholars as the Dominicans, from the outsel, were founded to

be. T0 differentiate between the churches of the two orders often a number of complex

factors has to be taken iota account-from the site, funding, patronage and local building

practices to issues conceming local competition between the orders, the cathedral and civic

buildings.3 A full scholarly exploration would also have to he undertaken on the early

architectural approach ofSt Dominic and the Dominicans with respect to their history and

spirituality-a task which lies outside ofthe scope ofthis study. At least tbree observations,

however, deserve our consideration.

First, around 1232-35, the Dominicans developed a prescriptive legislation exclusively

dedicated to architecture which defined their ideal of "moderate and humble" constructions.

These restrictions involved limiting the height oftheir churches to 30 pedes (approximately

Il meters), prohibiting stone vauJting in the nave, and ensuring these mies by means ofthree

2For general surveys ofthese churches sec. Kurt Biebrach, Die Ho/zgedeckten Franziskaner-und
Dominikaner-Kirchen in Umbrien wui Toslcana (Berlin, 1908); Krautheimer. Die Kirchen der
Bette/orden. 12; Frankl. Gothic Architecture, 121; Richard Wilder Emery, The Friars in Medieval
France: A. Catalogue ofFrench Mendicant Convents. 1200-/SSO (New York, Columbia University
Press, 1962); Wolfgang KrOnig, "Caratteri dell'architettura degli Ordini mendicanti in Umbria" inAIt;
de/ VI Convegno di Studi Umbri (perugia, 1971): 17t).77; P. Heliot, "Sur les Églises gothiques des
ordres mendiants en Italie Centrale," in Bulletin Monumental, 130 (1972); Luigi Pellegrini, "Gli
insediamenti degli ordini mendicanti e la loro tipologia. Considerazioni metodologiche e piste di
ricerca," in Les Ordues Mendiants et la ville en Italie centrale (v.J220- v. J3S0), 89 (1977): 563-566;
Louis Grodecki, Gothie Architecture (Milan: Ele~ 1978); Romanini, "L'Architettura degli ordini
mendicanti," 8-10; Francesco d'Assisi: Chiese e conventi (Umbria, 1982); Schenkl. Ordines
studentes; Romanini, "TI francescanesimo nell'arte," 181-95; White, Art and Architecture in /ta/y, 23;
Trachtenberg, "Gothiclltalian 'Gothic'," 22-37.

]An example ofthis approach cao be seen in David Gillerman, "S.Fortunato in Todi: Why the Hall
Church?" Journal ofthe Society ofArchiJectul'al Historian.s 48 (June, 1989): 158-71. One interesting
difference, noted by Derbes. is that the painted narrative cycles and panels produced by the
Franciscans after 1230 were conspicuously absent nom Dominican churches until the fourteenth
century. Accordïng to Derbes. the Dominicans had neither the theology or interest in these narrative
innovations; Derbes. Picl1O'ing the Passion, 26; and H.W. Van Os. Sienese Altarpieces, 121S-146:
Form. Content, FunctÎon., vol. 1 (Groningen, 1984),67.

•

•



• o \0 20 JO 40 •RII__~"""''''''_- '

~

..... .......
--===-~~ ..._-

119. Far left.Basilica of S. Anton­
io. Padua. original plan ofca.. 1234­
56. (Drawing after M. Salvatori.
"Nacquc 'francescana' la seconda
basilica dei Santo:' in Il Salllo. 17.
nos. 1-2. Padova. 1977.)

t20. Basilica of S. Chiara. Assisi.
CUITent plan. The original church
plan must be imagined wilhout the
side chapels. (After Mistretta.
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121. Plans of Franciscan
churchcs: 1. S. Francesco.
Pescia (b. 1240); 2. S.
Francesco. Pistoia (b. 1248):
3. S. Francesco. Pisa (br

1261): 4. S. Francesco. Sicna
(b. 1246): 5. S. Croce. Ror­
enee (b. 1294). (From Bie­
brach. Die Hol~gedecklen

Fran::.iskaner.)
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friar-visitors to each new construction.4 Similar provisions only appear in Franciscan

documents in 1260.5 The relatively late adoption by the Franciscans ofprescriptive guidelines

may be attributed te the strength ofFrancis' legislation by metaphor and exemplum. Moving

from their rural hermitages, based on the Portiuncula layout, to their urban convent churches

may have assured a respect and trust among the Franciscans for the spirit of poverty in their

subsequent buildings.

The second point to note is the use of wooden truss roofs in Dominican architecture.

They first appeared in the original construction of their mother church in Bologna, begun in

1221 or 1223.6 The wood truss roof may have become a signature element for Dominican

architecture, serving te differentiate their order from the Franciscans. This type of roof first

appears rather late in Franciscan architecture, at the church of San Francesco in Cortona,

begun circa 1250 (figs. 123, 124). The church is noteworthy because its construction bas

generaUy been attributed te Br. Elias, who was buried there in 1253.7 It is not clear, however,

whether Elias was adopting the truss roofofDominican practice, or whether its appearance

refers to the simple dormitory at San Damiano, whicb Elias may have worked on in 1212.

This dormitory sits above its church and is covered by a wood truss roof (cf. figs. 31, 32,

125). The second reference gains extra currency ifone considers that the Cortona cburch

adopted one other characteristic from the S. Damiano dormitory which was imitated in

subsequent Franciscan architecture: the use of a stark rectangular plan bereft of interior

colwnns or chapels (fig. 126). Ifit were not for the trussed root: the Cortona plan might also

refer to the Portiuncula's columnless rectangle, aIbeit in bath cases at nearly three times the

sÏze. A rectangular plan was f1l5t employed by the Dominicans in Toulouse (1229-35), but

in that case a row of interior columns divides the space. It was on Dominican churches 50ch

as this that Richard Krautheimer based his understanding ofmendicant architecture as "bam-

4Constitutiones antique ordinesfratrum Predicatorum, ed. A.H. Thomas, in Oudste constihdies,
309-10, Dist II, cap. 35,366-67. The length ofapes in ltaly was between 35 and 38 cm, acc:ording
to Meersseman, "L'architecture dominicaine," 147, n. 27. See also Sundt, "Mediocres domos et
humiles," 398.

sBrooke, 297, 261, on. 4 and 5. These provisions may have been in use by 1242 at the earliest,
but only in oral fonn.

lSSee G. Meersse~ "L'architecture dominicaine au xme siècle: UgisIation et pratique,"
Archivum Fratrum Praedicatontm 16 (1946): 136-90, esp., 144-46, 155-56; and Richard Sundt, "The
Jacobin Church of Toulouse and the Origin orlts Double-Nave Plan," Art Bulletin LXXI: 2 (1989):
183-207.

'Antonio Cadei, "La Cbiesa di S. Fnncesco a Cortona" in Storia della Cinà IX (1978): 16-23,
esp. 18.
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churches"-buildings which ultimately received their forms from north and central Italian

peasant barn or hay loft constructions (fig. 127).1 The attributio~however, cannot entirely

be transferred te the Franciscan church at Cortona or its copies in other tewns (e.g., fig. 128).

Cortona May he rectangular and bear a trussed roofbut the dividing rows ofcolumns which

characterize Dominican and barn construction are absent. The only exact forerunner ofthe

Cortona church seems to he the dormitery at S. Damiano. Ifthe innovations at Cortona can

be attributed te Elias, then once again we MaY be witnessing the persistence ofFrancis' vision

as it was rendered in the S. Damiano dormitory and adapted by Elias at Cortona.

Finally, FrancÎSCan and Dominican churches are conspicuous for being the first ta

introduce Gothic detailing into ltaly. Northem practices were limited in ltaly te decorative

elements around portaIs, windows, altars and columns-but even in the rare cases when tlying

buttresses were employed, such as at S. Francesco and S. Chiara in Assisi, tbey were oever

structural but decorative (figs. 98, 105, 110, 116). Marvin Trachtenberg has noted that

Gothie was the "prestige architecture of the rest of Europe, emblematic of haut monde

modernity," which the Italians could not pass up, "ifonly for the sake of fashion. 119 While

French Gothic stained glass and tracery may have beeo an imported fashion, as Francis once

imported French cloth, it must also he understood for its meaning and interpretation within

Italy. The French cathedral builders sueh as Abbot Suger at St Denis, praised light for its

mystical and anagogical quality:

The ehurch shines with its middle part brightened.

For bright is that whieh is brightly coupled with bright,

And bright is the noble edifice which is pervaded by new light. la

Both the quality and, what was new, the quantity oflight in French Gothie emerged from the

confluence of new stained glass and stone tracery technology with a sudden burst of

scholarship, translations and commentaries ofNeoplatonic texts-from a fragment of Plato's

Timaeus ta Augustine and, especially, Pseudo-Dionysius. Dionysius, a writer who was

8Krautheimer, Die Kirchen der Bene/arden, 12.
9"frachtenberg, "Gothiclltalian Gothie," 33.
IODe administraJione, xxvm; Erwin Panofsky, Abbot Suger On the Abbey Church ofSt-Denis

and ils Art Treasures, 2nd ed. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979),49. See also Sïmson,
Gothie Cathedral, 118-27.
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125. Vicw of thc dormitory of S. Damiano. abovc the church. Auributcd to Francis and his follow­
crs. 1.:. 1212. (Photo by aUlhor.)
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considered t1first-rank after the Apostles," and thought to be the patron saint of France, St.

Denis, \\'Tote of the cosmos as a veil illuminated by light, where light, as it appears to us, is

the only earthly material which bears a pure unadulterated testimony to the heavenly divine

ligbt, thereby permitting that light ta be understood by US. 11 Suger, himself intoxieated by this

devotion to light, set out ta build an architecture where the walls became translucent panels,

such that their architectural frames would seem to dematerialize. He sought to built a type

ofheavenly Jerusalem, a shimmering paradise to reward the arduousjoumey ofthe visiting

pilgrim, and to give glory to the remains of its patron saint and the kings of France (fig.

129).12

Even though Gothic cathedra1s began to rise a century before Franeiscan ehurches in

ltaly, the friars drew their architectural understanding of light fiom entirely different sources.

Light, for them, emerged from the darkness of their sinful humanity-as the gold leaf ofa

Byzantine ieon ooly glows when the candIe is lit before il. Light, for the Franciscans, was

active, participative. Their icons often held relies and were carried in procession, kissed, and

incubated with. The ieon emerged from the tomb, the crypt, the penitential cave, the womb

ofthe Annunciation and the night ofBethlehem. Ieons were seen, not by the light ofthe sun,

but witb the light of the sou!, in the speculum ofthe memory, polished clean by the action of

love, by the imitation ofa poor and humble Christ. In the north, Gothie luminosity was an

analogue for intellectual illumination-as passively reeeived as the beatifie vision itself. 13 In

the south, light was the result ofvigorous Christian action: eharity for one's neighbour, and

the taIning of one's own tlesh.

Franeiscan architecture was not a lesser, unaccomplisbed or failed French Gothie, but a

conscious ehoice, from ehurch ta ehurch, ta build upon a different understanding ofspiritual

11This understanding seems ta have been promoted by Hugh of St. Victor, PL, 175,946. See
Sïmson, Gothie Cathedral, 53.

12Sïmson, Gothie Cathedral, 120-21.
1JSt. Augustine's llisio in/elleclllQ/is seems ta correspond te the beatific vision: the esehatological

goal ofhuman existence, which tinally subsumed all physical and intellectual perception in the Gad
who gazes upon Himself. 1bat is, the Gad who dwells deep in the soul ofaIl beings finally sees and
reflects upon Himself abave aU things, as if in a mïrror. Conversely, the mirror that traDstixes
Narcissus' physical sight on bis physical reOectïon, as depieted in the Roman de la Rose for instance,
represents the u1timate aet of turning away trom God: the sin of pride. Augustine, De genesi ad
litteram, ch. 12; Sec Carol1y Eriekson, The Medieval Vision: Essays in History andPerception (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1976), 37; and Le Gott: Imagination, 216. On Narcissus in the
medieval era see John Fleming, The Roman de la Rose: A Study in AIlegory and Iconography
(princeton: University Press. 1969), 93-97.
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and theological experience. The relegation ofFrench Gothic to the edges oftheir churches

was due less to fashion (although tbis too cannat be diseounted), than ta the emergence in

mendicant architecture ofa type ofEastem, Islamic tracery or to the gold leafbackground of

an icon, as an emblem or glimpse ofluminosity which was otherwise enshrouded or entombed

by weighty, desert-fiat stone walls and floors. 14

The diverse individual elements ofthirteenth-century Franciscan churehes, such as the

T-plan, the trussed root: the unarticuJated walls, the Gothie detailing and the quality oflight,

may lead one ta conclude, as Marvin Trachtenberg bas, that their design was bath cclectic and

non-narrative. 1 believe that the unity which holds those elements together is an overall

design approach based on the simplicity, poverty and mobility ofChrist and Mary, ofthe tau

and Portiuneula, as ioterpreted in the life and architecture ofFrancis himself. In Many ways,

these churches seem to he variations at a larger scale on tbese two mnemonic foci. What was

once a private devotion for the fiiars, now expanded to include the entire community of faitb.

Yet visitors were ushered ioto empty spaces in which there was little splendour to observe.

They were cast ioto the desert and cave, the contemplative and dangerous wildemess, to bear

their crosses io the space ofmemory par excellence.

Denied the primacy of vision, tbis architecture demanded of the visitor either self­

reflection on one's being-unto-death, or during masses or feasts, vigorous bodily participation,

such that the participants became exempli for each other. Franciscan churches were the loci

of the hennit, Ieper, crusader, pilgrim, peasant and ail those on the move in the early

thirteenth century: a purgatorial space one passed through by the grace ofprayer and penance

alone. IfFreneh Gothie could be considered the beati.tie vision at the end ofa pilgrimage, the

Francisean church was the pilgrimage itself-the church in via.

Abbot Suger continues to cast bis shadow over Medieval architectural history in the late

twentieth century. After the scholarship of Erwin Panofsky, Otto von Simso~ and Conrad

Rudolph, authors and educators have often held up Suger as the only Medieval figure whose

writings desenbe an architectural vision in detail, complete with its theological and political

14PerhapS the same argument could be made about the daring French Gothie structure which WBS
designed ad triangu/um in order to frame their walls of light vs. the Italian preference for the stability
and "ars" resulting from adquadratum desi~ as seen in the fascïnating documents pertaining ta the
raising of the cathedral of Milan. see lames Ackerman, "Ars sine scientia nihiJ est: Gothie lbeory
of Architecture at the Cathedral ofMîlan," Art Bulletin (lune, 1949): 84-111; Bucher, "Medieval
Architectural Design Methods," 37-S 1.
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128. Lucca. Church of S. Francesco. A typical facade and plan of a mid- to latc-l3th c. Italian
mcndicanl church. (From SalvalOri. "Le prime sedi franccscane:' figs. 66. 67.)

• 129. Amhulatory of SI. Denis. Paris. ca. 1032. (Photo from Crosby. The RoyalAbbey ofSaillt-DeIlÎS.
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symbolism, which was immediately retlected in the construction program under bis

administration.l$ His words and references were original and bold; bis architecture, in tum,

changed the face of Western construction. Such a synthesis of vision, according ta

architectural historians, would ooly next he seen three hundred years later in the writing and

buildings of Leone Battista Alberti. 16 In the intervening time, no person seems to have

emerged wbose thinking and building could reach the lofty peaks of Suger or Alberti.

1contend, however, that Francis ofAssisi would he 5uch a figure. From S. Damiano and

the Portiuncula to bis death and Testament, Francis mapped a detailed architectural program

for his followers whose references and symbolism were uniquely fused into a bold vision for

his era This vision found immediate manifestation in the worles of architecture onder bis

authority both during bis lifetime and, in the reciprocal designs ofhis followers 5ucb as Br.

Elias, long after bis death. No aspect within the circumference traditionally ceded to

architectural design slipped from Francis' vision: program, budget, client relations, siting,

size, materials, omamentation, Iight, maintenance, liturgical use, and furnishings were ail

indicated clearly by Francis ifnot by bis dictated words, by bis example. Francis believed the

Portiuncula, bis architectural prototype, was ordained and blessed by God. His unique fusion

ofarchitectural references and symbolism was transparent to the next century of imitators; bis

influence can he traced from the Levant to England. Upon Western architectural history,

Francis bestowed a new paradigm

Unlike Suger, however, Francis did not tolerate alterations to, or gI05ses upon, bis

Portiuncula exemplar. 17 As bath architect and client, Francis anticipates the power and

authority ofthe Renaissance prince for wbom visions ofgeometrically simplified ideal cities

l'Conrad Rudolph, Artistic Change al St-Denis: Abbot Suger's Program and the Early
Twe/fth-Century ContrOW!1'S)' Over Art (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1990). Sec aIso
Louis Grodecki, Etudes sur les vitraux de Suger à Saint-Denis (paris : Presses de l'Université de
Paris-Sorbonne, 1995); Sumner McKnight Crosby, The Royal Abbey ofSaint-Denis: From ils
Beginnings to the Death ofSuger, 475-1151. edited and complete<! by Pamela Z. Blum (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1987); and, Abbot Suger and Saint-Denis: A Symposium, ed Paula Lieher
Gerson (New York: Metropolitan Museum ofArt, 1986).

1611Fond orthe classics and the cbroniclers, a statesman, a soldier and ajwisconsult, an cxpert in
all that Leone Battista Alberti was ta sum up under the heading of La Cll1'a della Famiglia, and
apparently not without interest in science, [Suger] was a proto-humanist rather tban an carly
scholastic." Panofsky, Abbot Suger, 17.

17Sugers vision for St. Denis was to he unique givm bis special task to build a coronation chapel
for the Kings ofFrance. Comparing St. Denis to its immediate successors such as Chartres and Notre
Dame de Paris demonstrates the wide interpretive ginh cach cathedral builder look. Sec Sïmson,
Gothie Cathedral.
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or vast, efficient utopias materialize under bis command. ll Renaissance designers continued

the mendicant search for purity in reference ta the past-but this time through classical rather

than biblica1 sources. To that end, the French Gothic detailing that gradually accumu1ated on

the doors, windows and altars of ltalian mendicaDt churches were simply removed in the

design of Renaissance buildings. 19

In many ways Francis' leadership, political savvy and expertise in a number ofartistic

media from performance and poetry ta clothing design and architecture foreshadow the

Renaissance man. Unlike Suger, Francis envisioned notjust a cburch but an entire monastery

complex down to the clothing of its occupants. He promoted the wide use of private ceUs

rather than monastic dormitories. Individual huts permitted an embodied, sensual immersion

ioto the subject of a mar's contemplation and memory work without the distraction of

onlookers. At the same time, the smal1 mud and stick buts provided the subject, in

themselves, for contemplation on Christian poverty. And yet the luxury of privacy in the

friaries of the mid-thirteenth century saon became a necessity in the neX! century for sUent

disembodied reading, speculative thought, and, by the carly Renaissance, storing persona!

libraries or collections of artifacts, scientific instruments and other curiosities. The full

connection, however, between the mendicant and the Renaissance in architecture and their

architects is a task beyond the scope ofthis paper.

Occurring at the dawn ofScholasticism and Western literacy, Francis' architectural vision

May also provide a response ta late-twentieth-century postmodem or deconstructionist

architectural practice-in an age, one May say, that is becoming post-literate. With Roland

Barthes, postmodernists descn"be Western culture as a civilization ofthe image, wbere images

parody or reflect one another, devoid of any fixed reference of origin or meaning in a

11lSee, for instance, the 1464 ideal plan ofSforzinda by Filarete. Sec Antonio di Piero Averlino,
Trattata di architettuTa di Antonio Filarete, translatcd in A. Spencer, ed. FiJarete's Treatise on
Architecture, 2 vols. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1965).

19The fresco cycles developed undcr Franciscan auspices, such as tbat by Giotto in the Upper
Church of the Basilica ofS. Francesco in Assisi, foreshadow Renaissance narrative, rcalism, coloUl'
and perspective in painting (figs. 1, 8S, 86, 90. 9S, 97, 112). 1 would not, however, endorse the
assumption ofSamuel Edgerton tbat Giotto or the school ofGiotto employed scenographia as na fonn
of linear perspective," in the manner ofVincenzo Scamozzi. Sec The Heritage olGiotto's Geometry:
An andScience in the Eve olthe Scientific Revolution (lthica: Comell University Press, 1991). Cf.
Alberto Pérez-G6mez and Louise Pelletier in Architet:nuaJRepresentation and the Perspective Hinge
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1997),94-96.
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narcissistic hall of mîrrors.lO Similarly, language, according ta lacques Derrida and the

deconstructionists, bas become a closed, self-referential structure which negates the

possibility ofcommunication.21 Thus, the imagination ofthe architect and the community he

or she builds for, is simply canceUed, relegated ta the role of a passive observer of; or a

cynical participant~ the myth ofscientific progress, its commodification as advertising, or

the skin-deep formai games ofcyber-driven technophilia.

If the reaI-time audio/visual communication ofour age could he understood as producing

a "secondary orality," then Francis' defense oforal creation in a context under the threat of

literacy could be our starting point, on this side ofliteracy.22 As bath a builder and a designer

who did not work with drawings or written specifications let alone cash transactions, Francis

closed the theoretical and physical gap which bas too often existed between the architect and

builder. Building for Francis involved the renovation ofbuildings as mucb as it involved the

renovation of character for those involved. Without the mediation of money, drawings or

language, the penitential experience ofbuilding was communal, simple, direct and ethical in

that the act ofbuilding was not a specialist 8Ctivity with precious materials. Architecture was

local, familiar, uncomplicated and refused to draw attention to itself. Its treasures only poured

forth when its poverty was physically engaged througb its maintenance, liturgy or meditation.

Architecture was thus permitted an appropriate relationship to society: it was neither an idol

adorned to divert attention and open purses, nor a utilitarian shed for the proletariate.23

Franciscan building negotiated a narrative through constnlcted metaphor that invited

interpretation and participation in the omnitemporality of its poetic structure.

The invitation to communal engagement through a relatively smaller scale and simple,

locally-recognizable materials and elements, ensured that carly Franciscan architecture did

2Ofor an overview ofpostmodern nihilism and artistic creation see, Richard Keamey, Poetics of
fmagining: From Husserl to Lyotard (London: Harper Collins, 1991), 170-209; and, with respect ta
architeetW'e, see Pérez-G6mez and Pelletier, Architectural Representation and the Perspective Hinge,
281-368.

21]acques Derrida, OfGrammotology, trans. Gayatri Chakravortry Spivak(Baitimore and London:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1976), 164-268.

22Walter Ong bas argued against the deconstructionïsts for an understanding ofthe late twentieth
century as the dawn ofa rapid electronic age where orality is recovered, aIbeit with the wisdom or taint
ofliteracy. See Orality and Lituacy, 3.

23Commenting on the eathedrals and royal monasteries ofhis clay, St. Bernard noted tbat, "lbere
is a certain art of laying out money 50 that it multiplies; one spends it 50 that it increases, and largesse
produces plenty. For through the 5igbt ofextravagant but marvellous vanities, people are more moved
to contribute offerings than to pray ... Eyes feast on gold-mounted reliquaries and purses gape."
Apologia ad Guil/elmum, c. 12, PL, 182,914-16.
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not intimidate, exclude or confuse-a charge often levelled at corporate, postmodem and

deconstruction architecture alike.24 Indeed, Francis shrank the march of time, the serious

work of life, to the size ofa children's sandbox.25 "Unless you become as little children, you

shaH not enter into the kingdom of heaven."26 By choosing, in the face of legislative

bureaucracies or the theoria of the leamed classes, to play, the embodied imagination is

pennitted to dream communal identities and enact possible worlds ofjustice and peace. In

this way, fundamentalist belief (either religious, philosophical or political) MaY be

appropriately weakened tbrough interpretation and the chance encounter with the unknown

other.27 Tbat is, as Francis strove, in his earliest MeditatiOns, ta embrace the ugly, leprous or

frightful rather than banish il, the unknown other became implicated from the start in bis

imagination and constructions.

Building for an order defined by its mobility, Francis makes the case, before a highly

mobile age such as our own, for a poetics of architecture. For Francis, pilgrimage and

estrangement did not exclude architectural representation, but invited the movement that

metaphor confers upon prose. In the poem, Bread and Wine, Friedrich HOlderlin asles, "And

what are poets for in a destitute time?" Martin Heidegger responds with Htslderlin: the poets

are those who dace ta sing the praises, and yet foUow in the trace ofthe holy absence.21 This

is the poet in destitute times: exiled, ever searching, awaiting for the manifestation of the

fugitive holiness, the undisclosed Being. And yet, when the poet becomes unshielded to the

scientific ordering ofthe world, he or she quickly loses the trace ofthe holy-that is, both the

poet's "implacement" and body are subsequently lost to a displaced and disembodied

theoria.29 The poet is therefore calIed ta have an even stronger will and courage than that of

the abyss-maker, the modem self-willed technocrat Thus, the annihilation threatened by the

240n the recent history ofthe construction of the philosophy deconstructio~see Mark Wigley,
The Architecture ofDecOIIStnlction: Derrida's HaunI (Cambridge and London: MIT Press, 1993).
On hospitality as an ethics, see Emmanuel Levinas, To/a/iry and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority,
trans. A. Lingis (PittsbW'gh: Duquesne University Press, 1969), 72-77.

2$Qn the recovery ofchildhood vision sec David Michael Levin, The Opening ofVision: Nihilism
and the Post-modem Situation (New York and London: Routledge, 1988),269-76.

26Mt 18.3.
2'13y the aet ofweakening myth, 1 am referring ta Giami Vattimo's "weak ontology." See bis The

End ofModemity: NiJlilism andHenneneutics in Postmoden Culture, trans. Jon Snyder (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, , 1991).51-111. For the encounter with the "other" as the basis of
ethics, see Levinas, Totality andInfinity. 187-252.

21"What are Poets For?" in Poetry, Lanpage, Thought,91.
29See Levïn, The Body's Recollection ofBeing. 30-224.
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dark night discloses an opening in the poet's destiny as a willed, ethica1 action: the

detennination to sing, nevertheless, before the dangerous abyss.

For deconstructionists however, textual or architectural playfulness is aIways at the

expense ofcommunication. By weakening antbropocentrism, they justifIably invite us never

to forget the horror that humans cao bring upon each other. However, fearing that we may

slip into the myth ofprogress, human dialogue and the possibility to imagine new utopias is

also denied. Francis' example o1fers a way ofde.centring the ego tbrough voluntary su1Jering

that does not annihilate the imagination or the possibility ofcommunication. He does this by

encouraging, through bis architecture, the construction of inner worlds to foreshadow

eschatological ones in heaven. Human progress towards these new worlds is thereby

measured in ethical action aiming toward humility. The possibility of true joy, justice or

peace in world time is not to he grasped at or constructed, but bestowed as a type of

unexpected gift through dream, vision, coincidence or the chance encounter.

In the meantime, architecture houses the waiting. Through memory and mouming, a

clearing is made for the reception ofthe gift. In the void ofthe barren desert, the imagination

builds and ethics dwells.
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