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1. Franciscan studies: Francis vs. the Friars Minor?
It is now over a century since the first edition of the Life of St.

Francis of Assisi appeared in Paris in 1893. Despite the naivet6 of the
romantics and the furor of the positivists, the Reformed pastor Paul Sabatier
at last introduced the saint of fusisi as an object of critical reflection by
historians. These years we are witnessing a lively revival of interest in this
and related subjects, especially thanks to Italian historians, who have shown
considerable enthusiasm in this area, 

^t 
least in the last thirty years (starting

with Manselli 1965 and Ani Todi 1971). After an ample reconsideration of
the Franciscan Question, to which these articles have been essentially
devoted, our first problem is the unavoidable need to define terms exactly.
This has less to do with the narrower aims of a discussion limited to experts
in the field than with the need to establish a rigorous criterion for
interpreting the sources and documents. Such a criterion will enable us to
re-examine the life of Francis of fusisi and the story of the religious and
institutional realities that have in so many ways drawn inspiration from him.

The first difficulty we must face lies in the term "Franciscan
history" or history of Franciscanism. Anyone who has had a chance to re-
examine the life of Francis of Assisi and the story of his image, on the one
hand, and the presence of the Friars Minor in late medieval society, on the
other, has immediately faced the ambivalent nature of an all-inclusive term.
In other words, is there an objective criterion for determining Franciscan
identity? Does it define those persons and institutions that, historically
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speaking, -\Mere inspired (or claimed to be) by the Christian proposal of
Francis of fusisi? Or is the term a bit subjective, seeing that ii includes a
spectrum of individuals, realities, and doctrines that have claimed fidelity to
a religious ideal identified as Franciscan?

Although such an alternative may seem at first extremely rigid, a set
of polar behaviors and judgments has been superimposed on it. thi, hm
continued well into modern times, at least for rwo major groups interested
in historical research, where the existence of institutions designed to
promote such research has an important influence.

In the decades that bridged the nineteenth and nrentieth cenruries,
religious and theological studies, even within the Catholic world, were
gripped with enthusiasm for historical-critical initiatives. paul Sabatier
himself was responsible for the establishmenr, in lg}2, of an International
Society for Franciscan Studies in fusisi (even its title was reminiscent of
similar initiatives). Despite the strong personality of the French historian,
writer, and renowned journalist, the Society had very little influence in
debate at the time on rhe so-called Franciscan euestion (Menestd lgg3).
The latter, as it happenedr got caught berween the anti-Modernist
repression unleashed within the Catholic Church in l90T and the re-
appropriation of the man from Assisi by that city (whose mosr important
expression was Arnaldo Fortini's volumes, especially the one of 1926). On
the other hand, the re-establishment of the International Society for
Franciscan Studies by the University of Perugia, in 1972 helped actively to
promote major historical-critical studies on Franciscanism. We see this in
the series of proceedings of the international study slmrposia, now
approaching twenty-five volumes, dealing with the most important topics in
the history of Franciscanism, often in very innovative ways @usconi tigl).

In any case we cannot forget that the history of Franciscanism is a
very particular area of Church history. Were it not, it would not be directly
promoted by the variety of historical institutes sponsored by religious orders
that are still alive and well, recognized as the "Franciscans" or, more widely,
the "Franciscan Movement," thus including also the lait-y. Linked to the
Order of Friars Minor is the College of St. Bonaventure, formerly located at
Quaracchi, near Florence, and since the disastrous flood of 1966 at
Grottaferrata outside Rome. Begun in 1877, its first job was to produce a
modern critical edition of the writings of the Seraphic Doctor aftei whom it
was named. Inspired by the openness to research encouraged during the
pontificate of Leo )(III, in 1908 the College set our to publish the best
results of Franciscan scholarship during the first half of the century in the
review Archiaiunr. Franciscanurn Historicum. Working in it was a group of
scholars to whom we owe the monumental critical edition of moit of the
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Legends of St. Francis, which came out between 1926 and 194t. It served to
consecrate the offrcial character of the hagiographies of Thomas of Celano

and Bonaventure of Bagnoregio. Its point of view, deliberately limited, was

modified only with the recent publication of the Fontes Fronciscane in 1995,

which finally also included the so-called unofficial sources. The Capuchin
Historical Institute also began in the 1930s, significantly in fusisi, although
it was moved to Rome rather soon. It was devoted to editing the Monun enta

Historica of the Capuchin Order and publishing a review, Collectonea

Franciscana. From the latter derives Bibliograpbia Franciscan&, an invaluable
collection for all research in the area of Franciscanism before the appearance

of more sophisticated tools (at least for the Middle Ag"t) such as the
bibliographic butletin Medioeao Latin, not to mention the recent opening of
the wider frontier of telecommunications.

These publications and many others like them, both in Italy and

abroad, share certain common features despite the fact that some are of a

high level. They are influenced by the fact that their primary interest,
religiously and theologically speaking, lies in questions of authenticity and

fidelity, which resonate between past and present. For this reason, virnrally
everything in them is "Franciscan" in the broadest sense of the term.

But beyond these two areas of institutional interest in the history of
Franciscanism, sometling else has drawn our attention to it even more: the

constant and almost obsessive celebration of centenaries (and half-
centenaries) of the death of various individuals. This is especially widespread

in Italy, particularly for thirteenth-century saints: St. Francis of Assisi in
1926 and 1982, St. Clare of fusisi in 1951 and 1992, St. Anthony of Padua in
1931 and 1995 (not to mention the coundess local celebrations in search of
Franciscan "footprints" in a particular region).

In a certain sense, the prevailing tendency might be labeled "pan-
Franciscansism." The result is a complex galary of historical, institutional,
religious, and doctrinal realities that originates in the personal life of Francis

of fusisi-even episodes, events, and persons that in their day were shaping

Franciscan experiences that \rere often avowedly, and objectively, opposed.

In the thirteenth century it was the majority of the Order (the communiry)

and the radicals (zealots and spirituals); in the fifteenth century it was again

the great body of the Order (the Conventuals) and the increasingly larggr

group of reformers (the Observants); the end came at the beginning of the

hft""rrtt century with the appearance of the first Capuchins Q'{immo 1987).
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2. Francis ofAssisi and the ,,fratres minores,
The Latin term fratres is inherently ambivalent (the ambivalence is

preserved in some foreign languages, though not in English, where the
terms friar and brother have a different meaning). At any rati, what strikes us
at once in the first contemporary testimonies about Francis and the other
frnres is the essential anonymity of the man who would later be regarded as
founder of the Order, especially after his canoniz*ion by pope Giegory IX
in 1228. The first document by a conremporary that mentions him is a letter
addressed from Genoa in Ocrober L216 byJacques de Vitry to his distant
correspondents in northern Europe. It speaks only of the fratra ruinores and
the sorores minores, whom he knew from his stay in plrugia during the
surrmer of that year (ed. Huygens 1960, pp. 71-8). Chroniclirs of thehfth
Crusade such as the author of the Chronicle of Ernoul and Bernard the
Treasurer mention only "two clerics" on the occasion of Francis,s journey to
Damietta in 1219-20 (ed. Golubovich t904, pp. 12-3 and 1l-+). Anoiher
letter written by Jacques de Vitry from Damilita in 1220 refers to him as
"the head of these [brothers], who also founded the Order,, (ed. Huygens
L960, pp. 131-3). In his longer Historia Occidentalis, in rhe secrion onithe
order of preachers whom we call lesser brothers,,, Francis is called their
"founder and master," but his name is strangely mangled and appears as
"Francinum" (ed. Hinnebisch 1972,p. 161).

Jacques de Vitry gives ample treatment to rhe Friars Minor and the
Friars Preacher (who are described in his Historia as *canons from
Bologna"). This shows how fluid the religious and juridic situation really
was between the end of the mrelfth century and the beginning of thl
thirteenth. Only in a very schematic manner can it be tracid back to the
process of transformation of a religious movement into an ecclesiastical
institution (thus Grundmann 1961; $M^rr rrone lgTZ).

Toward the end of the thirteenth century the notary and chronicler
Ogerius Alfieri of futi described the orders found on the paduan scene at
the time as religiones nnaae. His list included the Friars Preacher, rhe
Hermits of St. Augustine, the Friars Minor, the Poor Clare nuns, the
Humiliati, the so-called Brothers of the Sacks and many other religious
communities. In making such a list, he was merely recording the end of an
organic process of institutionalization that took place during that period
(" Religiones nouoe" 1995).

Francis of fusisi is relatively anonymous in the chronicles and even,
to a certain extent, in papal letters (Rusconi lg9+, pp. 88-89), although the
situation would soon be more than remedied with a superabundant
hagiographic literature. Compare the fact that Francis *m relatively
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unknown with the fact that Dominic of Caleruega was virnrally forgotten
after his death in 1221, at least until his late canonization, which took place

only in 1233 (Canetti t996; Merlo t995). Sometimes the founders were

unknown, as in the case of the Humiliati of Lombardy, or else they were

mythical figures (the prophet Elijah for the brothers of Our Lady of Mount
Carmel, oiAog.rttine of Hippo for the grouPs that were united to form the

Order of Hermits of St. Augustine). The lack of official recognition of the

holiness of these unknown founders meant that no attention was paid to the

period of their respective origins. Examples could be multipli-ed, given th9
many cases of individuals and grouPs who began new forms of religious life
or set out to reform already-existing forms.

What we have, then, is a situation that is extremely varied and

diverse from the standpoint of geography, chronology, and juridic
configuration. Inserted into this reality was the institutional ambivalence of
the emerging Order of Friars Minor, starting with the small Umbrian
fraternity of the early days. Obviously, this also influenced the role of
Francis himself vis-i-vis the other brothers. Given the situation, we are not
too surprised at the variety of terms used to refer to the Friars Minor in the

documents of the Roman Curia, ever-vigilant in this regard, or in the

increasingly frequent interventions concerning the friars. They speak of a

"life" or t'religion" or "order" (Rusconi 199+, pp. 85-9). The early situation

is also reflected in the chronicles and hagiographic legends, which claim that
there was a succession of terms: from the "penitents from the city of fusisi"
of the Legend, of tbe Three Companions (37) to the "Poor Minors" of the

chronicle of Burchard of Ursperg (ed. Lemmens 1926, p. 17) to the "Lesser

Brothers" and "Order of Lesser Brothers" of the papal chancery. Even if the

context is not entirely the same, similar observations can be made for Clare

of fusisi, her companions and the "Franciscan" nuns. The terrns go from
"Lesser Sisters" to "Poor Ladies" to "Order of St. Damian" and, finally, to

"Order of St. Clare" (Rusconi 1980).

Differences and contradictions seem less implausible when events

are seen from outside the limited perspective of the history of
Franciscanism. Within it, we necessarily judge them by the degree to which

they are linked to the Christian proposal of Francis of fusisi. They appear

different when they are related to stages in a process of institutionalization
of religious life for clerics and laity that was taking place at the beginning of
the thirteenth century.
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3. A pnocess of Franciscarrization: *Three were the Onders he
arrayed"

An increasingly important process aimed at "Franciscanizing" many
religious groups (usually a posterior) reflects what was happening in the
Order of Friars Minor and Franciscan institutions. It started already in the
early thirteenth century and even influenced the transition from original
fraternity to Order @esbonnets 1983; Capitani 1993). Examples can be
multiplied since the tendency was at work throughout the continent. To say

that these forms of life were brought within the orbit of the major orders-
the mendicant orders in particular, during the thirteenth century-does not
really convey an adequate idea of what was a much more complicated
picture, also in the case of the traditional monastic orders or canonical
instirutes.

Among the most important processes of Franciscanization was the
change in the memory and image of the Penitents. Even during the process
of historical reconstnrction, the legend was created of a Francis of fusisi
who was forced to legislate for the "Order of the Brothers of Penance."
Their Mernoriale propositi had been approved by Honorius III in 1221, and in
1289 they were transformed into the Franciscan Third Order with the papal
letter Supra ntonteru of Nicholas fV. The same thirg had happened with the
Penitents linked to the Dominicans and other smaller orders. In the case of
the Friars Minor, the fact that they were more widespread in Italy and their
overall numerical importance perrnitted a kind of hegemony in this area,

although this was not as exclusive as some Franciscan historians have
claimed (tf.Lo "Supra montem" 1988).

Even more important, in its extent and implications, was another
process of assimilation following the canonization of Clare of fusisi in 1255.
An extensive process of rewriting the hagiographies of many rnulieres

religiosae quickly led to the inclusion within the Franciscan orbit of a series

of outstanding figures, from Margaret of Cortona to Angela of Foligno to
Clare of Montefalco (Menestb and Rusconi 1989). A special model of
holiness that spoke to the varied world of women's religious experiences was
formulated. Not only could these experiences be encouraged; they could
also be directed and thus controlled, both devotionally and institutionally.
Similar observations could be made with regard to other episodes and other
orders (Benvenuti Papi 1990), which brings us to the mid-fourteenth
century and the Sienese tertiary Catherine di Jacopo Benincasa (d. 1380).
Well before her late canonization in 146l by a Sienese pope, Pius II, she had
emerged as a model of women's religious life in the garb of a voluntary
penitent, a model proposed and directed by the Order of Preachers until the
beginning of the sixteenth century (Valerio 1992). But within Franciscan
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institutions, the hagiographic model created around the figure of Clare of
fusisi led in the direction of cloistered monasric experiences @arrri 1986).
Even events that to all appearances seem like minor local controversies take
on a different meaning when seen as another attempt at Franciscan
assimilation (no different from attempts in the opposite direction by other
religious orders). This happened with the repainting of the frescoes
poftraying Clare of Montefalco on the walls of the old church of Santa
Croce in Montefalco-with or without a cord, the iconographic sign that
she belonged to the Franciscan Order Q.{essi 1986). Neither, for that matrer,
should we forget more modern attempts to modifii the shape of St. Francis's
capuche in thirteenth-century illustrated panels, in order to bring him in
line with the pauperist style advocated by the Capuchins, and in order that
th"y might conform to it (Frugoni 1993). This only reconfirms the
importance of iconography for the transmission of religious messages and
models.

4. The role of the fraternity, growth in the number of brothers,
and the memoirs of the companions

The life of Francis of Assisi was destined to leave a profound mark
on the history of Franciscanism. Despite his obviously extraordinary
personaliry, his personal journey of religious conversion (Miccoli 1983) was
in many respects very much part of the religious aspirations of the time. Yet
by passing through a lived experience of fraternity (Desbonnets 1983; Ani
Asssisi 1992b) his journey had reached an institutional oudet in the formation
of an Order of Friars Minor and its juridic recognition by the Roman Curia
@usconi 199+).

While we may seem to be abstracting somewhat from concrete
historical events by making such a distinction, two things stand out in
Francis's writings, virtually all of which can be dated to the period between
1220 and, 1226 (Rusconi n.d.). On the one hand, he strives to safeguard the
essential distinctiveness of his religious experience; on the other, he reflects
insightfully on the basic features of his Christian proposal.

We cannot overemphasize the fact that Brother Francis's critical
interventions can already be seen in the text of the rule not approved by the
Roman Curia (the so-called Earlier Rule). They are expressed in the first
person and use a vocabulary that leaves no room for doubt. In other words,
they are not found only in the text of the Rale inserted in the papal letter
Solet annuere of November 29, t223, with which Pope Honorius III
approved it. The unique formulation of the Testarnent ("remembrance,
admonition, exhortation, and my testament") dictated by Francis toward the
end of his life-the entire work and not just some of its expressions-is part
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of the same picture. There is also the (no less unusual) decision by Pope
Gregory IX, the former Cardinal Hugolino of Ostia. In his letter Quo
ehngati of September 28, 1230, the pope reduced the effective impact of
Francis's last writing by confining it within a juridic and institutional
straightjacket from which it could not escape.

The history of Franciscanism, starting from the beginning of the
thirteenth century and going well beyond to the beginning of the sixteenth,
can be read in many different ways, for the interpretations that derive from
it. To a large extent the story of Francis of Assisi and the Friars Minor fits,
in an entirely normal manner, into the broader context of the religious and
ecclesiastical history of their time. There is, for example, the relatively long
process of institutionalization of the primitive fraternity, which originated in
Assisi and Umbria, and its relationships with the papacy. This process is
marked by procedures that take place in a time and manner entirely
consistent with the history of other groups and other religious orders. This
aspect gradually becomes even more evident in the mid-thirteenth centurf,
when the adoption of mendicancy by the religiones noaae-first the
Franciscans and Dominicans, then the Hermits of St. Augustine after their
great union of 1256-will assure their religious credibility and institutional
success, This led to a process of mutual recognition, which took on special
significance, at least in the area of the friars' intellectual formation and the
related choices they made for the sake of their commitment to pastoral
ministry (Ani,4ssisi 1981, 1,995, and 1996). Later, this also included their
direct responsibility as administrators of ecclesiastical structures, starting
with the increasingly frequent choice of friars from the mendicant orders as

bishops (Pellegrini 1981 and 1990).

As soon as the story of Franciscanism came to be irreversibly
identified with the history of the Order of Friars Minor and the institutions
that looked to it for inspiration, a problem of identity presented itself. It
became urgent to define the basic features of Franciscanism, from the
merely devotional to the philosophical. Starting from the image of Francis,
the goal was to identifir the roots of a uniqueness that claimed to be based on
a Christocentric interpretation of the founder, from his reception of the
stigmata on La Verna to his celebration as another Christ (Stanislao da
Campagnola l97l; Frugoni 1993). This interpretation was due especially to
the systematic and far-reaching interventions of the general minister,
Bonaventure of Bagnoregio.

We cannot reject a priori the existence of a distinctiveness or
difference in Franciscanism; its unique features are not just a claim made by
those who belong to the Franciscan orders. More generally, it is clear that
the act of rewriting the hagiographies of the hoty founders of an order is
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directly linked to a practical need to reinterpret religious and institutional
identity, as these gradually appear over time. Flere we can make an
immediate comparison with the Legend of St. Doruiniq rewritten several
times during the thirteenth century. What stands out is the process by which
certain aspects of a past, not really all that distant in terms of years, are
obliterated by a series of censures and omissions ordered by the Dominican
general chapters (Canetti L996). The process can easily be likened to the
fatal decision made by the Franciscan general chapter, which ended by
making Bonaventure's Legend of St. Francis the ofEcial hagiography of the
Order.

The impressive hagiography on Francis of Assisi began the day after
his canonizatron and lasted at least until the end of the fourteenth century-
from the First Lrf, by Thomas of Celano to the Conformity of tbe Lrf, of
Blessed Francis to the Lrf, of the Lord /t* by Bartholomew of Pisa. It
reflected, sometimes very direcdy, the growing number of questions that
were never answered even when differently phrased, in a religious order that
had rapidly become the largest in Western Christendom, both numerically
and geographically. The range of hagiography-in other words, the fact that
many legends of St. Francis were produced-was basically due to the friars'
need for a Franciscan identity @y now most of them were no longer
Umbrian or perhaps even Italian) and the needs of the pastoral ministry they
exercised. fu a result, there was also a great deal of room for memoirs.
These were transmitted (when not reconstructed) by friars who went
searching in an ever-more-distant past for fragments of the saint's radical
example, by now completely abstracted from his real life and his personal
Christian proposal.

The steady numerical growth of the Order of Friars Minor,
following its expansion beyond Umbria into Italy, and then beyond the Npt,
involved a series of adaptations and questions about Franciscan identity.
One group of still-living companions, together with their heirs, expressed

these as the "memory" of Francis's true intention. Thus they began the
impossible search for another Francis, a search destined profoundly to
influence the very writing of the history of Franciscanism. Later it would
also fascinate scholars, starting with the Life of St. Francis of Assisi by Paul
Sabatier, from whom we have inherited that Franciscan Question which still
causes some to wonder which source conveys the "real" Francis (Ani Assisi

1974; Pisztor 1993).

5. "Observe dre Rule spiritually'': a difficuk legacy?

The theme of difficult fidelity to the presumed original intention of
Francis of Assisi runs though the radical-or better-the reform *irg of the
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Order and the Franciscan world. Even if we wanted to avoid the kind of
overloaded interpretation that goes with such L theme, the historical
existence of a particular and deeply-felt need for religious identity seems
undeniable. It pervades the Franciscan world over a long period of time and
certainly does not stop suddenly at the threshold of the modern age.

No doubt the starting point was already established by the painful
process of formulating canonical noffns to govern the new Order. Official
evidence of these remained in the text of the Rule approved by Honorius III
in 1223. In the letter Qao elongati of 1230, Gregory IX defined the juridic
and institutional relationships between the papal Rule and the Testament of
Francis of Assisi. But despite these decisions, we cannot overlook one truly
important fact: the Teston ent itself and the text of the non-approved or
Earlier Rule conanued to circulate in dozens of manuscripts, in the libraries
of Franciscan friaries throughout Christian Europe @sser and Oliger 1972).
Not only that, the ipsissima aerba of Francis, although entrusted exclusively
to a fleeting oral tradition, were materially fixed in the text written down on
the parchment of Solet annaere. Moreover, the wording of that rule
continued for centuries to be the normative reference text for religious life
in Franciscan institutes.

The primary problem of Franciscan identity, and the resulting
problem of the difficult legary of Francis's Christian proposal began
precisely with those expressions. In the Order of Friars Minor, observance
of the Rule wotld have a much more radical meaning at the end of the
Middle Ages than it did in other religious orders, even though they too were
concerned with a reform that went back to their beginnings.

What stand out against this background are the specific ways in
which the Friars Minor, over the centuries, acted to define themselves in an
aunosphere of religious reform that certainly could not be considered their
exclusive prerogative

It was Francis's explicit desire, expressed in his Tertan ent, that the
brothers "not place any gloss upon the Rule" (Test.38). This was meant to
ensure its literal observance. By singular contrast, Franciscan commentaries
on the Rale m'ultiplied quickly, and well beyond the usual number. The same
was true of papal interventions (labarroni L992). O"ly in schematic fashion
can we make a division between official interpretations and unofficial
interpretations, arising from a kind of Franciscan opposition. Yet we cannot
deny that the impact of the official corrmentaries, such as the Exposition hy

the Four Masters of L24l-2 (ed. Oliger 1950) and the commentary produced
in Bonaventure's circle when he was general minister, was different from
that of alternative interpretations, such as the Dechratioz by Hugh of Digne
after 1255 (ed. Flood 1979), the commentary by the Provengal theologian
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Peter Jot* Olivi (ed. Flood t972), and the Exposition by Angelo Clareno
dating from the years l32l-3 (ed. Oliger l9l2; ed. Boccalilgg+). fn an
Order now divided into continental provinces, the official commentaries on
the Rule circulated somewhat differendy (and more widely) than did the
others. Moreover, the different attinrdes adopted on the fundamental
question of Franciscan identity were apparently much less than such
institutional differences in position would lead us to believe, since the latter
were connected more with differences in ecclesiastical policy.

In other words, the debate begun between the various groups of
Franciscan institutions and the Franciscan world-roughly during the
century after Francis's death-split into mro poles: the following of Christ
by Francis of fusisi, and the defense of Franciscan poverry (also the title of
Ani,4ssisi 1992a).It then became possible, using the stages in the formation
of Franciscan identity as a guide (Lambertini l99Z), to enunciate a broad
series of realities that embodied the forms of presence of the Friars Minor in
late-medieval European society and the religious and institutional realities
that looked to them for inspiration.

We are reminded of that nenrork of relationships and situarions,
that mutual reflection of ideas, when we consider one of th" fundamental
things to ask regarding identity, namely, t{re transmission and dissemination
of Francis's writings. The preservation of his autographs and breviary by
Brother Leo (Rusconi 1982a; Bartoli Langeli l9g4) is certainly due ro
groups in the Order that wanted to preserve not only the saint,s relics, but
also the memory of his intention and its presumed features, in other words,
his religious proposal. Similarly, starting in the 1270s, we begin to find
evidence of actual "inventions" in the life of Francis, traceable to the need
for an image the Friars Minor wanted to create, either of him or of the
Order. Such things include the Portiuncula indulgence, said to be granted
personally by Pope Honorius III in 1216 (Rusconi lgglb) and the alleged
donation of La Verna (Lemmens 1926, pp. 36-38; Rusconi n.d.).

On the other hand, it was in the Sacro Convento in Assisi that the
first collection of Francis's opascala or writings was made (fusisi ms. 338:
Esser 1939). The latter has given rise to an editorial line that goes from
Luke Wadding's t623 collection to the epilogue of the most recent modern
edition @sser 1976). Scholars have wondered, in a positive sense, about the
process of compilation by those Friars Minor in the last quarter of the
thirteenth century and the first decades of the fourteenth-a process that
was useful and even necessary for developing a Franciscan consciousness and
creating a Franciscan identiry (Menestb 1988). That same group also copied
the_manuscript that transmitted in a more significant way the hagiograpic
tradition about St. Francis associated with the memory of Brotheileo ,"d
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the other companions: the Ancient Legend or Legend of Peru'gia or Assisi

Compilation (ed. Bigaroni 1992).

The endless search for manuscripts with which to establish a critical
text of the writings of Francis has produced results that are the fruit of
impressive scholarship @sser and Oliger 1972). These have made it possible

to begin new research aimed at determining better the creation of the
Franciscan identity and the preservation of the Franciscan legacy, at least

until the beginning of modern times. All of this, of course, is related to the
kind of interest and attention paid by the Friars Minor to the writings of
Francis of fusisi, whether authentic or considered as such.

For the stages in the formation of such a i?ranciscan identig/, the
texts of the Franciscan hagiographic legends have been used, although at

times in an excessively rigid manner. They span a period of rwo centuries,

from the biographical and theological writings of the thirteenth century to
the fourteenth-century compilations that verge on the enryclopedic. The
first legend, the Life of Blessed Francis, was written by Thomas of Celano, a

friar from Arbruzzo, immediately after Francis's canonization in 1228. Its
approach is essentially biographical and is derived in a surprisingly close way

from the tenor of Francis's Testament. The hagiographic model offered to
the Friars Minor-and offered by them in turn to late-medieval Western
Christians-was tinked to the experience of a religious fraternity from
central ltaly. Within it, imitation of the aita apostolica had become radical,

assuming the form of sequela Christi, at least for Francis himself. The Major
Legend was written by Bonaventure of Bagnoregio between 1260 and 1263.

Aside from considerations linked to its exclusive nature, it presents a saint

who is beyond imitation, and it creates a hagiographic model which it offers

to an Order that is by now thoroughly clerical and international.

But even after all these things are considered, it makes no sense at

all to downplay the ecclesiastical, historical, and institutional importance of
the dispute between the secular clergy and the mendicant orders (especially

the Franciscans and Dominicans), which lasted from 1255 to 1279

(I-ambertini 1990 and 1992). Nor should we forget that this confrontation
took place after several decades of nonstop involvement by the friars in
ecclesiastical structures, especially in the exercise of pastoral ministry, from
preaching to the faithful to hearing their confessions (Atti Assisi 1981, 1995,

and 1996).
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6. The centrality of voluntary poverty and the Brothers of the Poor
Life

The Paris crisis led to a definition of religious identity in much
clearer terms than before. This happened in the other great mendicant
order, the Dominicans, and especially in the larger and more cosmopolitan
Franciscan Order. It caused a new form of religious consciousness to
crystallize, a mendicant identity, above and beyond the specific
characteristics of the individual orders (perhaps more noticeable and more
defined in the area of professional theological reflection than in what was
happening, for example, in the area of preaching and hearing confessions).

Through such a filter the original Franciscan experience would be
reinterpreted in an ever-more-irritating pauperistic key. This triggered still
another crisis, this time within the Order and with features that were
typically Franciscan. It occurred in the years between the intervention of
Pope Nicholas III (Exiit qai senrinat, 1279) and the theological and
disciplinary decisions by Pope John )Oil on the subject of poverty, which
ended on an international level in 1326 with the excoilrnunication of the
general minister Michael of Cesena and the leaders of the Order (Tabacco
1989; Tabarroni 1990 and 1993; Lambert t995). This almost permanent
state of conflict affected not so much the whole Order, but rather a

hardened (though not homogeneous) group of Spirituals, from within which
emerged such figures as l-Fbertino of Casale and Angelo Clareno (Atti Assisi
1976; Potesti 1980 and 1990). A kind of obsessive concern about poverty
pervaded and deeply influenced doctrinal and theological reflection in the
Order. The path would lead, almost genetically, from writings on asas

paaper by the ProvenEal theologian Peter John Olivi, at the end of the
thirteenth centurl, to the mass preaching of Bernardine of Siena during the
first half of the fifteenth century. More attention was being paid to the
fundamental mechanisms by which late-medieval society functioned and to
the precise formulation of an ethics of economics by canonists and
theologians of the Order (Capitani 1985 and l99l; Todeschiur 1976, 1977,
and 1989).

From the last quarter of the thirteenth century until at least the first
quarter of the sixteenth, the history of Franciscanism and the institutions
inspired by it was expressed in an endless conflict between ecclesiastical
needs and calls for reform. Only in a very schematic matter can these be

reduced to a kind of conflict between a laxist majority and rigorist minority.
The point around which the repeated controversies over Franciscan identity
revolved was the concept of religious poverty elaborated by the mendicants
in general, and more particularly by the Friars Minor (I'{immo 1987;
Lambertini and Tabarroni 1989).
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The Fraticelli were inspired by an extreme pauperism. At first,
because of their rigoristic demands, they were sharply persecuted by the
leaders of the Friars Minor. But then the latter were excorununicated by
Pope Joh, )OilI for having published, in 1322, a sort of manifesto on the
absolute poverty of Christ and the apostles (Bartoli Langeli 1974). Bt
during the time of the Avignon papacJrr a movement to reform the life and

institutions connected with Franciscanism began within the Franciscan

Order. Assuming a more definite shape berween the end of the fourteenth
century and the beginning of the fifteenth, its ideal was "observance" of the
Franciscan Rule. From it derived the Friars Minor of the Observance, in the
fifteenth century, and the Friars Minor Capuchin at the beginning of the
sixteenth. These individuals and groups raised the question of the forms in
which to observe the religious ideal of voluntary poverty-at least until the
Capuchin vicar general, Bernardine Occhino of Siena, could find no way, in
that context, to save certain Christological themes. At any rate, the latter
were destined to be swept away in the crisis provoked by the break of
confessional unity in the Christian West, following the protest of a German
friar and member of the Order of Hermits of St. Augustine. It was one of
Martin Luther's followers who accused Bartholomew of Pisa's Conforrnity of
tbe Life of Blessed Francis of blaspherl{, disdainfully labeling it the Ahoranus
Franciscano?arn (.4tti Assisi 1986 and 1987).

7. Another Francis? Beyond a magic circle
Even professional scholars have been fascinated by the idea of

assimilating Christianity and Franciscanism. Their fascination is a kind of
inevitable result of Francis's "conformity," his image as another Christ,
formulated by Bonaventure with the great wisdom of a theologian and

hagiographer and imposed by him in his Maior Legend. A clear example of it
can be seen in the events surrounding the reception of the stigmata on La
Verna (Frugoni 1993). But it can also find its way more subdy into the area

of philological criticism, for example, in a solution to the Franciscan

Question that is insistently presented as definitive (Manselli 1980&)-and
even in the conclusions of more cautious historians (Miccoli l99l).

The fascination exercised by the historical figure of Francis and the

hagiographic image of the saint has many implications. Even if we prescind

from the apparently more modest area of religious devotion, we cannot help

but come back to the impact of his figure, which is not limited to that of
wonderworker. On the contrary, it continues to be expressed in the
presentation of a well-rounded personality, no matter how critically
described, as even his fortune in cinema attests (ed. Meccoli 1982; Attolini
1993 , pp. 97 -ll8). At least among Italians, the effects of proclai*itg Francis
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patron saint of Italy in L939 were not unimportant. It sealed the

ieconciliation berween Church and State, thanls to the fascist regime. We
cannot forget that, even today, in one of the municipal buildings in fusisi
there is a i'hall of reconciliation," so named because it was drere, on the

occasion of the Franciscan centenary in 1926, that the process of
rapprochement that led to the Concordat of 1929 began. Even more

contradictory is the recent spate of lives of Francis-from Franco Cardini's

volume for Mondadori (1989) to the recent life by Chiara Frugoni for
Einaudi (1995).

For a long time specialists in philology and source criticism, starting

with Paul Sabatier's biography, have spoken of a kind of "magic circle"
around the historical and hagiographic figure of Francis (Manselli 1965).

They wanted to stress the impossible nature of the search for a source for
the iife of Francis that could be called "truthful." But if we accept this

approach, we end up drawn back into an area of judgments that seem rather

p.iiph.td to our concerns, and to presuppositions that are theological

iather than historical-critical in nature. Let us not forget that, from the

viewpoint of methodology (as well as the intellectual formation of its
author), Paul Sabatier's Life of St. Francis of Assisi was heir to Ernest Renan's

Life ofJesas (Paris 1863).

One way to escape the circle (a true emergency exit) was already

indicated by Paul Sabatier in his d^y. In the long methodological

introduction to his book, he referred to the writings of Francis himself as a

primary source for his life. But there was a contradiction and it would not

iemain his alone: as soon as he began to write his biography of Francis, he

shut himself within the magic circle. To escape from it, scholars began from

a series of lesser testimonies (.emmens 1926; Fonti Francescane 1977, pp'
zl4lft), reaching a point where they made the remarkable suggestion that

'we should use only ihose sources that are "beyond the fray," which is what

the last editor of Francis's writings did (Esser L966). Yet even the authentic

writings of Francis are in some ways solidly anchored in that circle since

,r."rly alt of them were written during the last years of Francis's life

@usconi n.d.).

To speak of Franciscan "questions" in the plural, rather than the

usual Francisian Question, indicates a desire by historians to go beyond an

essentially monolithic approach. Instead they want to show that the

assumption that there is a single history of Franciscanism, spanning more

than slven centuries, is really rather misleading. What we have, in a certain

sense, is first the story of Francis son of Pietro di Bernardone, then Brother

Francis, and finally St. Francis of fusisi (Rusconi L997). Next, although not

in strictly chronological order, we have the history of the Order of Friars
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Minor in the various stages of its gestation and later developments over the
course of cennrries. Similar observations can be made with regard to Clare
of Assisi and the women's monasticism that drew its inspiration-from Francis
(Rusconi 1980).'

-tln this quick rymmary of the state of the Franciscan questions there are
many references and allusions to topics that are treated more eitensively in other
articles in this series. Thus there is an implicit reference to them and thlir Critical
Notes.
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