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7-f-ln. subject of chivalry and what Pio Rajna called "knightly attitudes" in

I Francis of Assisir will seem so challenging on the one hand, or so trite
I and off-putting on the other, that it cannot be dealt with-either again or

anew-until we have made a series of clarifications, which will probably sound
to the reader like an unnecessary excuse for what follows.

To begin with, just why are we choosing the aspect of chivalry for a
paper about Francis of Assisi? The answer to such a question is perhaps in large
part strictly personal. This writer, like many others, has always, you might say,

been struck by the similarity between the spirit of freedom and joy that pervades

the whole story of Francis and the somewhat similar tone of much of the

literature of chivalry and of much troubadour poetry. This has been a general

impression, of course, but no less strong on that account, even if any comparison
between the harsh and bloodthirsty lord of medieval warfare, specifically the

knight, and the gentle man of peace from Assisi has troubled us and seemed

almost blasphemous. And we do think that such an impression-be it false,

indirect or renewed-has to this day been the main obstacle to a more in-depth
comparison between Francis and medieval chivalry.

Besides this obstacle, which is really more psychological and moral

than objective, there is another. It is the amount of knowledge that has been

rP. Raina, "S. Francesco d'Assisi e gli spiriti cavallereschi," Nuova Antologia
6t (1926),385-95.
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gained about the phenomenon of chivalry, which all in all is not yet completely
satisfactory. As for the author of thbse pages, his personal knowledge of the
subject has deepened.2 He has come to understand how the knight was really
something quite different than the harsh and bloodthirsty lord of medieval
warfare. He has come to recognize-beyond the "fictions" of the literafure of
chivalry, fictions that need to be interpreted-the existence of a series of social,
cultural, religious and anthropological links between Francis's experience and
that of chivalry. Without help from the study of the phenomenon of chivalry in
general, these links would have continued to elude us. Also continuing to elude
us would have been the subtle but persistent presence, which we think we have
identified with the help of the sources, of a serious and deep awareness of these
links on the part of Francis. This seriousness and depth will always need to be
understood in relation to Francis's own ineffable and inimitable style, which can
perhaps be described only as something akin to what Friedrich Nietzsche means
when he speaks of the Tiinzergeist.

1. f,'rancis the 56knight": a historiographic myth?
We are neither so presumptuous nor rash that we want to pass the

following pages off as a complete study of the relationship between the spirit of
Francis and that of chivalry, although we would like them to serve as a starting
point for such a study. The reader will find here only a few piecemeal facts that
we have been able to furnish without even using all of our notes. In short, they
are "asterisks" that have been picked more than anything else to focus on certain
basic ideas and to show just how much of the literature on Francis the "knight"
may be true, even if it is confused, impressionistic and not infrequently
rhetorical.3

2ln connection with a work on the chivalric tradition, of which for now only the
first volume is at the printers. For a brief and partial study of the topic, see F. Cardini,
"Cavalleria medievale: le sue origini come problema di cultura materiale," Archeologia
medievale 2 (197 5), 433-39.

3The historiographic-literary tradition of Francis the "knight" arose in the last
century against the background of romantic literature, and it developed in connection
with two collateral, if not coincident, themes: Francis the "troubadour" and Francis the
lover of Lady Poverty. This tradition is based on two famous works: J. von G6rres, Der
heilige Franz von Assisi, ein Troubadour (Strassburg 1829); and F. Ozanam, Po€tes
franciscains en ltalie (Paris 1852),57-58. Since then, many scholars have tried to study
the question with varying degrees of commitment and equally varied results; we shall
return to some of their writings in the pages that follow. For now we cite by way of
information: V. Facchinetti, Patriottismo del cavaliere umbro (Milan l916); G. Bertoni,
"S. Francesco cavaliere," Fanfulla della domenica 2S (13 aprile 1926); Rajna, S.
Francesco; F. Callaey, L'animo cavalleresco del Giullare di Dio,ltalian trans. (Reggio
Emilia 1927); A. Bonnard , Saint Frangois d'Assise (Paris 1934); Ginepro da Pompeiana,
Il cavaliere serafico (Genoa 1939); I.M. Benoit, Le chevalier courtois de Notre-Dame-
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The views expressed-albeit in passing and with different emphases-
by two distinguished scholars, Giovanni Miccoli and Raoul Manselli, have
recently encouraged us to set down these observations, for their views seemed to
provide indirect confirmation of our own.

Miccoli has pointed out how Francis's youthful aspirations to the life
and language of chivalry recur from time to time in his religious experiences, or
at least in the language used to express them. This is especially true when he is
affuming the spirit of heroic freedom of his brothers, his knights of the Round
Table, against the intellectualism and quest for knowledge of those who feed on
words and doctrine; when he is praising the valiant deeds of those like the
emperor Charles, Roland and Oliver, whose actions are an example to Christians
and who are witnesses ("martyrs") of the faith, as against those who wish to
receive glory by merely recounting those deeds, in other words against those
who think that study equals asceticism and that exegesis is equivalent to
example. However, for Miccoli, Francis's spirit of chivalry is significant not so
much in itself, but rather as a symptom and expression of his openness to a

world not confined within the limits of clerical experience.

I do not think...we should insist too much on these "knightly" aspects of
Francis's choice-the search for a lady, his wedding with Lady Poverty, etc.-
because they do not seem to me to express or represent anything essential in his
religious experience. Their importance lies in the fact that they attest to his
ability to manifest and express himself in ordinary language, through images
and references known to all, outside the channels and traditional means of
reli gious and ed ifying literature.a

Similarly, Francis's use of the language of chivalry becomes, in the
very act that limits the importance of its meaning, one of the characteristic
features of his originality, of his vocation to a religious experience that does not
relegate the laity and its code of values to the sidelines.

As for Manselli, his reference to a seemingly absentminded page in
Johan Huizinga's Homo Ludens is perceptive. Huizinga had the audacity and
insight to say that "Francis was playing with the figure of poverty. The saint's
whole life is full of pure play-factors and play-figures, and these are not the least
attractive part of him.o's Provided, of course, that "play" is understood as

des-Anges (Montr6al 1953); H. Felder, San Francesco, cavaliere di Cristo,Italian trans.
(Milan 1960); E. Bono, "Dante, San Francesco e I'Amor cortese," Conoscenza religiosa
3 (1971),304-09.

oG. Miccoli, "La storia religiosa," in Storia d'Italia, II.l (Torino: Einaudi,
1974),734.

sJ. Huizinga, Homo Ludens, English trans. (Boston 1950), 139; R. Manselli,
"La poverti nella vita di Francesco d'Assisi," in La povertd del secolo XII e Francesco
d'Assisi, atti del II. Convegno internazionale, Assisi, 17-19 ottobre 1974. Societi
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Huizinga or, with a different approach, Hermann Hesse understood it, not just in
the sense of amusement but rather in its deepest and irurermost meaning as the
ritnalized and stylized expression of a l4/eltanschauung.u

While Miccoli, limiting the importance of the ideals of chivalry in the
story of Francis, says that they are a key to understanding its language, Manselli
invites us to reconsider Huizinga's suggestion that Francis was a man of play.
The suggestion is not only fascinating but convincing in several ways, given the
advances made by more recent generations of scholars in the human sciences on
the "seriousness of play." There is Francis who lavishly gives away his
possessions and then even himself. There is Francis who before his conversion
is fond of expensive clothes, but afterward can no longer tolerate even a little
piece of fur to cushion his sick and cold body. There is Francis the lover of
delicate food and terrified of lepers, who "plays at overcoming himself' by
devouring half-rotten leftovers and embracing the most frightening sick people.
There is Francis whose only concern as a youth was to be the object of praise
and admiration, and who later directed all his efforts, not in going unnoticed, but
in "appearing marvelously scorned" (Par. XI, 90). There is Francis who uses his
minstrel's talent to improvise verses and speak French in order to go begging
among his former companions in revelry, and to sing aloud the Lord's praises in
the solitude of the forest, in back of the robbers who attacked him. There is
Francis, now free of all worldly glory, who speaks about the Round Table and
Roland when he wishes to show his followers the way that leads to divine glory.
There is Francis who all his life denies himself everything, but then on his
deathbed asks for a taste of Brother Jacopa's mostaccioli one last time. Perhaps
this Francis, a "silly fool" like Percival, is really first and foremost a marvelous
player, serious in play as only great and authentic players can be, those who
have play in their veins as a form of ascesis.

But if Francis's experience can really be interpreted through the prism
of play, then nothing except chivalry seems to fit. And Johan Huizinga has once
again wonderfully shown this in the middle chapters of his masterwork. There
the experience of chivalry has been completely reinterpreted and explained as a

rifual game, the creator of forms of civilization.T

At this point it must be said that if we wish to use these stimulating
suggestions productively, as they deserve, we find ourselves faced with massive

internazionale degli studi francescani (Assisi 1975), 264.
6Besides Homo Ludens, the allusion here is to H. Hesse, Il gioco delle perle di

vetro lThe Glass Bead Game], Italian transl, new ed. (Milan 1976). See also E. Fink, //
gioco conte simbolo del mondo, ltalian trans. (Rome 1969).

7J. Huizinga, L'autunno del Medio Evo lThe Autumn of the Middle Agesf,
Italian trans., n. f., (Florence 1966), 85-174.
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obstacles. Above all we have no solid tradition of specific studies to rely on. As
we have seen, the modern literature on Francis the "knight" is rather
discouraging overall. It goes from a literal and philotogically naive reprise of old
hagiographic topoi to the repetition of motifs relating to Francis the
"troubadour" all the way to the theme, fraught with ambiguities, of Francis's
mystrcal love for Lady Poverfy. Then there is the lyric passion of a Father Felder
or a Father Benoit, whose perceptive investigation and profound dochine were
an expression of their devotion but do not avoid the distortions and temptations
of rhetoric. But the most serious limitation of all this literature is that, while its
authors show a very extensive knowledge of Francis, they show no comparable
or sufficient expertise in medieval chivalry, which is generally understood
according to old and now unsatisfactory models. The fatal result of this
imbalance is an incomplete and distorted view of the entire problem.

So, we will have to address it anew, and for this we will have to ask
ourselves, first of all, what the sources said-and how they said it-about
Francis the "knight."

2. Language of chivalry in the sources.

To successfully clarify the role of the ideals and models of chivalry in
the experience of Francis of Assisi would mean to say an irnportant word about
the relationship between him and his sources, and about the sources with each
other. It would mean to take a small step toward the solution of the Franciscan

Question and begin what might be called, to paraphrase Vico, "the discovery of
the hue Francis."

We are quite far from that. Still, a question such as the one we are
dealing with here-insofar as it is examined using the written sources, for there
is no other alternative-inevitably ends up becoming a question of literary genre
or language, if not vocabulary. Can we trust the sources when they preserve the
memory of expressions or actions of Francis suggesting recollections of
knighthood and courtly tastes? What value should we attribute to them when
they use mystical-military symbols and terms? In so doing, they are continuing a

line that runs from Paul of Tarsus to the Psychomachta of Prudentius; nourished
by the Old Testament, it remains one of the more stylistically relevant facts of
medieval liturgical and hagiographic language. And the expression "soldier of
Christ," when and to what extent does it refer to values of chivalry? Conversely,
to what extent and from what point on is it a simple return to the traditional
concept of martyr and monk? Obviously, this discussion cannot remain confined
to literary genre. It also involves the ideological position of Francis's
hagiographers, and it reveals their choice, which is either for the literarily and
conceptually traditional or for the innovative and to some extent "lay," this term
being understood, obviously, as it was by medieval Christianity. In other words,
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we can decide to fit Francis into the more solidly tested and less risky current
hagiographical mold, perhaps making him a convert from the militia of the
world to the militia of God, like Saint Martin or Saint William, and here the
theme of his dissolute or courtly youth would once again come into play. Or we
can decide to make him a knight errant who goes about the world seeking his
adventure, fulfilling his quest. And this in turn might constitute a false problerrl
at least to the extent that our knowledge of the ideals of chivalry comes from
two kinds of sources, both strongly influenced, directly or indirectly, by the
reforming ideals of the eleventh century. On the one hand, it can come from the
liturgies of investitute, from which it is possible to extract a code of values
corresponding more or less literally to the canons of the various councils
proclaiming the Peace and Truce of God; on the other hand, it can come through
epic literafure, the chansons, whose thematic and formal dependence on the
liturgy and on hagiography has been shown by a long and deep tradition, from
Joseph B6dier to Cesare Segre. So, in one way or another, the late medieval
theme of the "holy knight" always takes us in the end to liturgy and
hagiography.

But at this point a more serious question arises. To what extent is
Francis truly present in the sources that speak about him? This is a general
discussion, of course, which has already been had and which we will not repeat
here. And we will certainly not use it to try to deny that the sources can give us
an image of Francis that in one way or another is true. Indeed, this has also been
said-and at worst something similar could be said-of all historical
personages, especially those who left liule or nothing in writing. But when such
methodical doubt becomes systematic mistrust of the sources, when in fact we
are brought to the verge of skepticisnl we have to ask ourselves why we should
waste our time writing history.

Despite all this, it remains true that the language of chivalry is one of
the easiest to insert into the fabric of the sources, either for symbolic-cultural
matters or as a matter of personal taste. This could lead us to attribute to Francis
ideas or attitudes that actually belong to Thomas of Celano or to the compilers
of the Leonine texts. For this reason it seems essential to deal again with the
problem of the structural fabric of the texts and establish something more
definite regarding their tradition for the passages and terms of interest to us here
in this section. The ideal thing would be to do this in light of the newer research

techniques, in other words, with the help of the computer, as Father Th6ophile
Desbonnets has done.8 Naturally, research on chivalry could not provide all-
inclusive answers, but it would no doubt take in the entire Franciscan Question,

tT. Desbonnets, "G6n6alogie des biographies primitives de S. Frangois,"
A rc h ivu m F r anc is canuru H is t o r i cum 60 (19 67 ), 27 3 -3 I 6.
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itself so complex as to raise doubts whether it can truly be resolved, even with
the help of the most advanced technology.e

After this mountain of clarifications and methodological distinctions,
the reader may be surprised and irritated to see it bring forth a mouse. The fact
is, we repeat, that this study is for us only a first, incomplete and partly non-
systematic approach to the question. Here we are anxious to establish some
basic points, indicate some problems, perhaps provoke some criticism. Later we
can return to the subject, possibly in this same forum.

Meanwhile we have tried not to use sources that are too late, and not
just because more recent sources are thought to be less reliable. In fact it is
highly probable that authentic traditions are found here and there even in texts
very distant in time from the years of Francis's life. We have made this choice
solely because feelings about chivalry changed profoundly several times
between the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, especially in the case of a
subject about which a rich literature continued to thrive, popular literature
included.r0 This could give rise to the danger of new arnbiguities. Thus what
remained was to examine, both as to language and content, the presence of the
element of chivalry in Francis's writings and in the sources from the 1200s and
early 1300s. The risks of such a choice are obvious; we shall confine ourselves
to the main ones.

First of all, there is the danger of attaching too much importance to
certain expressions and in the end reducing everything to a question of literary
geffe. Then there is the risk of not spotting certain lines of dependence,
especially when they are well hidden. This risk cannot be eliminated. Finally,
there is the possibility of falling into the trap set by some authors and regarding
some expression or gesture of Francis as an authentic reflection of chivalry.
While presented as such, it could not really be such in the saint's mental logic,
or at least not in the context of that particular moment.

In other words, we will always need to suspect the judgment of our
sources about the element of chivalry in Francis's spirituality. On the other
hand, we will be a liftle less suspicious when they recount words or deeds of
Francis that are typical of chivalry, especially if they are reported in sources that
are early or at least less subject to the usual amplifications of hagiographers. It is

'But by way of orientation, see: La questione francescana dal Sabatier ad oggi,
Atti del I. convegno internazionale, Assisi l8-20 ottogbre 1973, Societi Intemazionale
degli Studi Francescani (Assisi 1974), and Stanislao da Campagnola, Le origini
francescane come problema storiografico (Perugia: Pubblicazioni degli istituti di storia
della facoltir di lettere e filosofia, 1974).

r0See P. Rajna, Le fonti dell'Orlando Furioso, reprint (Florence 1975); D.
Delcorno Branca, Il romanzo cavalleresco medievale (Florence 1974).
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not impossible, of course, but neither is it that easy for the sources to have
broken the sacred circle drawn around the figure of Francis and his memory in
order to have him say or do things he did not actually say or do. The
"falsification," if we really want to use this harsh and improper description,
would have taken place on the level of interpretation at most. This discussion
takes us back to an observation of Manselli about the importance of Francis's
logia.tt It is a subject of prime importance for us since some of the basic
evidence about his knowledge of chivalry or love for things related to
knighthood is preserved for us precisely in that form.

The sounder thing, methodologically, would be to take what the
sources say about Francis and trace the elements of chivalry not noted by them
as such. If we could see or at least imagine in Francis a type of behavior we
know is typical of chivalry, but which the sources that preserve it have not noted
as such, we could, without too much uncertainty, judge the nature of his
chivalric self-awareness. Except that the hardest thing is the operation that
leaves us most exposed to the authors' traps (if the authors have cleverly hidden
them), the operation in which the temptation to force the texts is stronger and the
risk of falling into objective errors ofjudgment is greater.

As for hints of chivalry in the saint's writings, here too the problems
are many. There are perhaps two or three passages that might refer to our
subject. But preliminary respect for it, and for any use of these texts, would
mean knowing if and to what extent they can really be considered free of direct
or indirect outside influences, pressing or not. Once again our affempt to
understand a particular aspect of Francis's spirituality is severely limited by the
state of the question.

In any case, let us disregard what several have said about Francis the
poet or ffoubadour, although clearly these aspects would help explain Francis
the knight at a time (the early 1200s) when Italy was becoming receptive to the
poetry of chivalry inthe langue d'oc and,less so, inthe langue d'otl. Still, we
cannot forget that the lengthy debate about the Canticle of the Creatures has
brought out the feudal character of the relationship Francis sets up between God,
nature and human prayer. And to remind us of this order of values, this sense of
freedom and at the same time hierarchy emanating from creation as he sings of
it, we need only note how Brother Sun, the first and noblest presence in the
universe, who "bears a likeness" of the Most High, is called messere ("Sir"), a
vernacular title belonging by right to the domini, the feudal lords and the
knights. And the allure ("appearance") of Brother Sun, who is "beautiful and

l'R. Manselli, "Nos qui cum eofuimus. Saint Frangois et le t6moignage des
trois compagnons," Archivio difilosofia (1972) 505-16. Cited in Idem, La povertd,274,
where there is also a more ample contribution on the subject.
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radiant with great splendor," is very similar to Bertan de Born's senhor when he
joins the fray:

I'm also pleased to see a lord
when he's the first one to attack
on armored horse and without fear:
this way he will inspire his men,
courageously to fight. l2

Speaking again of the writings of Francis of Assisi, we need to discard
the so-called Prayer to Obtain Poverty, which is ascribed to him only in pious
tradition. It is not even certain whether it can be ascribed to the author of the
Sacred Exchange. That is a real shame, for, if authentic, it would permit several
observations, especially regarding the passage where Poverty is presented as
Christ's armor-bearer in his battle to redeem humanity from sin.t3 Similar
observations would be possible for the Salutation of the Blessed Virgin Mary
and for the Salutation of Virtues. With regard to these, however, we cannot
overly insist on the feudal vocabulary (which occurs frequently in the whole
liturgical tradition, from the tenth century on) or on the contrast between virtues
and vices, characteristic of Prudentius. To do so would be tautological, for while
the psychomachian literature is certainly a source for the chivalric genre, it is no
less so for other geffes: hagiographic, ethical-didactic and so forth.ra

More indicative of a certain sympathetic understanding of the
fickleness of chivalry-an understanding that excluded almost any residual
personal vysaknsss-is the chapter in the Rule of 1223 regarding clothing. In the
Rule of 1221, after repeating almost entirely the provisions of the Formula vitae
of 1210 (if Bcihmer's reconstruction of the latter text is credible),ts there is the
gospel reminder that expensive and fine clothing is only for those who live in

r2Bertran de Born's chanson "Be.m platz lo gais temps de pascor," in poesia
dell'etd cortese, ed. A. Roncaglia (Milan l96l),350 [English trans. James H. Donalson
in Poems of Bertrans de Born); see "Laudes creaturarum," 6-9, [CtC 6-9] in Gli scritti di
san Francesco d'Assisi e I Fioretti, ed. M. Vicinelli, Milan 1955,243. On the Canticle
we limit ourselves to mentioning: V. Branca, Il Cantico di frate Sole. Studio delle fonti e
testo critico (Florence 1950); A. P-agliaro, "ll Cantico di frate Sole," in Saggi di critica
semantica (Messina-Florence 196lz); G. Getto, "Francesco d'Assisi e il Cantico di Frate
Sole," in Letteratura religiosa dal Due al Novecento (Florence 1967),3-83; G. Contini,
"Un'ipotesi sulle Laudes creaturarunt," in Varianti e altra linguistica (Torino 1970),
141-59; E.N. Giraldi, "Sull'uniti del Cantico di frate Sole," Italianistica 1 (1972),5-13.

t3Preghiera di S. Francesco per Madonna Poverta, in Vicinelli,23-24 [FA:ED
III, l6l-621.

taLaudes ritmiche, ibid., 202-06 [FA:ED 1,163-647.
tsFormula vitae, ibid., 83-85 [This refers to Bcihmer's reconstruction of the

propositum vitae.)



56 Cardini

the houses of kings.'u No judgment is passed on those who might wear such
clothes; it is simply stressed that they were prohibited to the brothers.

In the Rule of 1223 the reference to the gospel text was dropped. It may
have seemed, more or less rightly, like an indirect attack on the customs of the
laity or prelates, or perhaps there was fear that it could be interpreted as such. Or
it may simply have belonged to the group of passages in the Earlier Rule that
were criticized because they were considered excessively strict. In fact, the only
concession made to the brothers, vis-d-vis the text of two years earlier, was the
use of shoes to those needing them for reasons of health. The gospel text is
replaced by a very interesting passage:

I admonish and exhort them [all the brothers] not to look down upon or judge
those whom they see dressed in soft and fine clothes and enjoying the choicest
food and drink, but rather let everyone judge and look down upon himself.rT

Was this exhortation designed to subdue the attacks of the rigorists
against the rich, the prelates, those clerics who were lovers of luxury?
Undoubtedly, even if at the same time it condemns every permissive attitude
within the Order. In any case, it is an exhortation that is no doubt serious,
perhaps mediated and negotiated with difficulty, word by word. Despite this, we
cannot help but see in it the young Francis who enjoyed fine garments and
expensive clothing, and who even after his conversion remained naively
fascinated at the sight of knightly pageants. This is a Francis who had renounced
for himself and his voluntary companions all the world's jolrs, yet who also
continued to believe that whatever the world found esthetically pleasing,
precisely as such, even though it can be a temptation, should in and of itself first
give praise and glory to God. In a society touched by Catharism's message of
moral gloom, such an attitude was truly innovative. Love for life and beauty
characterize the story of Francis and make his sacrifice even more sublime at the
very moment when he divests himself of both in order to remain closer to the
poor and naked Christ.

We shall refrain from a detailed commentary on the Testament, which
would offer many points of contact with the series of ethical exhortations that
for two centuries the Church had been making to knights and lay Christians in
general. We shall refrain from it because these admonitions were in many
respects mostly general, and only by forcing the text could they be understood as

addressed to one social class rather than another. For example, the admonition to
respect clerics and persons of learning invariably recurs in much of the literature
of chivalry but cannot for that reason be considered as typically addressed to
knights and them alone. Deep reverence for the hierarchy and absolute loyalty to

ruMt I l:8;Lk7.25.
ITLR II, r7 [FA:ED I, rol]
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the Church, both of which emphatically emerge from the entire Testament and,
reveal just how far its attitude is from that of the heretical groups, could if
anything be considered feudal-chivalric rather than ecclesiastical-disciplinary.'8

Assuming the credibility of a certain chronology-which is far from
undisputed or indisputable-it is perhaps no accident that, shortly after Francis,s
death, the first text that looks at him closely and in which we meet him is not a
hagiographic Life, but an allegorical work in many ways close to a certain type
of chivalric literature. We are referring to the Sacred Exchange, whose author is
unknown.re A few years earlier-if we accept lZ27 as the date of its
composition-there had appeared in France a strange courtly romance entitled
The Questfor the Holy Grail.2o

It is hard to determine if and to what extent the allegorical-chivalric
literature based on the anonymous Cistercian author of the euest and on Robert
de Boron could have been known to the author of the Sacrecl Exchange. The
Quest has been perceptively described as an ..apocryphal Gospel for the
soldier's use" and a sermo ad statum dedicated to the knightly class,2r and it
does show remarkable similarities to the Sacred Exchange, not only typological
but also content-wise.

In both cases we have a search for God. For the knights of the
anonymous Cistercian, it is a quest for that great mystery of western civilization,
the Grail; for Francis and his followers, it is a quest for poverty. In both cases,
the success of the quest is attributed to the perfection of the conversion.
Significantly, the text of the Socred Exchange associates conversion and
searching, the two key words in the experience of the militia of God.22 And since

r8See the observations, which can largely be shared, of C. Ginzburg,..Folklore,
magia, religione," in Storia d'Italia,I (Torino 191.2),614-

teSac*rn commercium sancti Francisci cum domina paupertate, Ad Claras
Aquas 1929 [FA:ED I, 529-54]. K. Esser, "Untersuchungen zum Sacrum commercium
beati Francisci cum domina Paupertate, in Miscellanea Melchor de pobladura,l (Rome:
Istitutum Historicum OFM Cap, 1964),1-33, dates the text to lZZl, while it is dated by
others to c.1260-1270; see Stanislao da Campagnola, Biografie e cronache del Duecento
francescano (Perugia 1972), I 08-09.

2'La 
}ueste del Saint-Graal,6d. A. Pauphilet (paris lg4g2). There is an Italian

translation from which we cite: La cerca del Graal (Torino 1969),later reissued as La
cerca del Santo Graai (Milan 1972). On this text, see E. Gilson, "La mystique de la gr6ce
dans La queste del Saint-Graal," in Les idies et les lettres (Paris l93Z),59-91, and p.
Gallais, Perceval et l'inittation (Paris 1972), 233-34,292-93 and in the index.

2lG. Cantoni, "Presentazione" in the Italian edition of Cerca,6.
22"At the beginning of his conversion, therefore, blessed Francis...gave himself

to searching for...holy poverty'' (ScEx a) [FA:ED I, 530]; emphasis ours. The translation
of the term comntercium as "espousals" is incorrect; Manselli preferred to render it as
"union," and Stanislao da Campagnola, Biografie,16l, after noting that the expression is
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the principal task of the militia of God is to accompany the heavenly Leader in
the following of Christ, the knights of the Quest, no less than the brothers of the
Sacred Exchange, need a model. Galahad, like Francis, is another Christ, and in
a certain sense Francis is another Galahad who unmasks the vices of greed and
sloth, just as Galahad showed that worldly heroism (Gawain) and perfect courtly
love (Lancelot) do not suffice to make a spiritual knight.23

We believe that a detailed comparison-which we have not done-
would lead to results that in a certain sense are surprising.2a Galahad arrives at
King Arthur's court in Camelot on the fateful feast of chivalry, Pentecost, which
is also the date of the great Franciscan chapters. He is introduced at court by
three nuns, reminiscent of the three poor women who are said to have greeted

Saint Francis with the epithet "Lady Poverty."2s Swirling around Galahad were
predictions that he would cure the Wounded Kiog; Francis is greeted by dreams
and visions that name him as the one who will restore the Church. At the Round
Table, the so-called Perilous Seat, the most beautiful and highest, is reserved for
Galahad, just as the resplendent throne in heaven lost by Lucifer because of his
pride is reserved for the humble Francis.26 Galahad's coat of arms is vermilion, a

color that refers to the Pentecost liturgy, but being the color of martyrdom and

of the seraphim, it may symbolically recall Francis's stigmata and his
appearance in glory, clothed in a red dalmatic. Naturally, the significance of
these coincidences, if that is what they are, remains to be determined.

In any case, even beyond its relationship to the Quest, the Sacred
Exchange has the flavor of a romantic ffeatise of chivalry. The discourse begins

with God's love for Poverty (2) and Francis's quest for her (3-11). Following the

dictates of courtly love, Francis loves a woman of much higher rank than
himself. She is in fact the lady of his Lord. The mystical hatred of peace (34-35)

is justified by eagerness for martyrdorq where war would be the time of
martyrdom, peace the time of idleness and internal conflicts. We are reminded
of the words of the Gospel, "I did not come to bring peace but the sword," but
we are also reminded of Bertran de Born's praise of war. The desire for
martyrdom returns where Persecution is said to be the sister of Poverty (36).

borrowed from pseudo-Seneca and that it is also found in Celano's First Lift, stresses

that it includes a sense of "familiarity and chivalric rapport."
2'ScEx 39 [FA:ED I, 543];46 [FA:ED 1,546); see, in the Quest, the adventures

of Lancelot and Gawain,73-87, 159-71. For the aspect of "adventure" and "quest," as

well as others pertaining to the ideology of chivalry, see E. K6hler, L'aventure
chevaleresque (Paris 1974), trans. from the German.

2awe are referring to results in the area of content and "ideology" in a broad
sense, obviously not ofa textual nature.

'szc93 [FA:ED II,307]; LMj vII,6 [FA:ED II,580-81].

'uLMj vI:7 [FA:ED II,57o].
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Nurnber 38 suggests a relationship between Poverty and fidelity, presenting the
false poor as detracting from their legitimate leaders. Finally, the descendants of
false povefiy arc the two vices that are imitators and enemies of Poverty, namely
Greed and Sloth. These are also, we should remember, opposed to the chivalric
virtues of largesse and prowess, virtues that the contemporary ethic of chivalry
perceived as a hendiadys. Dante would describe them as "the glory of the purse
and of the sword" (Purg. VIII, 129), treating them as a single reatity. The euest
for the Holy Grail was harsh toward worldly knights, those who in the words of
Jacques de Vifry (who in turn seems to echo Bernard of Clairvaux) "ride their
horses through blooming meadows toward eternal punishment."2T But the
Sacred Exchange is no less harsh toward the "false poor" and "false Christians."

With Thomas of Celano we move from allegory to sfiict hagiography,
and we immediately run into a massive problem: the relationship between the
two versions of the Life and the different description of Francis's youth
contained in them.28 The matter is especially important for us here since it was in
his youth that Francis harbored his dreams of knighthood. The most recent
findings of critics regarding the controversies this has provoked are well-known,
and we are not about to summarize them. They include Celano's reliance on
different patrons for each of the two Lives (Gregory IX and Crescentius of Iesi
respectively); the fact that he was a vir litterafrzs; his desire, in the First Life, to
situate Francis's life within a proven hagiographic framework according to the
models offered by Sulpicius Severus for Martin of Tours, Gregory the Great for
Benedict of Nursia and William of Saint-Thierry for Bernard of Clairvaux.2e In
keeping with one established hagiographic tradition, in the First Ltfe a youthful
period of comrption is said to be followed by a sudden and shattering
conversion under the relentless influence of grace. Conversely, the Second Life,

"Cited in K. Esser, Origini e inizi del movimento e dell'ordine francescano,
Italian trans. (Milan 1975), 231 [English trans., Origins of the Franciscan Order
(Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press, 1970X. Compare Saint Bernard's rebuke to worldly
knights: "You cover your horses with silk, and plume your armor with I know not what
sort ofrags; you paint your spears, your shields and your saddles; you adorn your bits and
spurs with gold and silver and precious stones, and then in all this glory you rush to your
ruin with fearful wrath and fearless folly''; "Liber ad Milites Templi de laude novae
militiae," II, 3, in S. Bernardi opera,III, ed. J. Leclerc - M. Rochais (Rome 1963), 216
[Trans. C. Greenia].

"See S. Spirito, Il francescanesimo di Tommaso da Celano. Studio
interpretativo della Vita prima e della Vita secunda (Assisi 1963); F. de Beer, La
conversion de saint Frangois selon Thomas de Celano (Paris: Editions Franciscaines,
I963); G. Miccoli, "La'conversione' di Francesco secondo Tommaso da Celano," Studi
medievali s. 3, vol. 5 (1964), 775-93; Stanislao da Campagnola, Le origini,257-63.

2' A study that remains important for the sources of the First Life is that of N.
Tamassia, S. Francesco d'Assisi e la sua leggenda (Padua-Verona 1906).
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recovering the testimony of Francis's first companions, tended to see his youth
in less typological and more individual, more biographical terms. His life even
then is said to be almost naturally disposed and oriented toward holiness, even
amid vanities and temptations.

It does not seem right to reduce Celano's changed interpretation of
Francis's youth between the two Ltves to the simple acquisition of new
information, or to the wishes of Crescentius of Iesi, or to the emergence of the
hagiographic method of amplification. We carurot reduce to a matter of
determinism and methodology what must have been a long and hard process in
Thomas's mind, inwardly convinced as he was about the nature and origin of
Francis's experience-which also involved him personally. Yet it seems clear
that the two Lives neither complement nor depend on each other. The second
does not complement and complete the first; it is not a step forward along the
same line of interpretation, but rather a profound change in it.

In any case, it is a fact that what we know with certainty about Francis
is not much, and it is further diminished by lack of agreement among the
accounts. Moreover, in my opinion, Thomas's chivalric vocabulary underwent
an evolution from the First Life to the Second Life, corresponding to his
increased knowledge and the emergence of external facts, but this cannot be
directly traced to his feelings about Francis.

In the First Life, the appeal of the texts devoted to Saint Martin and
Saint Benedict explains by itself how Thomas was drawn into the area of
symbolic interpretation of the convert who leaves the world as a soldier of
Christ and a follower of the heavenly militia. He discovered in these models the
link between militia3o and poverty as well as the traditional interpretation
describing the knight, either as defender of the poor, according to the military
ethic that originated with the Peace of God, or as poor himself, becoming such
through renunciation, through voluntary poverty.3r From this apparently minor
problem of terminology and semantics a gross misunderstanding can arise.

3oRecall that this term, drawn from a centuries-old martyrological, hagiographic
and theological tradition, had by the end of the eleventh century assumed a series of
semantic values revolving around the idea of the mounted warrior. In short, it meant
"chivalry" and similar concepts, such as "chivalric lifestyle," "conducting oneself as a
knight," "knightly valor," "religious-military order" and so forth.

3ron the question of poverty during the Middle Ages, it is now necessary to
take into account Etudes sur l'histoire de la pauvretd (Moyen Age - XVf siicle), under
the direction of M. Mollat, 2 vols. (Paris 1974). On the cult of Saint Martin during the
Middle Ages, we have unfortunately been unable to consult D. Goubert, "Recherches sur
le culte de saint Martin dans la premidre partie du moyen dge," Cahiers de recherches sur
les pauvres et la pauvrete 4 (1965-1966). For the text of Sulpicius Severus, important for
the First Life, see Sulpicius Severus, "Vita Martini," ed. J.W. Smit, trans. L. Canali, in
Vite dei santi, ed. C. Mohrmann (Milan 1975),l-67.
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Anyone who looks at the First Life in search of evidence for Francis's "knightly
attitudes" runs the risk of becoming trapped in a question that in reality is purely
one of words.

The judgment expressed in the First Lift, whether on Francis's youth in
general or on his youthful aspirations to knighthood, is very severe. The latter
appear as vanity that draws one away from God: "He had not yet been freed
from the bonds of vanities.... Ignoring God's plan, he vowed, out of vainglory
and vanity, to do great deeds." The nobleman from Assisi, who is preparing for
an expedition to Apulia, is striving for what looks like the most anti-Franciscan
thing in the world, namely "to enrich himself in money or distinction," the exact
opposite of poverty and humility.

When Francis heard of this, because he was whimsical and overly daring, he
agreed to go with him. Although Francis did not equal him in nobility of birth,
he did outrank him in graciousness; and though poorer in wealth, he was richer
in generosity.32

At this point we must note that, despite his overall negative opinion of
the militia of the world, Thomas displays exceptional confidence in dealing with
the ideology of chivalry. His confidence is semantic as well as thematic; it must
come to him from special knowledge and cannot derive from simple use of the
customary topical baggage of hagiography. That Francis was "whimsical and
overly daring" is a technical judgment within the ethical values of chivalry.
Francis is still full of shortcomings, not because he aspires to knighthood, as the
context implies, but rather as an aspirant to it. His "daring" or heedless courage
is not tempered by wisdom, and the chivalric texts insist that in the perfect
knight wisdom and prowess should be found together. Often they symbolize this
particular requirement by placing knightly perfection not in a single warrior who
serves as a model, but rather in a pair of companions joined by brotherhood in
arms and complementing one another. The entire final tragedy of the Song of
Roland is linked to the contrast between Roland's prowess and Oliver's wisdom.
The true ideal of chivalry is not physical courage but "measure," and Thomas's
words "whimsical and overly daring" are a condemnation of the young Francis's
audacity, which is not governed by measure." As for the comparison between
Francis and the nobleman from Assisi, the ethical contrast is neither too harsh
nor hard to understand in light of a current dispute in the literature of chivalry
between graciousness and nobility of birth, between riches and generosity.

32rc 4 [FA:ED I, 185].
33The chivalric code of virtue is not a topic that can be dealt with here, much

less limited to a footnote. We refer to the dense chapter devoted to it in E.R. Curtius,l,a
littdrature europdene et le moyen dge latin, French trans. (Paris 1956), 628-50, as well as

K<ihler, L' aventure, passim.
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Francis, who is inferior to the other man in nobility, is superior to him in
graciousness; poorer in wealth compared to hirrl he surpasses him inasmuch as
he is richer in generosity. So, along with prowess (in some respects
ungoverned), largesse is another knightly endowment that seenrs to be innate in
Francis. And it is already preparing the future soldier of Christ, who will use
generosity as aR instrument for renouncing the world and attaining voluntary
poverty. In light of these considerations, we could even lessen the difference that
is usually posited between the First Life and the Second Lifr.Already in the
First Life-less so on the question of the ethic of chivalry-it is possible to see

early signs of the idea that Francis's character and personality were naturally
oriented toward holiness, despite his incidental youthful vanities, an idea usually
associated with the Second Life. We note, however, that Thomas uses the noun
"generosity," which in ethical-religious usage has the negative connotation of
"prodigality," a connotation that does not stand up to the chivalric interpretation,
as attested by its French translation as largesse, one of the greatest virtues of a
layman of noble rank.

Essential to the purposes of our study is the second chapter, which
concerns the vision in the night. The premonitory dream shows Francis his
house-that is, his father's house-filled with arrts, which delighted him since
he was used to seeing it overflowing with wares.3o His joy increases when an
unidentified speaker tells him that these arrns were "for him and his soldiers"
and is complete when he sees the military accoutrements replacing the piles of
mercenary goods in the house. Francis, a merchant's son who leads a courtly
life, can no longer bear anything that reminds him of commerce; his
renunciation of the world comes about through his hatred for bourgeois riches.
Celano's conclusion to the episode, however, is symbolic and edifying. He
emphasizes Francis's mistaken worldly interpretation of the drearq and he refers
to the famous Pauline arms metaphor in order to establish a link to the theme of
spiritual warfare, the traditional psychomachian theme.

By the next chapter, the third, Francis has decided not to pursue the
Apulia adventure any longer. However, not yet certain of his vocation, he

clothes his spiritual proposals in allegorical forrn, speaking in ambiguous
language. To his merry band of Assisi friends this could still seem to refer to his
old equestrian dreams. He talks of a hidden treasure, saying that "he did not
want to go to Apulia, but promised to do great and noble deeds at home." He
promises his friends that he will "take a bride more noble and more beautiful
than you have ever seen."35 In short, under the veil of allegory and in Celano's
filigreed account, Francis responds to his Assisi friends, who of course tease him

3orc 5 [FA:ED I, r85-86].

"rc 6-7 [FA:ED I, r87-88]
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about his failed adventure, by concocting a little Arthurian rornance with a great

many hidden treasures and young noblewomen to take as brides. Duby has

shown with great clarity how the hope of a high-level marriage was one of the

social driving forces behind the complex but not imaginary figure of the knight
errant.36

What follows in Celano's account is Francis's selling of his goods at

the market in Foligno and his taking refuge at San Damiarro. Only then, after he

has renounced his previous life and showed that he regarded worldly goods "as

so much sand," does Thomas call him "the new soldier of Christ."37

The Legend for Use in the Choir, eliminating all reference, even

lexical, to knighthood and the drearrl briefly repeats the single theme of the

sickness with which God is said to have afflicted hinU thus beginning the
process of conversion.3s

What happened between the First Life andthe Second Life, in the more

than fifteen years that accompanied some of the most shattering events in the

life of Christianity and the Order, is unknown and probably destined to remain
so, despite scholars' efforts. It seems certain that Thomas was able to use the

material gathered following the special invitation issued by the Chapter of
Genoa, October 4, 1244.3e Included in this material, the notes of Francis's first
companions must have caried considerable weight. These were people such as

Leo, Bernardo and Rufino, who had intimate knowledge of his youth and who
had in some ways shared it. While nothing is certain in this complicated matter
of texts, it still remains very likely that Celano's Second Life gathers the

anecdotal testimony or "flowers" sent from the hermitage at Greccio by
Francis's three companions (Leo, Rufino and the former knight, Angelo
Tancredi) and accompanied by the famous letter of August 11, 1246.40 How he

gathered and dealt with that testimony is unknown and, it seems, totally
impossible to reconstruct, despite ingenious hypotheses.a l

3uG. Duby, "Nella Francia nord-occidentale del XII secolo: i 'giovani' nella
societir aristocratica," in Terra e nobiltd,ltalian trans. (Torino 1971), 135-48.

'7lC 8-9 [FA:ED I, 188-90]. We know that Celano's First Life was transcribed
in the form of an epic-allegorical poem by Henri d'Avranches, Versified Life of Saint
Francis [FA:ED l, 428-520], where the battle between the vices and virtues is cast in

high relief.
38LCh 2 [FA:ED I,319].
3eSee Campagnola, Biografie e cronache,39.
aocampagnola, Biografie e cronache, 30-81, and E. Pasztor, "Gli scritti

leonini," in La questione francescana, 199-212.
orWe are referring especially to the clever attempt by J. Cambell, I fiori dei tre

compagni (Milan 1967), who bases himself on the Legenda antiqua Perusina.
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It is beyond dispute, however, that the Second Life seerns more
sensitive to chivalry and more inclined to judge it positively than the earlier Life.
This is understandable, we might add, given what is now generally accepted
about the two Lives and their different way of viewing Francis's youth. Such a
change in attitude was probably due to the influence of the first companions of
Francis, an influence that cannot, unfortunately, be proven from the texts but
would itself be a fascinating subject for study. One would need to re-evaluate
the happy Assisi youth, the chivalric mentality acquired in the pleasure-seeking
but genuine freshness of those earlier years and no longer experienced
ascetically as vanity and temptation, but as a natural means to conversion, a first
step in the divine quest. On the part of Francis's first companions such a re-
evaluation has the air of testimony that is psychological, autobiographical and
even a legitimate self-defense, if you will. They have lived these values or seen
them lived, they know their inmost and sweetest depths, the ones that usually
elude anyone who regards them from outside. They have felt them lived and
have learned to appreciate them within and outside themselves. The companions
of Francis's youth whatever their social rank may have been, obviously felt they
were knights in their desire no less than in their attitudes. But unlike the
merchant who rejects his gold and the instruments of commerce in order to give
himself to God, thus showing his hatred and disdain for them, the knight who
strips himself of his arrns carefully lays them down and continues to think of
them with respect and affection. In so-called kaditional cultures, arrns are sacred
in a way that money is not. The merchant who converts turns his back
completely on his old profession and chooses between two opposing masters by
renouncing mammon in order to serve God. But the warrior, the knight, in going
from being a soldier of this world to being a soldier of Christ, remains a soldier
forever and not just metaphorically. Such is the lesson of the first Christian
martyrs; such is the lesson of the two centuries that preceded Francis, the
centuries of the chansons and the Crusades. The man of war conceives of life as

a battle (with himself or with an enemy, it does not really matter) and in living
prepares himself for death, because he knows that only by dying for a just cause
and in an upright manner can he honor the duties his order imposes on him and
rise with Christ. The arms change from those of steel to what Paul calls the
annor of light, the enemy changes from the earthly foe to the adversary of the
human race and to sin, but the warrior vocation remains intact. And by keeping
in mind this perspective, which is not really contradictory, we can see how the
Second Life, which reflects a Franciscanism in other ways less tolerant of
demands that in one way or another seemed to make the Order more worldly, is
more optimistic than the First Life when dealing with Francis's youth. It even
goes so far as to set it in a framework of growth in holiness that considerably
weakens the meaning of conversion as something spiritually revolutionary.
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This nostalgia for chivalry (to describe it this way is certainly
provocative, so let us describe it this way) emerges from the very first lines of
the Second Lrf". The reflection on the name "Francis" as befitting "the spread of
his fame" is epic. It contains an echo of what the Song of Roland calls "sweet
France" and also echoes the words of the First Life: "He is truly 'France-ish'
whose heart was so frank and free."a2 Celano stresses the young Francis's
greatness of spirit, integrity of conduct and rejection of any kind of insult.
Integrity of conduct ("urban manners") means the same as courtesy ("noble
manners"), both of them the opposite of boorishness. This replacement of the
court by the city in the language of chivalry reflects the urban society where
such values are disseminated.a3 Linked to this naturally courteous disposition is
the episode of the imprisonment in Perugia, which Francis endures alone. In the
end he wins over a knight, his companion in misfortune, who is so arrogant and
utterly unbearable that he is shunned by all. In this episode another quality of the
young Francis is emphasized: his joy associated with the hope of glory and thus
with youth. Joy and youth is another hendiadys in courtly poetry.aa His
relationship with the intolerable knight, whom Francis was evidently determined
to seek out, may in turn signify his objective and subjective ability to mediate-
he, a merchant's son, with chivalric tastes and friends-in a city like Assisi that
was beginning to be rocked by the first clashes between nobles (milites) and
people (pedites). It may also signify Francis's sympathy for an entire social
class, a desire to communicate with it, perhaps vanity at seeing himself held in
esteem by its members. Personal vainglory and a desire for upward mobility, no

doubt, but in the Perugia episode these manifest themselves in terms of love,
humility, patience and joy. Do we not already have the whole future Francis in a
nutshell?

Once freed from prison, Francis's way to perfection is marked by a

Christian virtue that he once again interprets in the manner of chivalry. The

virtue is love, which he interprets as generosity. In this spiritual atmosphere a
famous episode is recorded:

One day he met a poor, half-naked knight, and moved by piety, for love of
Christ, he generously gave him the finely tailored clothes he was wearing.as

42tc 120 [FA:ED I, 289-90]; 2c 3 [FA:ED ll,24l-42]; Jacopo de voragine,
Vita S. Francisci (Analecta Franciscana X, 681) has picked up on this theme ("For the

Franks get their name from the Latin ferocitas, or fierceness, because in the French there
is a natural truthfulness and greatness of soul" [FA:ED Il, 791]), but he adheres more
closely to the text of Saint Isidore of Seville's Etymologies.

4tzc 3 [FA:ED u, 241 -42].
oo2c 4 [FA:ED il,243].
os2c 5 [FA:ED rr,z44l.
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The relationship between the Christian code of values and the virtues of
chivalry is here stated with no possibility of misunderstanding. Francis gives,
moved by piety and for love of Christ; his motives are religious-moral in nature
and beyond reproach. But he gives "generously," with an attitude that is courtly.
His intention and his action are Christian; the spirit with which he acts is that of
chivalry. This is followed in the text by an explicit comparison between Martin,
who was "poor, but a knight," and Francis, who was "rich, but not a knight."
The comparison is evidently not inspired by Sulpicius Severus (a text Thomas
was also familiar with when he composed the First Lrf"), but by the new first-
hand accounts of Francis's life and way of thinking. These had caused Thomas
to realize that the model offered by Martin of Tours had to be understood and
used in a much less mechanical and much more profound way, and not as a mere
hagiographic model, Martin bet g one of the constant measures of the ethic of
chivalry. While in the First Life Martin had been mentioned as a hagiographic
model, now he is reclaimed by Thomas as a holy knight, a special example of
spirituality for a young man aspiring to the belt and spurs, as well as for his
friends who shared his ideals.

Francis's vision of his future destiny as a knight is closely linked to his
act of love and generosity toward the poor knight. As compared to the First Life,
the episode has a more distinctly Arthurian tone. The vision is not of his father's
house, but rather of a beautiful palace, in which Francis can see "various suits of
armor and a lovely bride." In the dream "he was called by name and was
attracted by the promise of all these things." In other words, everything he sees
is promised to him on the basis of a call, while in the earlier version he was
given an answer, the presupposition being a question on his part. It seems that
only after this dream whose meaning he misunderstands, does he decide to go to
Apulia "to become a knight." A second dream in which he is asked if something
can be done better by the servant or by the lord clears up his misconception.
After giving the obvious answer, he is asked why he is seeking the servant
instead of the lord, and only then does Francis realize who is speaking to him
("Lord, what do you want me to do?"). He is ordered to return to the land of his
birth where the earlier dream will be fulfilled spiritualty. The Pauline character
and inspiration of the episode are highlighted: "...he changed from Saul to
Paul...he turned his fleshly weapons into spiritual ones, and, instead of knightly
glory, received a divine rank."46 Only after his farewell to the merry band of
Assisi youth (the banquet episode sounds like a direct and personal recollection),
his pilgrimage to Rome, his victory over temptations and horror of lepers, his

4u2C 6 [FA:ED 11,245-46). The similarity between the conversion of Paul and
that of Francis has been omitted in other sources so as not to overemphasize the episode's
scriptural character, something that perhaps could have damaged its factual credibility;
see Campagnola, Biografie e cronache,156-59.
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victory over human respect that made it so hard for him to beg among his former

companions, his visit to Innocent III and his choice of the Portiuncula as a
dwelling-only then, after his conversion has taken place, does the Second Life
give Francis the title of "resolute knight of Christ" which the First Life had
given him sooner.aT

After his conversion, the knight of Christ in the Second Life does not
experience any more upheavals on his path. On the contrary, in the First Life

Francis, who is already said to be a soldier of Christ, meaning he has already

gone through the initiation process called conversion, reveals that he has not yet

put to death his old inner self. The young combatant's fear (he was a "new

athlete of Christ," as the First Life explains) still causes him to fear his father's

anger and his former friends' disdain. All of this he overcomes in true chivalric
fashion by forcing himself: "He rose, therefore, swift, energetic and eager,

carrying the shield of faith for the Lord, and strengthened with the armor of
great confidence, he set out for the city."48 The cleric Thomas of Celano of the

First Life did not meet Francis until 1214-1215, and so he tried to compress

Francis's youthful experiences into the restricted space of hagiographic

modules. Once again the chivalric element is simply grounds for adopting the

allegorical language of Paul and Prudentius.ae But in the Second Life, aftet

Thomas had a chance to rethink those experiences with the help of more reliable

and direct witnesses, Francis's transition to the militia of Christ is analyzed

more confidently and at the same time more sensitively, far removed from rigid
models of the conversion process and attentive instead to its inner logic. Also

striking in this second text is the parable Francis tells the Pope about the king's

sons and the "poor but lovely woman." The parable is really a kind of little
courtly romance, and it repeats a theme that is similar-in color if not content-
to the Sacred Exchange, as well as to the parable of the prodigal son attributed

to Bernard of Clairvaux, itself a kind of little courtly romance.to

In short, the more positive appreciation of the ideals of chivalry in the

Seconcl Life as compared to the First Ltfe can apparently be attributed to the

o'2C 2l [FA:ED II, 258]; see lC 9 [FA:ED I, 189].
4ttc lo-t I [FA:ED I, l90-91].
aeln this sense the First Life would offer a vast florilegium of examples:

"Francis, Christ's bravest soldier, went around the cities and villages" (lC 36; FA:ED I,

214); "M,any people...began to come to Saint Francis, for they desired.to serve under his

"oriiunt 
training and leadership" (lC 37 [FA:ED 1,216)); "Like a soldier, well-trained in

the battle.urnpi of God, challenging the enemy.... With the Christ as leader"'" (lC 103

[FA:ED 1,272]).
5o2C l6 [FA:ED 11,254-55h see Saint Bemard, Parabola de fuga et reductione

filii prodigi (PL 1 83, 757); J. Leclercq, Etudes sur saint Bernard et le texte de ses dcrits,

.*pieses himself very cautiously in favor of the authenticity of this writing as Bernard's'
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intervention of Francis's former companions and the influence of the Leonine
tradition represented by the scrolls and papers of Francis's secretary.

Delorme thought he had identified part of the Leonine material in the
so-called Legenda antiqua Perusina [Legend of perugia].srAccording to him, it
later contributed to the formation of the collection of sources for Celano,s
Second Life.Desbonnets, on the basis of his computer search, has suggested that
the Legenda antiqua Perusino may be a copy of the common source for the
fifty{hree chapters present in both the Second Ltfe and the Mirror of
Perfection 52 Stanislao da Campagnola thinks otherwise. For him the Legencla
antiqua, at least as we now have it, can if anything be situated after the
resumption of research on the life of Francis. This was sanctioned by the
Chapter of Padua in 1276, modifying the provisions of the 1266 Chapter of
Paris, which had called for the destruction of all the legends of Francis except
Bonaventure's.53 Bigaroni has recently reconsidered the question of the Legencla
antiqua.sa He subscribes to the thesis that the ro-ruil"d Legencla antiqua,
circulating between the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries in competition with
Bonavenfure's Legenda nova,s' can in fact be linked-in substance, if not
literally-to the lost notes of Francis's first companions, which were collected
following the request of Crescentius of Iesi. Bigaroni publishes the text of the
Legenda antiqua exactly as it appears in the perugia Manuscript 1046 and
entitles it the Assisi Compilation.s6

The lssrsi Compilation does not ordinarily employ the language of
chivalry, not even allegorically. It is simple and plain, and its insistence on the
themes of work and penance make it far removed from any kind of courtly
treatise. Indeed, in the episode of Francis's rebuke to the knights in perugia who
were disturbing his preaching, the saint's words are very harsh, and his prophecy

t'F. Delorme, "La Legenda antiqua ^S. Francisci du ms. 1046 de la
Bibliothdque de P6rouse," Archivum Franciscanunx Historicunt 15 (1922), 321ff.; see
Campagnola, B iografie e cronache, 96-97 ; Pasztor, G I i scritti, 206.

s2Desbonnets, "G6n6alogie," 275ff; Idem, Saint Frangois d,Assise. Documents
(Paris: Editions Franciscaines, 196-8), esp. p. 872.

t3campagn 
ola, Biografie e cronache, gS-99.

M. Bigaroni,"Compilatio Assisiensis"dagli scritti difr. Leone e compagni su
S. Francesco d'Assisi (Assisi: Edizioni Porziuncol a, 1975).

sson the extra-Bonaventurian tradition, see S. Clasen, Legenda antique sancti
Francisci. Untersuchung iiber die nachbonaventurianischen Franziskusquellen, Legenda
trium sociorum, Speculum perfectionis, Actus beati Francisci et sociorum eius und
verwandtes Schrifttum (Leiden: Brill, I967).

56In the Introduction to the text edited by Bigaroni, which hereafter we shall
cite simply as the lssisi Compilation, see p. XXX for his reasons for choosing this title;
see pp. XXXI-XXXIV for a list of the major codices that contain passages similar to the
.,4ssisi Compilation.
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of future ills is tantamount to a curse. This is all the more serious given that the

saint, even in the more reliable tradition, so seldom expresses himself in a

violent rnanner. There is only one other time with regard to slanderers, and twice
with regard to cruel animals: the greedy robin and the sow that killed the lamb.

Perhaps we could find parallels between Francis's harsh words in this episode

and the eleventh-century conciliar formulas of condemnation pronounced

against destroyers of the peace. But Francis's severity is somewhat justified if
we recall how harsh were the political and social disputes of the time. Perhaps

the common folk of Assisi had been unable to forget completely what had no

doubt excused the Perugian knights.sT

A certain animosity toward the knightly class can be seen again in the

episode of the knights from Assisi whom he persuades to beg in Satriano. But
the general tone of that episode is didactic rather than polemic. The saint does

not rebuke the knights, for between him and them there is a feeling of deep

affection, made even deeper by the fact that Francis has now reached the end of
his earthly journey. He gives them a serene lesson in humility and, what is more

important, in disdain for money.sS But we would have to have another discussion

about our source's testimony that when Francis was invited by noble or wealthy

persons who had prepared a banquet in his honor, he would not refrain from

begging even on that occasion, asserting the "royal dignity" of this privilege,

even against the wishes of his host. This trait is not attested by other sources and

is frankly quite unlike Francis, whom we know was always so careful-either
out of natural kindness or Christian charity-not to humiliate anyone or ever go

against the wishes of others.se

In a word, the lssrs'i Compilation contains little of chivalry. All the

more striking then and giving the impression of authenticity is the fact that right

here we run into a passage of extreme importance for us, and in an extremely

significant context. Speaking of the need to understand and observe the Rule

strictly, Francis is shown in the act of giving instruction, borrowing examples

from chivalry. He speaks of the "many...who place all their energy and care in
knowledge," in other words, those brothers who would like to act more like

clerics (in the medieval sense of the term) and for this reason are more inclined

to study than to pray. Francis asserts the excellence and nobility of the vocation

to prayer and penance, presenting it as a knightly adventure: "These brothers of
mine are my knights of the round table...."60 At this point, the debate almost

seems to take on the appearance of the dispute "clerics vs' knights," the

s'cA75 
[FA:ED II, 178-79].

s8cA 96 [FA:ED II, 198-99].
5'cA 96 [FA:ED II, 199].
uocA lo3 [FA:ED l,zot-o9l
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traditional quarrel between chevalerie and clergie that had become a literary
genre.ur In the same way, Francis responds to the novice who wants to have a
psalter by citing Charles, Roland and Oliver, famous for having fought
unbelievers and served the Lord until they died as martyrs. Standing in contrast
with those knights are the poets and minstrels who hope to share in their glory
merely by singing of their deeds. This is no less true of exegetes, theologians
and scholars in general, with respect to Christ, the saints and the faith.62 The
chapter ends abruptly with the words, "Knowledge puffs up, but charity builds,',
sealing a page that is sharply anti-intellectual, where mistrust of knowledge as
opposed to action is confronted and resolved in lay and chivalric terms. Nor in a
certain sense could it be otherwise, after Christian ascetical life-especially in
the East, but also in the West despite Benedict of Nursia-had tried to devalue
"doing" as opposed to "being," action as opposed to contemplation, Martha as
opposed to Mary. But Francis, in proposing a life of penance consisting of
manual labor, begging and example, not enclosed in a monastery or hermitage
but in the open air, on the street, before the world, was proposing a type of
"doing" that was itself "being." Study, by comparison, including sfudy of the
sacred sciences, ran the risk of becoming idle vanity. The Gospel had been
opened three times in the church of Saint Nicholas, the Rule was composed, the
way begun; for the penitents from the city of Assisi there was nothing more to
know. Naturally the polemic against knowledge and people of learning was not
to be understood in an absolute sense. In his Testament Francis would
recommend affection and respect for these, revealing once again that his
vocation was anything but revolutionary in nature (Le Goff has described it as
reactionary). This polemic must be understood solely within the Franciscan
fraternity; it must be interpreted as addressed by the saint to his voluntary
companions and to them alone.

The example of Charles, Roland and Oliver is too clear for us to
possibly imagine a false tradition. The memory of Francis must have been
jealously preserved within the circle of his companions. They must have
tirelessly combed their memories in search of his words and deeds, including
even the apparently least significant ones, word by word, deed by deed.
Technically speaking, this must have been the origin of the "flowers" compiled
between 1244 and 1246. These were not meant to present an anti-Life of Francis,
but were no doubt intended to establish a few solid points of guaranteed

6lOn this subject, see the now classic writings of C. Oulmont, Les ddbats du
clerc et du chevalier (Paris l911), and E. Faral, Recherches sur les sources latines des
contes et romans courtois du Moyen Age (Paris l9l3), 189-303; and more recently, G.
Tavani, "ll dibattito del chierico e del cavaliere nella letteratura medio-latina e volgare,"
Rontanistisches Jahrbuch 15 (1964), 5 1 -84.

u'cA lo3 [FA:ED il,zogl.
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authenticity against which to judge the literature about Francis, that which had
already been produced as well as that still to come. Thus it is very likely that our
example, as we know it, really came from the founder's lips. It is also important
to point out that the two passages-the one about the brothers as knights of the
round table and the one about Charles, Roland and Oliver-also figure in one of
the texts that is part of the disputed Leonine corpus, the Intentton of the Rule.63

Here again the matter becomes strictly textual, or so it will it be until it is
resolved, and until then all positive internal judgment will have to be suspended.
But it must be noted that the relationships between the Intention of the Rule and
the Legenda antiqua perusina are very close. Practically, the Intention follows
Chapters 101-106 of the Legenda with very few variants, and in places literally.
This can be seen using the Saint Isidore Manuscript ll73 and the Perugia
Manuscript 1073.64 We leave it to the specialists in Franciscanism to decide if
and to what extent these observations can corroborate the thesis of Brooke, who
has seen in the Intention a simple excerpt from the Legenda antiqua perusina.65

But the possibility that the references to the Round Table and to the
Charlemagne cycle come from Greccio-or rather, if you wish, that they come
from Francis but were jealously preserved at Greccio-is for us extremely
important. Among the others at Greccio was the former knight Angelo, and it is
fascinating but not gratuitous to imagine that he especially loved to recall,
among Francis's words, those that took him back to his original vocation. Unlike
others, it was a vocation one could think about, even after one's conversion,
with a kind of affectionate fondness and quasi-nostalgia, now purified. In this
way, the famous question Oliger asked several decades agouu could be posed

differently: Were Leo, Rufino and Angelo acquainted with Pseudo-Turpinus?
But that would imply suspicion that the memories of Francis were distorted by
his faithful companions, that his words were uselessly and dangerously
embellished. At most, this could be excused (and would it be an excuse later?)
by the context in which the epic-romantic references were situated, which was
one of anti-intellectual anxiety: Turpinus and Chr6tien de Troyes versus the

63"sanctissimi patris nostri Francisci Intentio regulae," nos. 8-10, in Documenta
antiqua franciscana, ed. L. Lemmens, [ (Quaracchi 1901), 90-92; on the relationship
between this and other Leonine texts, see P6sztor, Gli scritti,203-ll .

6aSee CA l0l-106 [FA:ED ll,204-13]. The passage about Charles, Roland and
Oliver figures in Chapter 1.4 of the Sabatier edition of the Mirror of Perfection [FA:ED
lLI,257-59] but is not present in the Lemmens edition.

usR. Brooke, Scripta Leonis, Rufini et Angeli sociorum sancti Francisci
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970); see Campagnola, Le origini francescane,2l3f
and P6sztor, Gli scritti,209.

uuL. Oliger, "S. Franciscus cognovitne Pseudo-Turpinum," Antonianum 2
(1927),277-81.
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nascent scholasticism, Roncevaux and Brocdliande versus Paris. It would
certainly be a good topic for reflection and research on resistance to the
widespread intellectualism of the thirteenth century, which was a modern age
unlike any other.67 And it would certainly clarify the essence of the primitive
Franciscan movement as a chivalric movement, as well as the subtle but close
connection-which we moderns can fail to grasp, but which people of that time
did not-between the springtime of the university and the autumn of chivalry,
between the birth of the intellectual and the death of the knight; and this
precisely insofar as there was a kind of resemblance between the intellectual and
the knight no less than between the monk and the knight, a resemblance that did
not escape either Abelard or Bartolus de Saxoferrato.6s Paris has destroyed not
only Assisi; it has destroyed Aix-la-Chapelle and Camelot.

Nevertheless, it is our personal and perhaps rash judgment that the
sayings about chivalry can with certainty-the relative certainty of all these
things, of course-be attributed to Francis. As for their importance, we can refer
to Manselli's observations on the sayings of Francis, and to those of Miccoli on
Francis's ability to speak in ordinary language understood by all, to touch deep
inner chords in the hearts of everyone. In dealing with religious subjects, he did
not teach by deriving proofs from theology or even from Scripture. He knew
very little of the former and evidently even very little of the latter, seeing that in
1209 he received as news and revelation sorne of the most famous passages in
the Gospel. Instead he would vividly refer to what was most immediate between
him and his listeners. And perhaps the examples from chivalry were really the
autobiographical contribution of Brother Angelo, who remembered well how
Francis had shown hirL while he was still a knight, not some generic way to
conversion, but rather Francis's own way. Seen from afar and misunderstood, it
had led him at first to gird himself with his sword and buckle on his spurs.

On the other hand, what if the substance and perhaps the letter of the
examples from chivalry provided by the Assisi Compilation could be traced to
the material gathered by Crescentius of Iesi and later gone through by Thomas
of Celano? Then Thomas's rejection of thenl just as he was painstakingly
rediscovering hagiographic ideas about the militia of God, could not help but
look like a significant act of reduction conducted by a cleric on a series of values

u'See E. Gilson, "Le moyen-Age comme saeculum modernum," in Concetto,
storia, miti e immagini del Medio Evo, ed. V. Branca (Florence 1973), l-10.

u8 This is precisely the heart of the debate between the "cleric," in the sense of
the intellectual, and the knight. Abelard's "knightly''mentality in devoting himself to his
profession as scholar, teacher and controversialist is touched upon, with some very
interesting ideas, by Ph. Woltr, "Abelardo," in Storia e cultura del medioevo dal IX al XII
secolo,ltalian trans. (Bari 1968),269; and E. Gilson, Eloisa e Abelardo, Italian trans.
(Torino, 19701,23.
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dear to Francis's spirituality, values whose deepest meaning Thomas not only
did not understand, but also insisted on removing.

The work constructed by Bonaventure of Bagnoregio follows in the
wake of Thomas of Celano, if not completely, at least as far as our particular
question is concerned. We explained the hints of chivalry that we detected in the
Second Lfe by suggesting that they originated at Greccio; and so, unless our
hypothesis is completely wrong, they were also distorted and suppressed in the
way we have seen. They appear in Bonaventure, where they have been made

even more innocuous, incorporated more coherently and tightly into a clerical
text. In this way the spirit of the Major Legend is closer to the First Life than to
the Second Life.

Yet it must not be forgotten that the attitude of the Major Legend
toward the question of chivalry-which in exegetical-hagiographic terms is first
of all a question of martyrology-comes across as very complex. Around the
idea of Francis as a soldier of Christ who fights for the Crucified, the Seraphic
Doctor establishes a circular relationship between the sign of election
constituted by the stigmata, the charism of the crusade, and the militia
understood as a disposition to martyrdom. Such a relationship had already been

established by Thomas of Celano,u' but Bonaventure develops it naturally in the

direction of imitation of Christ, on the one hand, and apocalypse, on the other.

The expressions knight of Christ, intrepid knight of Chrtst, the triple army of
those being saved, most vigorous knight of Chrtst,To in themselves all part of a
long exegetical-metaphoric tradition, are used instead in this typically
Bonaventurian sense.

Essential in this regard is Chapter 13, that of the stigmata, in which
both vocabulary and Pauline-Prudentian (and apocalyptic) symbolism are

arranged to construct a hymn of praise and an exhortation to Francis as knight of
Christ. It contains all of Bonaventure's themes:

Come now, most vigorous knight of Christ, bear the arms of your invincible
Leader! Visibly shielded with these, you will overcome all adversaries. Carry
the standard of the Most High King, by whose gaze all combatants of the divine
army are aroused to courage.... Now the first vision you saw is truly fulfilled,
that is, that you should be a future leader in the militia of Christ and bear

heavenly arms emblazoned with the sign of the cross Now the vision that you

saw at the outset of your conversion must undoubtedly be believed as true, that

un"All the striving of this man of God, whether in public or in private, revolved
around the cross of the Lord. From the earliest days when he began his knightly service

for the Crucified, various mysteries of the cross shone around him" (3C 2 [FA:ED II,
401]). This passage was perhaps of major importance in the meditation of Bonaventure as

theologian of the cross and the stigmata.

'oLMj l, 4-5;9,7; 2,8; 13, 9 [FA:ED II, 533-34; 601-02;540-41 ; 6371.
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is, of the Crucified piercing your soul with a sword of compassionate sorrow,
but also the sound of the voice from the cross, as if proceeding from the throne
of the lofty Christ and the secret mercy seat, as you confirmed with your own
sacred utterance. Now in the unfolding of your conversion, the cross Brother
Sylvester saw marvelously coming from your mouth; and the swords the holy
Pacifico saw piercing your body in the form of a cross....7l

This passage seems to us essential, not only in the overall economy of the Major
Legend, but especially in that of the chivalric element present in the text. The
reference to Christ the Leader takes us into the apocalyptic dimension, the
symbolism of the arms of Christ is Pauline, and the reference to adversaries is
Pauline-Prudentian, or rather, psychomachian. On the other hand, we will not
fail to miss the reference to veneration of the cross implied by the explicit
reference to the standard of the King, these being the first words of the hymn to
the cross by Venantius Forfunatus.

The second part of the passage is a precise summary of what are, for
our research purposes, the four essential moments in the Major Legend. These
are, in order: the prophetic vision of the palace and the arms; the conversation
with the crucifix in San Damiano; the vision of Sylvester, with Francis as

malicide and dragon-slayer; the vision of Pacifico, to whom Francis appears
pierced by two swords in the form of a cross. In the economy of Bonaventure's
treatise, these moments all point to and prepare for the supreme martyrdonl his
seraphic crucifixion on La Verna, which will consecrate Francis as "the other
Angel ascending from the rising of the sun."72

Leaving aside the conversation with the Crucified, which here concerns
us less closely, let us examine how the other episodes are treated. And let us say
immediately that our analysis cannot allow us to forget the treatise as a whole.
Bonaventure depicts Francis as another Christ, and so the heroic-martyrologic
dimension present in him will necessarily be ordained to this general imitation
of Christ. But neither is this contraindicative vis-d-vis the chivalric world view.
Ever since the Song of Roland, the death of the Christian knight was always
presented as a passion. In fact, often it is only death for Christ, in Christ and
with Christ that justifies and sanctifies the lives of knights, lives that in other
respects were anything but edifying or exemplary. We can even say that, in the
cltansons, passion and conversion often coincide. Bonavenfure has before him
this tradition of sacralizing the knight's experience, a tradition that is ecclesial in
origin and has its exegetes and doctors. From Bonizo of Sutri to Peter Damian to
Bernard of Clairvaux to Alain de Lille to John of Salisbury-all, in different

''Ltvtj 13,9-10 [FA:ED II,637-39]

"LMj r3, lo [FA:ED II, 638].



The Adventure of a Knight of Christ 75

ways and degrees, took it upon themselves to point out to the knightly class the
way of conversion from the militia of the world to the militia of God.

Bonaventure's approach to the figure of Francis as knight of Christ,
clerical and strictly martyrologic-hagiographic in inspiration, can be easily
understood in the central episode of the vocation to knighthood felt by the young
Francis and the misunderstandings that lay hidden in it. The episode is the vision
he received the night before his departure for Apulia.

We have seen that in Celano's First Life the scene of the vision is his
father's house, adorned with arms instead of overflowing with bolts of cloth. To
Francis's question, which is not reported, perhaps because the hagiographer
believes it was not spoken but only thought, a voice answers that the arnu are

meant for him and his soldiers. It seems that much here is intended to sfress the

meaning of the vision as prophesying a conversion-especially by situating the

dream in the warehouse, which serves to highlight the replacement of the cloth
by arms. In the Second Life the warehouse is replaced by a sumptuous palace

adorned with arms and a beautiful bride inside. The account offers us a scene of
adventure based on a model that would seem more Arthurian that hagiographic
(the palace, the arms, the bride). But the second vision which the saint receives

in Spoleto drastically corrects that fairy-tale vision by disclosing its Pauline
syrnbolism and thus revealing that Francis is destined for the militia of God.

Bonaventure does not disobey the hagiographic rule of more or less

systematically amplifying and filling out the narrative.T3 It is nevertheless

interesting to observe the series of measures he adopted to "hagiographize" and

"clericalize" the entire episode.

To begin with, we should note that his attitude is optimistic regarding
Francis's youthful vanities, and in this he is faithful to the line adopted by
Celano in the Second Life. He closely links Francis's generosity to his growing
disdain for earthly goods and commercial gain, on the one hand, and to his

compassion for the poor, on the other. Generosity and compassion are linked not

only to each other, but both are linked to the love of God, which is to be

understood in a way we would call feudal:

On one occasion, however, when he was caught up in the pressures of business,

contrary to his usual manner of acting, he sent away empty-handed a poor man

who had begged alms for the love of God. lmmediately turning back to his

heart, he ran after him, and, gently, with extravagant alms, he promised God

that from that moment, while he had the means, he would not refuse those who

begged from him for the love of God.7a

7'A comparative examination of the episode of Francis's dream in the sources

is in Campagnola, Biografie e cronache,l5l-62.

'oLMj l, l [FA:ED II,530-31].
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The portrait that emerges is tailored according to a kind of semantics of
courtesy, which creates a picture of objective openness to holiness:

At the same time, the sensitivity of his gentleness together with a refined set of
manners, a patience and affability beyond human decorum, and a generosity
beyond his means singled him out as a young man of flourishing natural
disposition. This seemed to be a prelude to the even greater abundance of
God's blessings that would be showered on him in the future.Ts

Gentleness, refinement, patience, affability, generosity are courtly
virtues whose characteristics in the Bonavenfurian context would have to be
compared with those of the Mirrors and the ethical-didactic treatises of the time,
as well as with the Sermones ad statum, for let us not forget that Bonavenfure
and his confrere Gilbert of Tournai mark the beginning of the great Franciscan
sermons.

After an illness,T6 Francis regains not only his physical strength but also
his taste for fine clothing and has someone make him a suit of clothes even more
splendid than usual. Generosity prepares him for the "change of the right hand
of the Most High."

[H]e met a knight who was of noble birth, but poor and badly clothed. Moved
by a pious impulse of care for his poverty, he took off his own garments and

clothed the man on the spot. At one and the same time he fulfilled the two-fold
duty of piety by covering over the embarrassment of a noble knight and

relieving the want of a poor human being.77

The following night, when he had fallen asleep, the divine kindness showed

him a large and splendid palace with military arms emblazoned with the
insignia of Christ's cross. Thus it vividly indicated that the mercy he had

exhibited to a poor knight for love of the supreme King would be repaid with
an incomparable reward. When he asked to whom these belonged, the response

he received from on high was that all these things were for him and his
knights.Ts

"Llvtj l, l [FA:ED II,53l].
T6Bonaventure does not speak of the war or the imprisonment in Perugia.

Perhaps he regards them as doubtful or irrelevant episodes, and perhaps he regards the
memory that the "levite" Francis had borne arms, even though before his conversion, as

unbecoming.

"LMj 1, 2 [FA:ED II, 532]. Note the distinction and contrast drawn in the act
of mercy: on the one hand "covering over the embarrassment of a noble knight," and on
the other "relieving the want of a poor human being." There is a distinct way of
practicing charity which corresponds to social states that are usually distinct (even though
in this particular case they are not).

'*L[vrj l, 3 [FA:ED il,532).



The Adventure of a Knight of Christ 77

In the morning, happy at the sign he has received, but unable to
interpret it and superficially taking it as a sign of his future glory, Francis

intends to go to Apulia, there to be invested as a knight. He sets out, but when he

reaches the neighboring city (we are not told that this is Spoleto) the same voice
from the earlier dream tells him not to expect from a servant what only the lord
can give, or from a poor person what only a rich person is able to bestow.

Francis obeys, returns to Assisi and begins the way of conversion.

But he still does not realize that "a spiritual merchant must begin with
contempt for the world and a knight of Christ with victory over one's self."7e To
teach him all this, he is provided with a test that will enable him to gain his first
victory over the world and himself: the meeting with the leper.

Francis was riding his horse through the plain below Assisi. Spotting
the repulsive sick man, and realizing that "he must first conquer himself if he

wanted to become a knight of Christ, he dismounted from his horse and ran to
kiss him."80 One certainly cannot avoid the symbolic meaning of conversion,
expressed by that act of dismounting from his horse, if one wishes to become a

knight of Christ. The sudden disappearance of the leper and the vision of the

Crucified that follows offer Francis the certainty that he has found his way at

last. They offer him the model of the suffering Christ as key and measure of his

love for suffering and for those who suffer. His struggle with his fear of leprosy

and his conquering it through the act of kissing the leper is really Francis's

struggte with himself; it is similar to the biblical episode of Jacob's struggle

with the angel. Francis's leper, no less than Jacob's angel, is an initiator, and the

struggle with the initiator is an obligatory part of military initiations in many

traditional cultures.sr The so-called accolade, or blow on the neck dealt by the

officiant to the candidate in the rite of dubbing, is a ritual reminder of this sort of
anthropological picture. The terrn, even by itself, refers to the whole series of
ritual wounds.82

"LMj r,4 [FA:ED II,533].
*oLMj l, 5 [FA:ED II, 533].
8rFor this whole question, see A. Brelich, Le iniziazioni,2 vols. (Rome 1960),

and also, for the many ideas offered, G. Dum6zil, Ventura e sventura del guerriero,
Italian trans. (Torino 1974).

82The medieval Latin term dubbatio derives from a Germanic *dubban, a term

that means "to strike." On the other hand, it should be noted that in the rites for the

investiture of knights, the "accolade" seems to appear later than the simple handing over

of arms. On this subject we have no recent study that is the result of a broad synthesis;

Jean Flori is presently working on one. For ritual wounds, see B. Bettelheim, Ferite
simboliche. Italian trans. (Florence 1973), to be used with caution, however, given its

one-sided psychoanalytic approach. In a purely anthropological-symbolic context, it
would be interesting for the purposes of our present study to compare two types of ritual
wounds: the stigmata of Francis and the wound of the Grail King. But for reasons of
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Apart from the initiatory aspect of the struggle with the leper, which
Bonaventure-as was logical-saw only in its ascetical dimension, an adequate
commentary on this dense and beautiful page in the Major Legend would require
more space and would probably take us far from our subject. And so we limit
ourselves to some essential observations that cannot be postponed at this point.

First of all, the symmetry between the meeting with the poor knight and
the meeting with the leper would be impossible to miss. Both are figures of
Clu'ist, the second of Christ himself or his angel. Both are also concrete and real
figures from the early 1200s, a time of social contradictions everywhere, a

century of old and new marginalizations, of the rise of the middle classes and
new moneyed aristocracies, of rapidly changing fortunes. "There comes a time
for rising and for falling" would be sung not far from there by a man Francis had
loved and who in turn would have loved him: Emperor Frederick II.

Who is the poor knight who comes to meet Francis? Perhaps an
acquaintance, a companion in arms, maybe a friend or former friend; perhaps the
offspring of one of the feudal families whose castles had been attacked a few
years before by the Assisians; perhaps a noble reduced to poverty by usurers, by
people like Francis's father; perhaps a knight whose generosity Francis admired
and took as a model in the past, one of those whose ruin embarasses Francis, a

merchant's son, and for which he feels, without any fault on his part, personally
responsible. But even if it was a stranger, or a vision from heaven, it would
always remain what appeared to be a real person. In the tenth and eleventh
centuries the expression "poor knight" would have seemed contradictory, seeing
that the knights, the warriors, the powerful, were a sociologically and juridically
distinct class in contrast to the poor. The poor knight is a standard figure in the
literature of chivalry and in the eleventh- and twelfth-century sources. Often he

is voluntarily poor, a warrior who has been won over to the ideals of the Peace

of God and has gone through a conversion of his own (William of the epic and
Walter Sans-Avoir of the chronicles of the First Crusade are possible examples).
More often he is an aristocrat who has been reduced to poverty by the crisis of
feudal structures and the incipient economic revolution, forced to take to the
road in search of fortune, half-mercenary and half-bandit-a sad but all too real
reversal of his advenfure.t' There is an obscure link between poor knights and
lepers, who could even have belonged to the same class. It is no accident that a

military religious order had been founded in the wake of the crusades, the Order
of Saint Lazarus, devoted to knights who were lepers and vowed to assist those

with that disease.

space, these pages are not the place for such a discussion, which we therefore postpone.
8'There are interesting observations on the pauvres chevaliers in M. Mancini,

Societdfeudale e ideologia nel "Charroi de Nimes " (Florence 1972), 108-18.
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From a social standpoint, Francis's gesture toward the poor knight is
telling. It signifies respect for military rank on the part of one aspiring to it,
solidarity between two members-at a different level and in a different
capacity-of the same ruling class. It is the expression of a rising middle class,
ready to aid and displace or absorb the old feudal aristocracy by inheriting, at
least in part, their ideals, attitudes, mindset and lifestyle. But on the level of
hagiography, there is no doubt that Bonaventure is drawing on the Life of
Martin, although borrowed by way of Celano's Second Lift, which is leavened
by a number of exegetical considerations.sa Conversely, the episode of the leper
Francis meets while riding his horse is reduced to a few lines in Thomas,8s

whereas Bonaventure, as we have seen, makes it the center of a tight series of
meditations on his victory over self as an apprenticeship in the militia of Christ.
The direct link Bonaventure establishes between the meeting with the leper and
the vision of the Crucified almost leads us to think that in the two distinct
meetings, with the knight and with the leper, he intended, as it were, to split the
episode of Martin's meeting with Christ in the person of the poor man, or rather
the poor man in whom Christ is recognized.s6

Even more interesting is a comparison between Thomas and
Bonaventure vis-i-vis the two prophetic dreams. Celano's "beautiful palace"
becomes "a large and splendid palace" in Bonaventure, where the "military
arms" are marked with the insignia of the cross (a new detail). But any mention
of the presence of women, however symbolic, or plans of marriage has

disappeared. Instead there is the answer-and it explicitly says that this was
given after Francis's question-that arms and palace "were for him and his
knights," just as it appeared in the first, but not the second of Thomas's Lives.
Both the elimination of mention of the bride and the reintroduction of mention
of Francis's future knights move in the direction of a strict desire to purge this
page of anything in the earlier sources that might smack of worldliness. But at

the same time there is a desire to highlight Francis's future as leader of a militia,
that is, as head and founder of an order. And this is to counter any residual or
resurgent tendency to oppose canonical organization of the Franciscans as an

order or religion, and no longer a simple fraternity.

In the same way we could dwell a moment more on that "large and
splendid palace," which has now lost the sense of oneiric reality created in the
First Lfe by the patemal warehouse and the allure of the elegant dwelling with
its slightly unsettling feminine presence. Bonaventure's palace, besides being
splendid is also large. It has the grandiose but uninspired beauty of a monastery,

8aSee 2C 5 [FA:ED 11,244-451.
rs 2c g [FA:ED rr, 249-491.
EuSulpicius Severus, "Vita Martini," 3
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and the presence of arms marked with crosses almost reminds us of a specific
literary model, the description of Solomon's temple (by then it had become the
monastery-barracks of the Templars) in the book In Praise of the New
Knighthood by Bernard of Clairvaux.t' On the other hand, the inspiration for the
cross-marked shields could have come from the Templars-and not only from
them, for we need only think of how often the cross was used in civic heraldry.
It could also have derived from The Quest for the Holy Grail, which
Bonaventure was certainly not unaware of and besides, being of Cistercian
inspiration, it would lead back in turn to the Knights of the Temple.

At this point we could also ask why the scattered symbolic references
to chivalry surrounding the figure of Francis are not concretized in a reference to
the Order of Templars, the religious-military experience that with greater rigor
had advanced the effort to lead chivalry to the militia of Christ.88 Francis and the
Franciscans should have been attracted at least by their sfrict observance of
poverty, which among the Templars was vigorously and strongly emphasized,
even though this was the older type of monastic poverty which did not suffice
for Francis. But in only one case, and a late one at that, do the Franciscan
sources speak of the Templars.s' This near total silence is understandable if we
note that the codices that preserve those sources are mostly from the fourteenth
century, in other words, after the Order of Templars had been dissolved. And so
possible references, if there had been any originally, could have been deleted by
copyists. But all things considered, Francis most likely never mentioned the
Order of Templars, which it was not easy to enter in the early 1200s unless one
belonged to a family in which there were already invested knights. In Italy, the
Order never grew much or was particularly important; it was already suspected
of laxity and the object of criticism. But it was one of those monastic orders
Francis wished to see respected and honored, but in which he did not wish to see
his experience end. If anything, he was attracted by the model of lay chivalry,
that is, of heroic and spontaneous advenfure, free and trusting in Providence.
This is another reason why Bonavenfure, who never misses a chance to give a

clerical stamp to Francis's choices, passes over his ideas of chivalry in silence.
In this context it is only too logical that in Bonaventure any reference to chivalry

87*ggcourse the fagade of this temple is adorned, but with weapons rather than
with jewels, and in place of the ancient golden crowns, its walls are hung round about
with shields. In place of the candlesticks, censers and ewers, this house is well furnished
with saddles, bits and lances" ("Liber ad Milites Templi de laude novae militiae," [Trans.
C. Greenial).

88La cerca del Graal,ltalian trans., 45-72.
EeSee Actus beati Francisci et sociorum eius, c.66, ed. P. Sabatier (Paris:

Fischbacher, 1902), 192 [English trans. The Little Flowers of St. Francls, trans. E.M.
Blaiklock & A.C. Keys (MI: Servant Books, 1985), 150-15ll.
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is spiritualized and desiccated, as it were, in a discussion whose language and
syrnbols are drawn from the hagiographic-apocalyptic repertory. The whole
thing is a hymn to Francis as another Christ and an exaltation of the cross.

Sylvester of Assisi, "a man of an upright way of life," views Francis
with suspicion. But grace enlightens him with a dream in which he sees Assisi
encircled and threatened by a huge dragon. And there is Francis, from whose
mouth issues a golden cross so big that it sfietches to the ends of the world. He
confronts the dragon and puts it to flight.eo The image of the dragon encircling
the city is apocalyptic, even more so if we think of Francis as another Christ,
since in this case the image corresponds exactly to that of the dragon with open
jaws standing before the woman, waiting for her to give birth so that it might
devour her child. On the other hand, Francis affacking the dragon juxtaposes the
permanent apocalyptic symbolism always present in the Drachenkampf wththe
memory of military saints who were dragon-slayers, Saint George first of all.
And he could be linked yet again to his role as another Christ if we recall the
legend-prophecy, widespread at the time, which said that when Christ comes
again he will defeat the Antichrist before the portal of the sanctuary of Saint
George in Lydda near Jerusalem.er The symbol of the cross that issues from
Francis's mouth is also apocalyptic; it recalls the sword that issues from the
Lord's mouth in the Johannine vision.

This time the relationship between the resplendent cross and the sword
is no longer implicit; in fact the cross is formed by two swords. It is shown
stretching across the saint's body in the vision that leads to the conversion of the
poet known as the King of Verses, who would later become Brother Pacifico.e2
The episode, already present in Thomas of Celano, gains special prominence
here, given the auitude toward veneration of the cross in Bonaventure's text,
whose military language always appears in connection with the cross. This is
clear in expressions such as "armor of the cross" used to refer to ascetical
practices for overcoming temptation, expressions also related to the habitual
language of Paul.e3 The relationship between cross and sword and the symbolic-
mystical meditation on the sword in the form of a cross, which is found in the
investiture texts of the time and also influenced the external appearance of that
weapon, would become a characteristic part of the Franciscan mystical language
of Ramon Llull.ea

'oLMj 3,5 [FA:ED II,545].
erFor the apocalyptic symbols here present, see Rev. l2:t-6 and l9: I l-16.

"Llvlj 4, 9 [FA:ED II, 556]; see also 2C 106 [FA:ED II,3l6-17].
"Lturj 5, l [FA:ED II, 560-61].
eaSee R. Lullo, Il libro dell'ordine della cavalleria,ltaliantrans. ed. G. Allegra,

Yicenza 1972.



82 Cardini

In the Minor Legend discussion about the imitation of Christ becomes
even more succinct, given the work's obvious conciseness. For example, in
speaking of the poor knight it says that Francis is reminded of "Christ, the poor
and noble king," thus establishing a twofold relationship between Christ and the
knight.e5

There is no need to decide here whether or not the Legend of the Three
Companiozs is partially or completely pre-Bonaventurian, and thus whether or
not we can discern in its text an echo of the material sent from Greccio after the
request by Crescentius of Iesi. It suffices to say that what emerges from a
limited examination of the chivalric passages would tend to confirm the thesis
that this is actually a rather late compilation. It repeats and amplifies themes and
passages from Celano and Bonavenfure, inserting them in a framework provided
by the Anonymous of Perugia.e6

In the Legend of the Three Companions as in the other texts, but
perhaps with even greater vividness, all the chivalric references-those relating
to Francis's youthful fantasies as well as those referring to the symbolism of the
militia of God-are concentrated in the first part of the text and in the first phase
of Francis's life. The virtues and the naturalness with which he practiced them
are carefully emphasized.eT In particular, unlike his father, he is described as

"more good-nafured and generous," two virtues of chivalry, the first being also
the 'Joy" of courtly memory. To help Francis find the way to God are the two
virtues of generosity and courtesy, joined together. With them is respect for the
hierarchy, which will mark his entire personal story and which we will find
intact in the Testament It can be said that what the Legend of the Three
Companions proposes for Francis is a courteous way to holiness. If he is so
courteous to others, will he not be all the more so, and with greater reason, to

'-tLMn 1,3 [FA:ED II,685].
e6See L. Di Fonzo, "L'Anonimo perugino tra le fonti francescane del secolo

XIII. Rapporti letterari e testo critico," Miscellanea Franciscana 72 (1972), I l7-483. But
S. Clasen, Die Dreigefihrtenlegende des heiligen Franzisku,s (Werl i.W. 1972), is of the
opposite opinion and considers the Legend of the Three Companions to be the text of the
"flowers" sent from Greccio; thus the Anonymous of Perugia is, if anything, dependent
on it. For the state of the question see Campagnola, Biografie e cronache,90-95; Idem,
Le origini francescane, index; G. Philippart, "Le bollandiste Frangois van Ortroy et la
Legenda trium sociorum," in La "questione francescana", l7l-97 [Editor's note: the
scholarly consensus today dates the Legend of the Three Companions to 1246, and that of
the Anonyntous of Perugia to c. 1241; thus both texts are considered to be pre-
Bonaventurian].

'7"He was naturally courteous in manner and speech and, following his heart's
intent, never uttered a rude or offensive word to anyone. Moreover, since he was such a
light-hearted and undisciplined youth, he proposed to answer back those speaking to him
rarely in a brusque manner" (L3C 3 [FA:ED II, 69]).
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God?e8 Amplified and rationahized in a feudal sense, this is what he is thinking
about the poor man who asks him for alms in God's name and whom he drives
away, then repents and runs after him. In Bonaventure the text ends at this point.
The Legend of the Three Companions adds Francis's reasoning: "If that poor
man had asked something from you for a great count or baron, you would
certainly have granted him his request."ee And is not the King of kings more
than any count or baron?

The same form and the same method can be seen with regard to his
imprisonment in Perugia. In Thomas's Second Life Francis had been "captured
along with many others" and there, alone, he had supported, comforted and
soothed an affogant knight, which would lead us to believe that nobles and
common folk were forced to live together in the same prison, which both
disliked. On the other hand, the Legend of the Three Companions tells us that
"because of his noble rnanners, he was imprisoned with the knightS,"roo in this
way providing information that is perhaps more factually correct, but forcing its
interpretation. The prisoners were screened, not on whether they were noble-
mannered or not, but on whether or not they could pay the ransom.

As for the journey to Apulia and the prophetic dreams, the order of
events in the Legend of the Three Companions follows, at least apparently and in
its first part, the order of the First Life. There is his yearning to go to Apulia
with a nobleman from Assisi, the prophetic dream and the abandonment of the
journey. The contrast between Francis's virtues and those of the nobleman
follows Celano's text only in part and shortens it:

As presented by Legend of the Three Companions, the account of
almsgiving to the poor knight is postponed until after the first prophetic dream.
The text, however, contains a precise chronological reference noting that the
former preceded the latter. But the Legend of the Three Companions apparently
did not accept or even notice the close link that, according to Celano in the

'8"You are generous and courteous to those from whom you receive nothing
except passing and worthless approval. [s it not right that, on account of God who repays
most generously, you should be courteous and generous to the poor" (L3C 3 [FA:ED II,
6el)

n'L3c 3 [FA:ED II,69].
rool-3c 4 [FA:ED II, 70]; see also 2C 4 [FA:EDII,243].

1C 8 [FA:ED I, l85l L3C 92 [FA:ED II,70]
Although Francis did not equal him in
nobility of birth, he did outrank him in
graciousness; and though poorer in
wealth, he was richer in generosity.

Even though he was poorer in riches
than his fellow citizen, he was far
more extravagant.
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Second Life and especially according to Bonaventure, exists between the
nobility shown by Francis in the episode of the poor knight and his election in
the dream.lol

The mechanism of the first dream is different from the other sources
and seems to be a development of Bonavenfure's version, nafurally amplified.ro2
Someone appears to hinl calls him by name and leads him into a large and
beautiful palace filled with arms hanging from the walls. Francis asks to whom
all this belongs and is told that it is his. Still closer to the Major Legend is the
account of the second vision, the one in Spoleto. Taking the episode as a whole,
several very important similarities to Bonaventure will be noted: the explicit
asking of the question by Francis, the lack of mention of the bride and instead
the prediction of future knights. However, in the Legend of the Three
Companions Francis is not yet in the building. He is led inside by a mysterious
presence, evidently divine, which replaces the simple voice of the other sources
and seems to fulfill a kind of psychagogic function.r03

Next come the first steps on the path of conversion: kissing the leper,
the visit to a hospice of lepers, the walks and prayers outside Assisi with the
anonymous, mysterious companion, whom some have wanted to see as being
Elias or Leo. The Legend of the Three Companiors gives Francis the epithet
"knight of Christ" only after he has passed his first real initiation test: the battle
with the devil (this theme is already in Celano) who threatens to reduce him to
the state of a poor deformed woman in Assisi. In the Second Life the episode,
likewise present, seemed relatively unimportant.roa The Legend of the Three
Companiozs insists on the novitiate of Francis's militia of Christ. He is not free
of moments of uncertainty and fear, all of which is logical in a new knight, one
who is young and relatively inexperienced. But finally his efforts are crowned
with success because, like Saint Paul, he is able to arm himself with "Christ's
armor of confidence" and "the sign of the cross."l05

After Francis's conversion, the language of the Legend of the Three
Companions drops the real and metaphorical references to chivalry, whether of
the mystical or mundane variety. Proof of this is the reference to the dream of

r0rL3C 6 [FA:ED II, 7ll. The description of the clothing given
(refined...expensive) seems inspired by the finely tailored of the Second Life rather than
Bonaventure's serious dressed as usual in his fine clothes. But it differs from Celano and
resembles Bonaventure in that it lacks the explicit reference to Saint Martin.

to'These textual relationships, however, are not present in the sources in
general, but only in the passages indicated.

lo3ln any case, the situation is quite normal, hagiographically speaking.
ro4l3c r2 [FA:ED rr,74-751.
ro'tL3c 16-17 [FA:ED u,77-797.
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Sylvester, whose background is related in greater detail than in Bonavenfure.
The element of veneration of the cross is preserved, but the apocalyptic and
psychomachian elements are drastically reduced, both being closer to a mystical
treatise on chivalry. And in fact there are no references to the battle with the
dragon. As for Giles, there is no mention of the chivalric aspect of his
spirituality, which is so characteristic in the Life of Blessed Giles, a text that is
perhaps also part of the Leonine tradition. But with regard to Francis's visit to
Innocent, the Legend of the Three Companiozs does not fail to mention the
chivalric parable of the king's sons and the beautiful but poor woman.

Again on the subject of chivalry, not much of note can be drawn from
consultation of certain "minor" texts, even though this misleading and aprioristic
term does have a meaning in source criticism. The liturgical texts found in
Volume 10 of the Analecta franciscana, pp. 372-404, offer only the usual
references to the heavenly militia, which in this context seenrs to be a purely
traditional expression. The Legends found there on pp. 529-54 follow Celano's
Lives. Only the Legenda Monacensis [Legend of Munich] devotes a certain
amount of space to the chivalric virtues of the young Francis. As for the poor
knight, it makes use of, or seems to make direct use of Sulpicius Severus for the
comparison with Saint Martin.106

It is hard to deal in any kind of way with the Miwor of Perfection, itself
a question within the Franciscan Question. The computer search done by
Desbonnets has shown for twenty-nine chapters of the Mirror of Perfection an
85-99% equivalence with the Second Life, while the Perugia Manuscript 1046
would seem to contain a source common to both.ro7 There is nothing in the
Lemmens edition of the Mirror of Perfection that would be of direct interest to
this study.ro8 The Sabatier edition is late even though, as we know, Sabatier

dated it about ninety years too early. Paragraph 4, however, contains the famous
peroration to the Rulebased on examples from chivalry, for which it is indebted,

as we have seen, to the Legenda antiqua Perusina.t0e

The Life of Blessed Giles merits some attention insofar as it at least

appears to belong to the Leonine corpus. When Giles asks to be received among

the companions of Francis, the latter answers with a feudal logic that recalls the

to6Legenda Monacensis, l-2 (Analecta Franciscana X, 695f [English trans.,

FA:ED III,837-8711).
loTDesbonnets, "G6n6alogie," 273-316.
ros"Speculum perfectionis," in Documenta antiqua franciscana, ll, ed. L.

Lemmens (Quaracchi l90l) [FA:ED lll.214-521.
roeSpeculum perfectionis, selt Francisci Assiensis legenda antiquissima auctore

fratre Leone, c. 4 (ed. P. Sabatier (Paris: Fischbacher, 1898), 10 [FA:ED III, 257-58].
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reasons *hy, in the Legencl''6f the Three Companions,he ran after the beggar he
had earlier refused:

The Lord has given you great gifts. If the emperor came to Assisi to select a
citizen as his knight or henchman, a crowd of our townsmen would rush
forward, each man hoping to be the chosen one. you have heard a greater call.
The Lord himself has picked you out and summoned you to his court.rr0

In this passage the predominant idea is clearly the militia of God, but
this does not prevent Francis's words from being stretched to fit a joyfully
mundane situation. In a sense this was later confirmed, in the same source, by
the itinerant vocation of Giles, the most errant, in the strict sense of the word, of
Francis's knights. In his wanderings he reaches destinations that are also
important for our study, such as the sanctuary of the archangel Michael on
Monte Gargano. Finally, there is a passage in his Sayings that very closely
recalls Francis's words in the Legenda antiqua Perusina:

Many join an order, but fail to practice the virtues proper to it. They are like the
oaf who dressed up in the armor of Roland, but did not know how to fight in it.
Not all would know how to ride Bayard, or even be able to straddle him
without getting thrown. I am not greatly impressed by a call to the royal court,
or by gifts from a king, but I do esteem the art of noble etiquette observed at a
royal palace.lll

This is huly a remarkable passage. Beyond the usual allegory of the
militia of God and an epic culture treated with folk-like vigor, it almost seems to
echo exactly certain geffes of the literature of chivalry, such as satire against
boors and didactic writing on courtly behavior. Again, we could detect a further
element of Giles's chivalric way of thinking in the feelings of affection and
loyalty shown by him toward the emperor, and one might say, also shared by
Francis.rr2 But in this particular case we must proceed cautiously, because
Giles's words could be aimed more simply at condemmng the politicization and
exploitation wrought by the Roman Curia at the time of the conflict with
Frederick II.

With the Sayings of Blessed Giles our brief excursus using the early
Franciscan sources could end, needless to say with the doubts we have
mentioned, which depend on the still open and unresolved Franciscan Question.
Certainly we do not claim to explain all of Francis's spirituality-not even the
part that was responsible for his conversion-in the uncertain and largely

'ro"Vita beati fratris Aegidii," c. l, in Documenta antiqua franciscana, I
(Quaracchi l90l), 39 [English trans. O'Sullivan].

r"Dicta beati Aegidii Assisiensis," c. 19, in Biblioth. Franc. asc. Medii Aevi
III (Quaracchi 19392), 63 [English trans. O'sullivan].

"'See Campagno la, Le origini francescane, 69.
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hypothetical light of an early vocation to knighthood, later sublimated. Even less
could this be done guided by a few stories repeated from one text to another or
from a few old literary topoi. We only wished to note that the element of
chivalry, with many nuances, seems to be alive in all the early Franciscan
literature with a tone, coherence and color that leave few doubts about the fact
that this may go back to the founder. And the references, not to a bloodless and
scholasticized stereotype of the knight of Christ, but to a culturally and socially
experienced spirituality of chivalry, run through and animate even the latest
Franciscan texts, up until the Little Flowers, with a faint tremor, almost a kind of
golden thread. Given the provisional nature of the conclusions we mean to
present here, we refrain from a closer examination of these more recent sources.

Our only wish is that our use of them, limited to three or four of the clearest
examples, not seem unwarranted. We began with the personal conviction that
the tones of chivalry we detected in them either derive from a long authentic
tradition, even though late in being written down, or else result from a process of
amplification. But the latter, in its nucleus if not its details, drew legitimacy
from an awareness that a certain way of thinking and expressing oneself actually
derived from what had been Francis's way.

A page from the Actus offers a detailed spiritual account of chivalry. It
translates the theme of militia of Christ as used allegorically by Paul, Prudentius
and Bernard, but enlivens it with a rcal sense of participation that relieves the
dryness of the didactic discourse and resolves it in terms of a true commitment
to fight:

There was a valiant knight who had many victories and afterward became a
Lesser Brother. And when the knights laughed at him because he entered such

an order and should instead have entered the Templars, where he could do more
good deeds and be constantly at war, he replied: "l tell you, when I am thirsty,
hungry, cold or the like, this is how the passion of pride and concupiscence still
attacks me. How much more if I were to see my feet clad in iron and be on a
fine horse!" And he added: "So far I have been valiant affacking others, but
from now on I want to be valiant attacking myself."l13

This is a virile and serene example of a knight whose conversion
consists entirely in transferring the war from outside to inside himself from the

physical fight to the spiritual fight. In short, he has a truly ascetical awareness of
the need to overcome himself but without denying himself, or rather denying
himself only insofar as he succeeds in overcoming himself. We can compare this
example to another text even less known and perhaps even less authoritative, but
not unimportant. It reveals, in tones of almost romantic purity, Francis's

"3Actus beati Francisci et sociorum eius, c.66 (192).
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admiration for the external-one might say esthetic-qualities of the knight
Angelo Tancredi:

..-the most gracious courtesy, the mellifluous goodness, together with the most
kind and sweet affability of Brother Angelo, a knight from Rieti. He was the
first knight who was added to our company. Once, when I wished to enter the
presence of the Supreme Pontiff, I took a journey through the city of Rieti. And
as I was passing by on the road near the city, I met that knight on the way.
Commanded by God, I said: "Sir Angelo, you have worn the belt, sword and

military spurs for a long time, but now instead of a belt you should wear a

rough cord, instead of a sword the cross of Christ, and instead of spurs dirt and
dust. I want you to come after me and I will make you a knight of Jesus Christ.
Wondrous to tell, the grace of the Holy Spirit immediately wounded his heart,

and having left all things, the knight followed the new leader Francis and the

King of kings and Lord of lords.rra

By the time this page was written, the Pauline metaphors of soldier of
Christ and spiritual armor-fully developed through contact with the rornance
genre, on the one hand, and the ethical-didactic and liturgical genres, on the
other-had not for nothing been the subject of Ramon Llull's meditation, so

typically Franciscan and chivalric at the same time. And on this basis Benet
Canfield's mystical meditations, also typically Franciscan and chivalric at the
same time, were not so far away either.

3. Elements of chivalry in the personal story of Francis

So, does Francis the "knight" really exist and can we find him? Can he

be distinguished from his reflection and refraction in the sources? Can he be

detected above and beyond their tradition and the historical-symbolic-literary
encrustations the topic has suffered from?

We must do more than appeal to source criticism, if not to provide, then

at least to formulate a correct answer to that question. If what interests us is
Francis the knight or would-be knight, we must also try to understand what the

dignity of knighthood and the experience of knighthood meant at his time and in
his city. And to do this we certainly cannot be content to refer the reader to
studies of chivalry in the Italian communes. Besides, such studies are few and

out of date, or else too general or one sided, done solely from a juridic point of
view, solely from a literary point of view and so forth.

At the end of the twelfth century, Assisi was a city ovemrn and ravaged

by tremors of war. There was war between its citizens and the feudal families in
the surrounding countryside. There were the first stirrings of the people's

ttoActus beati Francisci in valle Reatina, ed. F. Pennacchi, Miscellanea
Franciscana l3 (l9l l),3-21.
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movement and thus the conflict in the city between nobles (milites) and
conrmonerc Qtedites). There was conflict with the neighboring cities, especially
Perugia. There were clashes with the uncertain authority of the dukes of Spoleto,
dependent on the Swabians, and there were clashes with the papal Curia, which
was already emerging as an uneasy protector of the autonomy of the cities
against the rights of the emperor. There was internal tension between the bishop
and the corlmune and rivalry within the consular ruling class itself. This was the
typical situation of endemic crisis, and heretical propaganda took advantage of
it.

In 1198, the people of Assisi had stormed and taken the imperial
fortress that dominated their city. That same year there arose the first conflicts
between Bishop Guido, whose rights ofjurisdiction were supported by the Pope,
and the ruling class of Assisi gathered around the canons of San Rufino-from
the same stock-and the faction of nobles (milites/boni homines) who were also
"of San Rufino." From the same year 1198 we have evidence of Assisi's first
consul, who bore the proud name Bonus baro ("Goodbaron").rrs

After the imperial fortress, it was the turn of the castles of the nobles in
the countryside to be stormed by the Assisians. The conflict became radicalized,
between nobles on one side and commoners on the other. With the rise of the
people's movement, there, as in other cities, it furned into civil war. The losing
nobles appealed to Perugia for help, and an external war was superimposed on
the internal conflict. It is the usual picture of Italy at the time.rr6 An accord
between maiores and minores in Novernber 1203 may have led to the freeing of
the prisoners from Assisi, who were languishing in Perugia from the battle of
Collestrada a year before. Among them was Francis. But this did nothing to
assuage the internal conflicts, to which were added a papal interdict shortly
after, issued and then revoked in the fatal year 1204, the year the crusaders
captured Constantinople. I I 7

Francis's vocation matured during these events. He was a combatant at
Collestrada, and perhaps even before that at the storming of the castles in the
country. His childhood must have been filled with dreams of war. The protector
of Assisi, Saint Rufinus, was linked to a long tradition of wars and disputes. He
was hailed as an "invincible warrior, illustrious martyr, like a lion unable to be
overcome."rrs Francis received his first instruction at the church of Saint

"tsee A. Fortini, Nova vita di san Francesco, I (Rome 1969), l52f; L.
Salvatorelli, Vita di san Francesco d'Assisi, new ed. (Torino 1973),27ff.

rl6see the interesting material gathered by R. Davidsohn , Forschungen zur
Geschichte von Florenz, IV (Berlin 1908), 8-29.

I I TSalvator elli, Vita, 3 3 -3 6.
I rsFortini, Nova vita, I, 67 -68.
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George; logically enough, it was there that the children learned their bit of Latin
by mulling over and stumbling through the Legend of the saintly dragon-slayer.
Just as the mind of the young son of Pietro Bernardone was leaving earliest
childhood and beginning to open up to the world, Jerusalem fell and the Third
Crusade was called. And about ten years later-Francis was now an adolescent
and had seen Empress Constance and the boy Frederick of Swabia inside the
walls of his city-there were early signs of the Fourth, during which he would
begin his journey into God.

It was a harsh environment the boy grew up in. The names of the noble
families are there to remind us of this, in Assisi as elsewhere. Next to the names
of the Christian military saints (George, Martin, Michael) are those hallowed by
epic glory (Roland, Oliver, Renaud, Turpin) or by crusade (Godfrey, Baldwin,
Walter, Roger, Tancred, Saraceno, Pagano, Turco); some are already illuminated
by the inspiration of courtly poetry (Gentile, Chiarissimo). But next to these are

old names that seem untouched by the waters of baptism, fierce names linked to
warlike totemisnr, almost like battle cries. The sources, from Assisi and

elsewhere, record for us names such as Fortebraccio, Malcavalca, Scudacollo,
Sanguigno, Bevisangue, Guerra, Rubaconte, Battifolle, Salinguarra,
Aquistardito, Lupo, Squarcialupo. I re

Study of the names alone is enough to show that this society was
inundated with an epic culture, perhaps not deep, but widespread nonetheless.r20

Francis is living in this atmosphere where in 1131 the nobles and consuls of
Nepi, binding themselves under oath, called down upon those who had

destroyed it "the most shameful death, like Ganelon who betrayed his
companions." In Tuscany, this atmosphere had led to the spread of a cult named

after Saint Genesius, supposedly an ancient Roman actor, and it had created the
legend of the unknown minstrel from Lucca who had played in honor of the
Holy Face and been seen to miraculously receive from it a gift in the form of a
richly adorned slipper. The minstrels, not without self-interest, were proposing
the generosity of Christ as a model for the lay and ecclesiastical powers.

Far too much has been said about the contrast between Francis's father
and mother, about his hard-heartedness as opposed to her gentleness. From the

hagiographic topoi to psychoanalysis, no stone has been left unturned-racking
the few sources to the limits of permissibility-to shed light on the relationship

lleFortini, Nova vita,l, l57ft see P. Rajna, "Gli eroi brettoni nell'onomastica
italiana del secolo XIII," Romania l7 (1888), l6l-85; Idem, "L'onomastica italiana e

I'epopea carolingia," Romania l8 (1889), l-69.

''osee A. D'Ancona - E. Monaci (Jna leggenda araldica e l'epopea carolingia
nell'(Jntbria (Perugia 1885); J. B6dier, "Les Chansons de geste et les routes d'ltalie," in
Les ligendes dpiques,ll (Paris 1908); 137-278; A. D'Ancona, "Le tradizioni carolinge in
Italia," in Saggi de letteratura popolare (Livorno l9l3),l-44.
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between Pietro Bernardone and Francis, on the one hand, and pica and Francis
on the other. Naturally, those who have wanted to suggest that even as a child
Francis had contacts with Waldensianism or Catharism have seized on the
tradition that Pica was French or Provengal. The same is true of those who have
wanted to explain Francis's love for courtly poetry and the customs of chivalry
by his mother's sweet tales and first songs of love. More or less the same thing
can be said about the thesis of the son of a merchant father and a noble mother.
But it is interesting to note how conflict between Francis and Pietro Bernardone
is framed. Based on the conflict between nobility and middle class, it draws on
the subject matter of famous chansons such as Herttiz de Metz and Enfances
Vivien.t2t Hewiz from Lorraine, son of a noble mother but up against a putative
father whose position and-even worse-way of thinking are that of a merchant,
is forced to become an apprentice in the bourgeois art of money-making.
Naturally, he finds this repugnant, and so he reacts by squandering his father's
goods in generosity of every kind. Note that these chansons.were not simple
mockeries of middle-class avarice viewed from the bastions of a courtly
mentality. They were a satire that contemporaries must not have found
humorous, but rather a bitter and blistering attack on the incipient policy of
"closing" the knightly class. From the empire to the Norman kingdoms to
France, this policy had begun a bit everywhere in the second half of the eleventh
cenfury, along with the tendency of the sovereign to assume the prerogative of
investing knights. This wicked novelty modified the traditional system of
investitures based, at least in principle, on the co-option of worthy candidates by
those who were already members of the knightly corporation. In virtue of this
policy of closure, personal gifts of graciousness, courtesy and the like no longer
sufficed for investifure as a knight; it was also necessary to have at least one
parent who was of military lineage. This raised again the longstanding question
of whether nobility could be inherited, indeed the question of its very essence in
relation to personal liberty. And beyond that, it triggered a long debate between
personal qualities and dynastic qualities, a debate that was to run through all the
literature of the thirteenth century, Italian included. Meanwhile an old question
was cropping up again: what did it mean to descend through the female line as

far as the transmission of liberty and nobility was concerned?t22 Naturally in
conrmunal Italy, land of a sui generis form of feudalism and a sui generis

'2'See the examples cited in Felder, S. Francesco,28.
t22To frame the question, see G. Duby, "Una ricerca che deve essere

continuata: la nobilti nella Francia medievale," in Terra e nobiltd,ltalian trans. (Torino
l97l), 113-34, in which can be found bibliographical information about the other major
scholars who have dealt with the question: K. Bosl, A. Borst, L. V6rriest, G. Tellenbach,
K. Schmid, J. Richard, E. Perroy, to mention just a few of the French and German
specialists in this area.
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chivalry, these questions must have been reflected less dramatically than
elsewhere, at least from a social point of view.

How then does Francis appear before his world as an adolescent and
youth during the years prior to the battle of Collestrada? The years between
1198 and 1202 mark his passage from adolescence to youth. Although the
chivalric traditions followed in Europe during that period varied according to
place and time, these years corresponded to the age at which a squire completed
his apprenticeship and finally received the knight's belt. In a rapidly changing
society, Francis belongs to an ascendant class whose ambition and need is to
conform to the rank and lifestyle of the consular aristocracy. He is sufficiently
well-educated, endowed no doubt with considerable personal charm (although
not handsome in a physical sense), and above all rich enough to cover the
expenses of an entire band of youthful revelers. He not only aspires to live
nobly; he also absorbs the way of thinking of the class he wishes to become like
socially. He becomes for his companions, who were nafural members of that
class, the master of this manner, the exponent of courtesy and gai saber. He can
sing, play, dance; a merchant's son, he has traveled more than the sons of
knights whose horizon is limited by the ancestral tower. He has a smattering of
the northern European languages; he knows something about the emperor
Charles, Roland and the Round Table. And his passion for knighthood makes
him close to perhaps the most fascinating character in Arthurian literature,
Percival (whom he may be acquainted with), to that "silly fool" who loves only
knights and on meeting some of them in the woods thinks they are angels.
Neither does Francis's father spare his love in order to further his son's dreams
of knighthood, dreams that for him translate into concrete and civic terms of
social ascent, prestige, good friendships and a select clientele. Moreover, it was
a time of nouveaux riches no less than nouveaux pauvres, such as the poor
knight to whom Francis would give his clothes in a traditional gesture of
courtesy.

In early thirteenth-cenfury Assisi, Francis son of Pietro Bernardone is
leader of a merry band of sons of the consular class (or at least most of them are
members of it), and this at a time of internal political frictions. It is delicate
position, perhaps difficult at times, but certainly also very prestigious. He is king
of the youth, flower of youth, and today the phenomenon of youth (iuventus) as

an anthropological category is of increasingly close interest to scholars.rz' The
Assisi stafutes, like other communal stafutes, allowed a certain amount of room

r23Besides Duby's study, cited in note 37 above, see the basic study by G.
Dum6zil, "Giovinezza, eterniti, alba. Linguistica comparata e mitologia comparata
indoeuropea," in La storia e le altre scienze sociali, ed. F. Braudel, Italian trans. (Bari
1974), t-17.
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for these groups of merry-makers.r2a But the question of what these groups
represented in our communal society is perhaps broached only superficially
when we tend to restrict them to civic folklore or turn them into a discussion
about the history of troubadour poetry or the early theater. Medieval Italy is
marked by a religious-traditional continuity, "viscous and plant-like, that seems
to reabsorb into itself the fracfures and tears that were present there.,'r25 Assisi is
located in the area of the "profound center" where the Appenine range widens
between Falterona and Maiella to form a sort of continuous massif. It is
penetrable but compact in its own way, an authentic reservoir of tenacious
traditions. Its sacred center is the Sibylline Mountains, the inaccessible region
between Norcia and Ascoli Piceno dominated by Monte Vettore. It is the seat of
an ancient cult, which resisted Romanization and Christianization, which was
still alive in the Middle Ages, which was "revisited" in a chivalric, Arthurian
sense precisely at that time, and whose mystery has still not been fully brought
to light.r26 Arnaldo Fortini, a student of Francis whose amateurism can at times
be iritating, but who is usually wrongly written off and too quickly made light
of has perhaps seen clearly what actually lay behind groups such as the one led
by Francis. But as often happens with him, he did not pursue his investigation all
the way.r27

Helping us scratch the surface of the problem a bit more is a page from
Carlo Ginzburg, based on one of the customary quick but apt remarks by
Jacques Le Goff.'" Once again we are led in the direction of the play element in
our interpretation of Francis. Ginzburg, like Le Goff, was impressed by the
paradox Francis represented. Clearly distinguishing himself in this from
heretical groups of his and other times, he always showed-at times
ostentatiously-extreme respect for the ecclesiastical and lay hierarchies, for the
established order, for the distinction of functions between clergy and laity. But
on the other hand, he seems to have clung with atl his heart and with no question
whatsoever, much less one of orthodoxy, to an entire lay and fotkloric cultural

r2aBehind this medieval tradition there is really a major problem that can be
linked to the subject matter of the studies cited in the previous note. By way of
comparison with the Assisi practices, one could see the large amount of material
collected, even if not exploited, by R. Davidsohn, S/oria di Firenze, Italian trans.
(Florence 1956-68), see the index in Vol. VIII, 340.

'"C. Ginzburg, "Folklore, magia, religione," in Storia d'Italia, I, (Torino
1972),603.

'2uFor the tradition of the mountain of the Sibyl, there is an ample excursus in
M. Adriani, Italia ntagica (Rome I 97 0), 292-301 .

l2TFortini, Nova vita, l, 163-76.
r28Ginzburg, "Folklore," 6l4ff; see J. Le Goff, Saint Francis of Assisi, English

trans. (New York 2004).
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heritage, which was often lay precisely insofar as it was folkloric. It went
beyond troubadour poetry to the myths of chivalry, to a fabled natural world that
seemed to come alive at the touch of his spirituality. From animals to plants to
inanimate things such as rocks, not to mention the elements such as wind, water
and fire, it acquired an energy that might be called ancestral, pre-Christian or
koboldic, rather than pantheist (a term used too often and incorrectly for
Francis). What are the deepest roots of this man's attitude toward creation, this
man who is so mysterious behind the veil of his apparent simplicity? Francis,
from a certain point in his life on, adhered fully to the letter of the Gospel, yet he
seen$ to find himself in the paradoxical situation of being unable to be totally
and solely understood by means of it. Not even Christianity can contain hirn, nor
is it by accident that Christians point to him as an example to non-Christians
such as Buddhists or Muslims, which Basetti Sani has done for some time in the
case of the latter, with passion and depth.r2e

As we have mentioned, Huizinga offered an interpretation by pointing
out to us a Francis who is playing (ludens). Ginzburg goes further and points to
a carnivalesque Francis, a description that should neither surprise us nor be
thought irreverent. We need only think of the great seriousness of the rites of
reversal of reality and re-establishment of sacred time, in a word, the rites of
collective rebirth that in traditional societies are usually associated with the
youth.r30

Perhaps the company to which Francis belonged, not unlike others in
various parts of the peninsula, more or less consciously preserved this rifual. It
should be studied and an attempt made to reconstruct it in the direction of
popular religiosity, on the one hand, and cultural anthropology on the other. It
would help explain to us the Francis who was an aspiring warrior no less than
the Francis who was a friend of wolves and birds, of water and fire.

It should be noted that this survival of a traditional pre-Christian ritual
in Europe, and especially in Italy, was viewed by the Church at the time with a

certain suspicion, but without particular severity, all things considered. Perhaps

this was because its pre-Christian character kept it from being contaminated by
the heretical movements. Only after the danger of heresy had been violently
confronted and swept away by crusade and inquisition would there arise on the
remains of heresy, radicalized and increasingly marginalized, and on this

r2eG. Basetti-Sani, L'lslam e Francesco d'Assisi (Florence 1975).
r3oFor the anthropological-religious character of collective rebirth as the re-

establishment of sacred time, see the studies of M. Eliade, Il mito dell'eterno ritorno,
Italian trans. (Torino 1968) and Idem, La nostalgia delle origini,Italian trans. (Brescia
1972); on the relationship between sacred time and initiations, Idem, La nascita mistica,
Italian trans. (Brescia 1974).
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changing folkloric heritage, now the object of greater scrutiny, the problem of
witchcraft.13r

Still, in the life and attitudes of the companies of youth, at least one
thing should have concerned the ecclesiastical authorities. This was the
immorality that from the very beginning the Church had denounced in the rites
of collective rebirth, in certain festivals of pagan origin. And throughout the
Middle Ages it continued to denounce it in groups of young people, especially if
they were by and large inclined to wander about and shut themselves off from
the outside world. These included the Goliards as well as the groups of young
knights.t32 Over and above the particular approach of Thomas of Celano's First
Life, the fact remains that all the Franciscan sources insist on the moral dangers
encountered by the young Francis in these groups. Perhaps they only mean to
say that, although he participated in their life, he did not tolerate anything
unseemly or immodest. Behind clarifications of this kind, one wonders if it is
just clerical mistrust of troubadour practices, or whether we can discover a

veiled allusion to practices disapproved of even if not actually condemned by
the Church. Let us be clear: it is precisely to this extent that Francis's adherence
to the world of chivalry would reveal his dark side, but also his most interesting
side, since it is in the medieval chivalric tradition that there survives, in a

'''See G. Bonomo, Caccia alle streghe (Palermo 1959), esp.59-l3l; R.
Manselli, "Le premesse medioevale della caccia alle streghe," in La stregoneria in
Europa, ed. M. Romanello (Bologna 1975), 39-62; for a particular case, this one from
Piedmont, see the most recent study by G.G. Merlo, "Soprawivenze ereticali e nuovi
fermenti eterodossi del Trecento," Bollettino storico-bibliografico subalpino 75 (1976),
esp. 40-50 of the abstract.

l32Actually the whole problem of marginalizations, exclusions and medieval
"deviancy" is involved in this set of questions. See R. Manselli, I fenomeni de devianza
nel Medio Evo: le devianze nelle societd ecclesiastica (Torino 1972); for the sociological
background of the problem, T. Pitch, La devianza (Florence 1975). There exists a whole
literature on the Church's accusations of immorality against Goliards, vagabonds-and
even pilgrims on the part of certain groups of mystics or the devout. Serious accusations
against Christian morality were made against the groups of young knights, but these
should be believed keeping in mind the ethical-polemic literary traditions, especially the
monastic. For example, Orderic Vitale says of a knight who had left the mesnie or
company of Hugh of Chester that he had left "the flames of Sodom, as it were," a

reference to be understood keeping in mind that Saint Peter Damian describes going from
the world to the monastery as "leaving Sodom"; Peter Damian, Epistulae, lib. VIII, ep. 12
(Patrologia Latina 144,393). In any case, without wishing to take literally a language
that may be purely symbolic-metaphorical, we must remember that initiation practices of
a homosexual nature appear frequently, or at least present themselves as residual in quite
a few societies of warriors; see Brelich, Le iniziazioni, tt, 50fI, and Dum6zil, Ventura,
142. M. Le Merrer-False, "Contribution i une 6tude du 'Chevalier au Barisel'," Ie
Moyen Age 77 (1971), 263-75, has tried to apply these anthropological categories to the
study of a medieval chivalric text.
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Christian context, a picture of the ancient initial ritual practices corurected with
mernbership in the warrior profession.r33

And so it is possible, from the admiffedly meager sources, to suggest
that Francis belonged to a kind of Mtinnerbund or youth society. These are
precisely the groups of knights who were recently invested but who maintained
the troubadour and convivial tradition of seasonal rituals of cosmic regeneration:
spring, May Day.r3a Francis's rapture before pope Honorius III and his ..mystical

dance"r3s are probably better understood in a similar context.

That said, we must also say-and here again we face the
methodological problem of tracing in the sources the hidden clues to Francis the
knight, while viewing with suspicion those that are obvious and even
magnified-that Francis's chivalric qualities belong more to the reflection of his
hagiographers than to him. These include audacity (not strictly a virhre) in the
First Lde; integrity of conduct in the Second Life; generosity, extravagance and
affability in the Versified Lrf" by Henri d'Avranches; sensitivity, refinement,
patience, affability and generosity in Bonaventure; and courtesy in the Legencl of
the Three Companions. Leaving aside, as usual, the opinion of the First Life,
where Francis's parents responsibility for his dissolute youth is a topos, the
sources depict a conflict between him and his family, but mainly befween him
and his father. This is precisely because of Francis's courtly tendencies: he gives
too generously and too easily to his companions and to the poor. The Legentt of
the Three Companiozs testifies that pietro Bernardone reproaches him for
living, if not beyond his means, at least beyond the kind of life his rank would
entail, in other words, of living as if he were the son of nobles instead of the son
of a merchant. The famous words of Francis found in Celano and Bonaventure,
but generally remembered as found in the Legend of the Three Companions 5,,,I
know that I will become a great prince," are the prophetic-behavioral key to his
youth. But they must be read-for their biographical, and if you wish
psychological aspect-within the framework of the generational and behavioral
conflict with his father, which reflects a conflict within Francis himself between
nature and virtue, between generosity and nobility. It is above all in his love for
fine clothes and his pleasure in giving them away that Francis,s ..gentle heart,,

13311" question would have to be investigated in the wake of what we know
about the so-called male societies, the Mrinnerbilnde; see L. Weiser, Altgermanische
Jueglingsweibhen und Maennerbuende (Baden 1927); O. H6fler, Kultische Gehetmbiinde
der Germanen,I (Frankfurt a.M. 1934); S. Wikander, Der arische Miinnerbund (Lund,
1938); studies to which are also linked Dum6zil, Ventura.ln addition, we must not forget
what has been noted by M. Scovazzi, Le origini del diritto germanico (Milan lg57),251.

'3oFor this tradition an important text is Adam de la Halle, .,Festa di maggio,"
in Teatrofrancese, ed. t. Siciliano, I (Milan 1959), 173-94.

r35"...he moved his feet as if dancing..."; lC73 [FA:ED 1,245].
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has a chance to express itself. And as a merchant's son he had a unique
opportunity to obtain them for himself. Fortini, however, stresses-rightly, in
our opinion-the practical aspects of Francis's courtesy in twelfth- and
thirteenth-century Assisi, a period corresponding to years of great famine, which
the sources document and which Francis's family was evidently one of the few
to pass through unscathed. Even during his imprisonment the same gifts of
generosity and courtesy have a way of expressing themselves-whether or not
Francis was actually put in the special prison for nobles. What seenu certain, at
any rate, is that his contact with the knights from Assisi under those
circumstances, perhaps while renewing old friendships or making new ones,
filled him with joy and pride.

The period after his return from prison (roughly the end of 1203) until
1206 is Francis's twilight of chivalry. These are the months when he is on the
eve of an unexpected conversion he does not yet begin to understand. He feels
plagued by a sort of dissatisfaction, a tedium vitae that he projects outside
himself before realizing that it was his old self that could not go on any longer.
It is the time of his sickness and the listlessness-moral as well as physical-
caused by it. Interest in his surroundings, dulled during his days of suffering,
seems to be rekindled with his convalescence and recovery. His love for fine
clothes returns, and his old dreams of glory return, this time concretely
expressed in the Apulia fantasy. Nevertheless, not counting the scene of the
potlatch, of giving taken to an extreme, the episode of his generosity to the
impoverished knight shows us perhaps an undercurrent of persistent uncertainty.
Francis questions his soul, but his soul cannot answer. The way of giving all, of
divesting himself completely for the sake of the poor knight, is perhaps a

shortcut-symbolic more than anything else-to the decisions he has already
made in his heart but seems unable to embrace yet. Once again, it is neither
sufficient nor persuasive to appeal to chivalric generosity or Christian charity
alone in interpreting this, unless we understand both these values in their most
complete and absolute sense. His sacrifice is not the economic sacrifice of his
clothes but the moral sacrifice of the glory of chivalry, which his act of
renunciation is ratifying with his divestiture. Francis seerrs to be playing with
his sacrifice and with his courtly attitudes; once again he is homo ludens. And as

such, here and elsewhere, everything is given way at the potlatch, the game of
destroying one's goods. This is a kind of contest to see who is the most generous
giver. It is characteristic of quite a few traditional societies and was tl,pical of
feudal-chivalric society.''u

l3uHuizinga, Homo ludens,58-63; M. Mauss, "saggio sul dono. Forma e

motivo dello scambio nelle societi arcaiche," in Teoria generale della magia e altri
saggi,ltalian trans. (Torino 1965), 155-292.
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This play element in the young Francis will recur constantly even after
his conversion: in his way of preaching; in his treatment of the world's
powerful, the poor, the sick, his own companions; in his communication with
animals and things; in his singing and dancing; in his love of rhymes; in his
reliance on chance in choosing which road to take; and even in some of his
ascetical practices, such as constructing a family of snow-figures in the winter in
order to overcome the desires of the flesh, or throwing himself on a bed of
flames and nonchalantly inviting the Egyptian prostitute, who had taunted him
with her offers, to join him there.

Belief in dreams and the importance of dreams in his decisions form a
very good part of the picture of this man, who makes even his fundamental life
choices on the basis-at least apparent-of a series of ritual games. Whether we
are dealing with one dream or two dreams is not particularly important. The fact
is that it is on the basis of the messages received in these dreams that Francis
realizes that the glory of chivalry is no longer enough for him and he turns back.
Besides the hagiographic examples, other archetypical symbols include the
palace, the arms, the bride, the guiding presence, the question and the answer.
The Second Life by Thomas of Celano compares the return from the already-
begun journey to Apulia to the conversion of Saint Paul, and the comparison is
indeed less than surprising. But Saul, struck by lightning on the road to
Damascus, falls from his horse, and a knight thrown from his horse is the
common symbol of pride in Romanesque sculpture. Bonaventure has Francis get
off his horse (thus voluntarily, but the symbol remains) to kiss the leper, no less
an outcast than the persecuted Christ who asks Saul the reason for his obstinacy.

However Francis's life is still dominated by uncertainty after he returns
home. Now it happens, perhaps for the first time in his life that this carefree
youth thinks and thinks deeply. To his old companions he looks like he is
daydreaming. In the Arthurian rornnces, it is a moment when the hero, shutting
himself off from everfihing, immerses himself deeply in his thoughts as if he
were dreaming. It is Percival, enraptured, who follows the three drops of blood
in the snow; it is Arthur at table, alone with his thoughts amid the talk and
laughter of the exiled court.r37 Francis behaves the same way, shutting himself
off, alone, taking long walks in the company of a single friend. Thus the banquet
that loqks like a resumption of his usual huppy conviviality is instead a banquet
to say goodbye to his old friends and the old world of Assisi. Once more Francis
agrees to pay for the feast and carry the scepter of the king of youth, and once
more he pretends to fantasize about his future love and knighthood, in reality
revealing his new hopes and his new project, concealed in metaphors. In the

502,553
'"Chr6tien de Troyes, 'oPerceval," in Romanzi,ltalian trans. (Florence 1962),
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Legend of the Three Companions his friends are singing and asking if he is
thinking about taking a wife. His answer to their gab ("mockery")"t .i.
symptomatic. He says that is the case and that he will take a wife more noble,
more wealthy and more beautiful than they have ever seen. This is not boasting,
but neither is it a contemptuous metaphor from one who feels chosen and is
annoyed at having to deal with lesser folk, who are unable to understand. On the

contrary, this is an intense moment, a moment of anguish, extremely awkward in
the life of Francis. He has come back to his friends, he has experienced the

subtle and frustrating bifferness of uselessly returning, he has proven to himself
that yesterday's life is no longer for him. Perhaps he has already accepted, as a

down payment on future trials, a first severe humiliation, renewed contact with a

world that is now foreign to him but has not yet grasped how to be that. Among
his sayings reported to us in the sources, this very short and apparently
incidental remark during the banquet is actually among the more impressive.

Among medieval knights there was a custom of German origin by which, during
a banquet, they pronounced vows that obliged them to extraordinary proofs of
valor.r3e Even if this ritual degenerated all too soon into a pattern of vain boasts,

uttered perhaps in a drunken state, it was originally a serious and sacred ritual,
linked to a fearsome network of underworld deities. It is no coincidence that
these vows were spoken during a banquet, at a moment when sacrifice was

being offered to the earth deities of fertility and death and to the shades of the

ancestors. Francis, of course, like the other knights or aspiring knights of his
time, knows nothing of the original sacredness associated with these chivalric
practices. But he does know that a vow pronounced at a banquet is sacred and

totally binding on the one who speaks it, even if it may be rash and beyond his

powers. He knows that it cannot be broken, even at the cost of one's life.

Now, only the path of conversion lies open before him, and the first
steps he takes on it are still all chivalric. To begin with, he discovers the element

that unites all marginalized people in the Middle Ages, from knights errant to

beggars to brigands: the road, vagrancy and the pilgrimage that gives meaning to

this vagrancy by ordering it to a higher reality, or at least justifies it. Thus we

see him on the great road of pilgrims and minstrels, of relics and epic legends,

on the Via Francigena. We see him in Rome, where this pilgrim who is not
personally poor becomes poor by necessity, throwing a handful of money on the

tomb of Peter.rao Once again there is the potlatch and in Celano, immediately

r38The gab is another courtly practice that is confirmed by anthropology. See

Huizinga, Homo ludens, 70,
t 

"J. Huizin ga, L' autunno del medioevo, I 17 -25.

'oo2c 8 [FA:ED ll,z47).
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after, there is the corresponding potlatch of himself when he exposes himself to
the risk of death by kissing the leper.

This initial phase of Francis's conversion is marked by his battle
against himself. And his victorious battle against the fear and disgust he feels
toward lepers must have cost him so dearly that he still recalls it in his
Testament as the beginning of his doing penance.

In Celtic folklore, which seerns to have passed in part into courtly
romance, there is the challenge or geis, formulated according to specific rifual
norrns, which cannot be shirked regardless of its content; it is really a magical
formula of coercion.rar Courtly practices were heirs to this tradition, triviatizing
it of course to the level of a proof of generosity or love or courage. An example
of a geis is the request made by a lady to the knight that she be given a gift, but
without specifying what it is. And when he has agreed to do this, she reveals to
him the content of the request, which at that point he is bound to fulfill, even at
the cost of his life. Francis seems to lay down a sort of geis for himself with
regard to lepers.

A strange type of outcast, the leper. An object of pity and horror at the
same time, stricken by a taboo of impurity, Mosaic in origin, but also venerated
as a living image of the world's suffering and hailed by Scripture, in Christian
exegesis, as a type of Christ.ra2 People in the thirteenth century were familiar
with the ghastly figures in B6roul's Tristan, the lepers, their bodies covered with
sores and their souls with treachery, ready to seize, defile and contaminate the
beauty of Iseult. But at the same time, in the leper king Baldwin IV of
Jerusalem, they were venerating one of the purest figures of Christian heroism,
the man who until his death had contended with Saladin for entry into the Holy
City. Lazarus was among the most venerated saints in the West, and as we have
already said, a military order was named after him. One of the greatest and most
faithful of Francis's followers, Saint Louis IX of France, would display a
vigilant and tender affection for lepers, perhaps in memory of his master's
vocation. And perhaps Francis himself with a special love for the Tau used by
him as a sign of blessing, remembered the religious or religious-military orders
that already used it (Antonians, Knights of Altopascio) and the miraculous and
apotropaic power traditionally attributed to it, also against sickness.ra3

'4lWith this observation we in no way intend to postulate again-and especially
not in a one-sided and exclusive way-a dependence of the courtly romance on the Celtic
tradition.

'o'Job 2:7;rsa 53:4.

'"For this symbol, see G. Miccoli, "La crociata dei fanciulli del lTl2," Studi
medievali, ser.3, vol.2 (1961), 407-33.
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In any case, the beginning of Francis's leaving the world is marked by
his doing penance, and this penitential element is alive and of fundamental
importance in the crusade, in pilgrimages, in many knightly conversions

consecrated by hagiography and literature.raa And in fact, aside from lepers, the

entire period prior to his definitive choice in I 209 and the formula vitae of I 2 10

is characterized by the saint's battle against himself---a difficult, precise and

pitiless battle. He used to be a lover of luxury and fine clothes, and he is reduced

to wearing rags; he used to love worldly glory, and he delights in making
himself liule; he used to be a glutton, and he eats leftover scraps.ra'

But the most difficult aspect of his conversion, speaking of its
beginning, is no doubt his renunciation of former glory and affection, from his
father to his friends. And the heart of the new soldier of Christ did indeed

tremble, as the sources tell us, when facing this test. An episode that may seem

secondary shows him battling his self-love and human respect. Having entered

Assisi to beg for the oil needed for the lamp at San Damiano, he hesitates before
his fellow citizens. He fears their judgment and their laughter; he still lacks the

courage "to appear marvelously scorned" f,Par XI, 90].146 The situation is

extraordinarily similar to that of the Knight of the Cart by Chr6tien de Troyes.

As a maximum test of prowess and love for his lady, the knight is asked to
accept a humiliation.ra1 Just as Lancelot agrees to disgrace himself out of love
for Guinevere by getting into the cart used for condemned criminals, so Francis,

out of love for God, accepts and indeed seeks the confrontation with his fellow
citizens. Is it a screen and a sublimation of his residual shame, or was he

consciously following a courtly example when in this episode he begged in
French? In any case, perhaps it is still in this context of courtly inspiration that

Francis accepts the reputation of being insane; and by facing those who call him
mad he takes us back to the "silly fool" Percival and of course to the "folly of
the cross" of Paul of Tarsus.r48 This constant juxtaposition we are in a certain

sense forced to make between the chivalric mentality and Saint Paul should not

surprise us. We know that the Pauline texts were among those most used in the

chivalric liturgies and that Saint Paul himself--a Roman citizen, martyred by the

sword and always represented in iconography armed with a sword-was
honored as a holy knight.tae

raaA typical case is found inthefabliau dedicated to the Chevalier au Barisel;
see note 133 above.

'oszc t4 [FA:ED tL,253].
touzc t3 [FA:ED tt,2521.
I oTchr6tien de Troyes, "Lancillotto," in Romanzi, 23 l'360.

'o*lc ll [FA:EDI,
'oeTraces of this special cult of Saint Paul on the part of knights exist in the

Italian communes, but do not seem relevant.
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Within this chivalric reading of the conversion, what is the role of
Francis's stay at San Damiano? Guido, the priest of the then-deserted little
church, almost seems to occupy the position that in the literature of chivalry is
usually held by a priest, monk or hermit. He is often a former knight himself to
whom the soldier furns when he is about to convert.rso And Francis's very
mission as rebuilder of churches, insofar as it can be linked to the cathedral

crusade and the penitential dimension it presupposes, could be compared with
specific models from chivalry.rsr

It is natural for this mystical chivalric apprenticeship to culminate in a
mystical investiture. All the more since the early thirteenth century is precisely
the time when the ceremonies of investiture comq out from the shadow of oral
tradition and practice and tend to become set down in specific norms, to become
liturgically ritualized.rs2 In the episode of the confrontation between Francis and
his father before Bishop Guido, a series of elements makes us think of the
initiation rite that marked a young man's entry into the knightly company. Aside
from the bishop's intervention (not usual, or in any case not necessary in
investitures), there is the removal of the old clothes, the ritual nakedness and the
putting on of new clothes, which in Francis's case is a penitential habit on
which, according to Bonaventure, he marks a cross.r53

It is Georges Duby who has re-evaluated, so to speak, the errant
dimension of knighthood. He does so by making the adventure not so much a
condition as a phase in the knight's career, between the young man's investiture
and his permanent settling down by becoming overseer of a seigneury. By
analogy, the errant phase of the soldier of Christ, Francis, could be situated

between the mystical investiture of 1207 and the visit to Pope Irurocent with the

settlement ontheformula vitae in 1210. This is the period during which Francis
gathers his first followers and organizes the fraternity or band of young men
around him.

'50The situation happens so often that examples are useless, from Chr6tien de
Troyes to Wolfram von Eschenbach to Ramon Llull.

r5rThe cycle of Gerard of Rossiglione.

't'See M. Andrieu, Le Pontifical romain au Moyen Age, 6d. crit., 4 vols.
(Vatican City 1938-1941). We refrain from going into details, even merely
bibliographical, on the liturgy of investiture, recalling only the important early thirteenth-
century fabliau entitled Ordene de chevalerie; anyway, from a liturgical point of view we
do not think that the rite of investiture can be regarded as finished prior to the work of
William Durandus.

t"LMj II,4 [FA:ED II, 538]. That Francis's renunciation of possessions should
be interpreted as an investiture was evidently clear to his contemporaries. In Simone
Martini's fresco depicting the investiture of Saint Martin, in the lower basilica in Assisi,
the artist has the saint repeat the same gesture with his hands that Giotto had shown in
Francis's renunciation of his father, in the upper basilica.
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This chivalric awareness stands out clearly in his meeting with the
thieves when Francis proclaims himself herald of the great King. Beaten and left
half-dead, Francis tastes the first fruits of perfect joy.,,o And, according to a
topos that is dear to troubadour poetry and perhaps not without deeper
anthropological content, his song transforms a winter landscape into spring.rss

Now the leader of the militia can assemble his company, ready for the
adventure. The language of chivalry must have flowed spontaneously from their
hearts still not accustomed to praying, as they remembered the old dreams and
contemplated the new reality.

In effect what we have is a company of young men. Francis's example
creates a breach in the youth of Assisi. The sons of the consular class who have
followed him as the flower of youth are also beginning to follow him as a
soldier of Christ. Francis of Pietro Bernardone, the merchant's son, is leading a
kind of second-generation revolt against the first. Joining it are Elias di
Bombarone, Rufino the son of Scipione de Offreduccio and thus a cousin of
Saint Clare (and later Clare herself), Angelo the son of Tancredi and a knight.
Although not of knightly rank, the King of Verses who will become Brother
Pacifico is a troubadour; and Brother Leonard, whom Celano catches once in the
sin of pride,r56 evidently also belonged to the consular aristocracy. A true spirit
of knight errancy seems to possess Giles, who converts for the feast of Saint
George in 1207, and whose life and sayings all seem to be profoundly marked
by the charism of chivalry. These are the penitents from Assisi, and the
conversion of some of them must have been a downright scandal within the
circle of the ruling class.

And yet, this man who was a true sign of contradiction for his time,
was able to achieve a kind of spiritual revolution and become a different person
than he had been, without betraying or denying the best of his old personality
and ideals. In this sense writers have spoken of a nostalgia for chivalry in him
and in his closest followers.

"A unique saint" is how Joseph Lortz has described him. A saint who
does not cease to surprise, we would add. This man, habitually strict only with
himself and tender and gentle with all others, including the most hardened
sinners, at times reveals a temperament of steel that is unbending. Perhaps this
was his truest character beneath the external shell of discipline imposed by the

r54rc l6 [FA:ED I, 194].
lssThis is the theme of the song "Tant ai mo cor ple de joya" ["My heart is now

so full of joy"] by Bernart de Ventadom; see in La poesia dell'etd cortese,314-18. The
same theme should be linked to the erotic-ascetical practice of the Galois and Galoises,
for which see Huizinga, L'autunno, 119ff.

ttuzc 3l [FA:ED ll, 266-67).
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practice of holiness, as when he appealed to the muscles of the Florentine boxer
as the only punishment suitable for slanderers. Conversely, his propensity for
the practices of chivalry, but without the residue of personal weaknesses, tends
to surface at times. For example, in 1223 he warned his brothers not to judge

harshly those dressed in fine clothes. Or there is the episode of his visit to the
Sultan, if the tradition is true that he let himself be childishly atfiacted by a small
ivory musical horn, a kind of cor d'olifant he is said to have accepted as the only
gift from the ruler of Egypt.ls' This kind of residual love for the practices of
chivalry must have been present to his ever-vigilant conscience. That he

understood its risk can be seen indirectly from the fact that, in order to preserve

himself from the danger of pride, he commanded his brothers to remind him of
his mercantile origin.rst On the other hand, it is just this type of ploy that tells us
which of his ways of thinking remained, even after his conversion. A clue to the
fact that these remained is the episode of the greedy robin, whose mercantile
avarice the saint condemns, not its chivalric arrogance.rse

Along with the practices of chivalry, persons of that rank were dear to
him. Knights or persons of a similar social position often figure among Francis's
friends and guests, in short, among his interlocutors in the broad sense. And
toward some of them he shows signs of very special favor. The "old friend" in
Gubbio, who provides a tunic for the herald of the great King after he is attacked

by thieves, seems to have been Federico Spadalunga. In Greccio, the idea of the

crib is born along with his friendship with Giovanni Velita. Francis cures the son

of a knight from Toscanella.'uo In 1213, at San Leo of Montefeltro, Francis
preaches during the celebration dedicated to the investiture of a new knighg
choosing as the subject of his serrnon the first verses of a love song, and it is
there that he meets Count Orlando.r6r In the case of a knight who is especially
courteous, Francis hopes that he will enter "our company" and raises a song of
highest praise to the virtue of courtesy itself.r62 To the knight from Celano who
has graciously welcomed him, he brings the great Christian gift of a good, holy
and peaceful death.r63 At the end it is some knights who serve as escort in his
final return to his native Assisi.r6a

't'See Fortini, Nova vita,Il, 531.
tttlc 53 [FA:ED l,zz8l.
tsnzc 47 [FA:ED tr,z79l.

'uorc 16; 65 [FA:ED I, 194-95; 239-4ol

'urABF IX [FA:ED Lfi,452-s41.
I62LFI 37 [FA:ED rr,627-zB].
to3l-Mj XI,4 [FA:ED II,6l4-15].
t642c 77 [FA:ED il, 297 -981.
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This liking for knights extended perhaps to the marginalized mernbers
of that rank, to the "anti-knights," the knights of the woods, some of whom were
by that time nothing more than outlaws. For example, there is the ,,greattyrant',

who nevertheless receives the brothers graciously and ends up a brother
himself.r6s Such also-according to a hypothesis that is extremeiy plausible,
anthropologically speaking-is the so-called wolf of Gubbio.166

It is obvious that his propensity for the world of chivalry implies a
knowledge of chivalry, which was alive in Italy at the time, among the ruling
classes as well as the lower classes. The lssls i Compilation has shown him
citing Charlemagne, Roland and the Round Table. Was this a vague knowledge
linked to oral tradition, or did it imply an explicit knowledge? Oliger has tried to
prove the laffer by comparing the Franciscan text-which he knew by way of
the Intention of the Rule and the Sabatier version of the Mirror of perfection-
with Pseudo-Turpinus. We feel that Rajna's thesis that Francis had a profound
knowledge of chivalry must be accepted, provided that the latter is not seen as
too technical, that we do not ask which texts he knew or claim that we can
reconstruct the degrees of such knowledge. Looking at the sources we have, we
can at most imagine that he was acquainted with certain themes, but from there
it is impossible to go back to the texts. And besides, to which texts? What
interests us here is his knowledge of certain ways of behaving. For example,
when Francis speaks of knights errant as he does in the lsslsi Compilation, thus
proving that he has thoroughly understood the meaning of the adventure, we will
really need to ask ourselves-and it will be useful to do so-whether he was
acquainted with anything by Chrdtien de Troyes. Benoit has assumed, speaking
of the Salutation of Virtues, that he knew the Lai de Lanval by Marie de
France.r6T Regarding Francis's mystical love for Lady Poverty, Fortini has
suggested that he was familiar with the De amore by Andreas Capellanus,,ut a
suggestion to be made, if at all, for certain Franciscan authors of the thirteenth
and fourteenth centuries, but not for the founder. Here the parable of the king's
sons and the poor woman, told to Innocent III, could lead us to imagine that he

'usABF xLVII [FA:ED rt,523-26].
l66very likely the word "wolf is meant to indicate an outlaw, as was

customary in the practices of the time, which have very deep origins (not just juridic, but
principally religious) in German antiquity, that is, in the human-animal figures of "bear-
men" (berserkir) and "wolf-men" Q)lfedhnar): see Dum6zil, Ventura, 142. Starting from
a work by Marie de France, S. Battaglia, La coscienza letteraria del Medioevo (Naples
1965),361-89, has devoted some interesting pages to the European folkloric patrimony
that later merged with the lupo mannaro ("wolf-man").

f 6TBenoit, Le chevalier,77.
l68Fortini, Nova vita,I, 224; in any case, it is pointless to stress the misleading

character of the exegesis of the mystical love between Francis and Poverty.
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knew a number of works from the literature of chivalry, starting with Percival.
All we can say is that he certainly knew some songs from the troubadour-
minstrel repertoire, that he more or less knew French, in other words that he had

a certain smattering of courtly poetry and music. And of course in this way he

could become familiar with quite a few aspects of chivalric culture, just as he

was familiar with certain favorite devotions of the knights of his time: the Virgin
Mary, Saint George, Saint Martin, Saint Michael the archangel and the angels in
general, "for they are with us in battle,"r6e the cross and the feast of Pentecost,

which was one of the favorite feasts for investitures. It should be noted that he

received the stigmata on the feast of the Exaltation of the Cross while observing
a lent in honor of the archangel Michael at LaVerna. Again, his respect for
priests, churches and the Eucharist recall those occasional devotional precepts

we find scattered throughout the literature of chivalry, but these things can be
justified without having to appeal to specific texts, since it is a question of moral
themes that are general and widespread.rTo More explicit would be the following
of Christ, or rather the imitation of Christ, understood primarily as a desire for
martyrdom. This chivalric value could overlap with that of the adventure to
explain Francis's attitude in joining the crusade of l2l7-l22l.t7t Finally, there is

his death itself understood as apassio, a motif found in epic literature.rT2

To sum up: the most balanced conclusion we can draw from a

consideration of the chivalric element in Francis of Assisi is that it was truly
useful to hirn, especially in speaking to the people of the thirteenth century in
their language, over and beyond exegesis and theology. He was a layman, one of
them.

And yet is not this attachment to chivalry-and at the same time to
folklore, as we have seen-strange in an age that was the age of money and

universities, of merchants and Paris doctors?

In making Christian spirituality part of the secular chivalrous culture of the

troubadours and the lay popular culture of peasant folklore with its animals and

t6e2c lg7 [FA:ED 11,3737. See W. Lampen, "De S. Francisci cultu angelorum
et sanctorum," Archivum Franciscanum Historicum20 (1927), esp. 7ff.

lToln any case, such a question cannot be answered in terms of a chivalric code

of virtue.
lTlRajna's idea that adventure and martyrdom are incompatible obviously

depends on a position that has not been not examined or thought out; the simple fact that

the literature of martyrdom and the literature of chivalry are originally connected forces

us to reject it. But this topic should be the object of a special study.

'T2Compare these observations with those of M. Roques, "L'attitude du h6ros

mourant dans la'Chanson de Roland'," Romania 66 (1940),355-66 and E.R. Labande,

"Le Credo 6pique ir propos des pridres dans les Chansons de geste," in Recueil de travaux
offerts d M.C. Brunel,lI (Paris 1955), 62-80.
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its natural universe, the wonderful Franciscan lifted the lid that clerical culture
had closed tightly upon the old traditional culture of humanity.

This return to the sources was also the sign and pledge of renewal and progress.
The term "return to the sources" recalls that in the last resort Franciscanism
was reactionary. ln the context of thirteenth-century modernity, the reaction of
Francis was not that of a social misfit like Joachim or Dante, but of a man who
wanted to preserve essential values in the face of change. Some of these
reactionary tendencies could appear empty and even dangerous: in the century
of universities, he rejected learning and books; in the century when the first
ducats, the first florins, the first gold crowns were struck, he had a visceral
hatred of money. In the Rule of 1221, in defiance of any economic sense,

Francis cried out, 'We must not grant more usefulness to money and to coins
than to pebbles.' Is this not dangerous and foolish? It would be if Francis had
wanted to extend his Rule to all humanity. But in fact Francis did not even want
to transform his companions into an Order, but only wanted to gather together a
little group, an elite that would provide a counterweight, a question mark, an

eddy in the rising tide of material comfort.rT3

This page from Le Goff is stimulating and perhaps at times
paradoxical, like many pages fiom this scholar, whose judgments, even when
one feels unable to share them completely, never leave one indifferent. We have
cited it in full because the suggestion that Francis, if not all of Franciscanisrn,
was reactionary seems to us ever so correct. But a clarification is necessary for a

term that in daily use has now, unilaterally and unjustly, acquired an entirely
negative meaning. So let us be clear, he was reactionary in the sense of someone
who was able to identify the negative aspects of the society growing up around
him and had the courage to fight them in the name of enduring values. Francis
truly rebelled against his time, a time that witnessed the birth of the extreme
power of money and intellectualism. In that sense it was a profoundly modern
time, and precisely to that extent it shows how the message of the man from
Assisi was principally a revolt against the modern world. Adherence to the
ideals of chivalry-even though partial, conditioned and largely metaphorical-
together with adherence to the folkloric and traditional world of the broad rnass

of Italian people, was for Francis a way of reacting against the world of riches
and material goods loved in and for themselves, against the world of science
ever more confident in the power of reason and ever less faithful, both to the
Gospel and to the traditions in which there continued to live the legacy of
solidarity of a culture still unaware of the rifts to come. In this context Francis
the "knight" and Francis the "white magician" who speaks with animals and
gently commands the fire not to harm him dovetails with the Francis who is
respectful of order and hierarchy, with the Francis who is an enemy of the eager

t73Le Goff, Saint Francis of Assisi,6l
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desire for novelties. A man difficult to understand and follow, easy and
convenient to misunderstand and betray, Francis of Assisi-and today no less
than yesterday. Like his Master.


