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Sanctity and Female Authorship

Birgitta of Sweden (Birgitta Birgersdotter, 1302/03-1373) and her younger
contemporary Catherine of Siena (Caterina Benincasa, 1347-1380) form
the most powerful and influential female duo in European history. Both
enjoyed saintly reputations in life while acting as the charismatic leaders
of a considerable group of followers consisting of clergy as well as mighty
secular men and women. They are also among the very few women of the
Trecento to leave a substantial body of written work, which was widely
disseminated in their original languages and in translations. Copies of
Birgitta’s Liber celestis revelacionum (The Heavenly Book of Revelations)
and compilations of Catherine’s letters (Le lettere) and prayers (Le orazi-
oni) and her theological work Il Dialogo della Divina Provvidenza (The
Dialogue) found their way into monastic, royal, and humanist libraries
all over Europe. After their deaths, Birgitta’s and Catherine’s respective
groups of supporters sought to have them formally canonized. In both
cases, however, their political and theological outspokenness, orally and
in text, and their public authority represented obstacles.

In this comparative study, leading scholars from different disciplinary
backgrounds offer, for the very first time, a comprehensive exploration
of the lives and activities of Birgitta and Catherine in tandem. Particular
attention is given to their literary works and the complex process of ne-
gotiating their sanctity and authorial roles. Above all, what the chapters
reveal is the many points of connections between two of the most influ-
ential women of the Trecento and how they were related to one another
by their peers and successors.
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Introduction
Maria H. Oen and Unn Falkeid

When Tommaso di Antonio da Siena (d. ¢.1434), known in scholarly
literature as Caffarini, instigated a hearing in Venice in 1411 as a part
of his efforts to see Catherine of Siena (1347-80) canonized, one of
his principal strategies for promoting her holiness involved connect-
ing Catherine’s saintly image to that of her contemporary Birgitta of
Sweden (1302/03-73)." Birgitta, a noblewoman who had left her native
country for Rome in 1349, had been solemnly proclaimed a saint in
1391. The many comparisons between the two women found in Caffari-
ni’s own deposition was highly pertinent.? Birgitta, like Catherine, was a
laywoman who had become known in her lifetime for her particular re-
lationship with God, who she claimed spoke to her—or, rather, through
her—about redemption for the Church and for humankind. And Bir-
gitta, again like her younger contemporary, had been the charismatic
leader of a group of followers comprising both women and men. By
the time Caffarini’s testimony was recorded in Venice, Birgitta’s name
embellished a broadly circulating literary corpus known as the Liber
celestis revelacionum (“The Heavenly Book of Revelations”), which
contained the accounts of more than 700 visions, including a rule for a
new monastic order.> The contents of these revelations frequently touch
directly on pressing political issues of the time. Some of the principal
causes that Birgitta worked for, and which Catherine would take up
shortly after Birgitta’s death, included the papacy’s return from Avignon
to Rome as well as ecclesiastical and spiritual reform.*

There are several parallels between Birgitta’s and Catherine’s strat-
egies to promote their common causes. At a time when women were
strongly dissuaded from taking on public roles, not least when it came
to instructing men in spiritual and political matters, the two stand out
precisely because of their public personas. Both traveled extensively as
a part of their political interventions, and each was responsible for a
substantial literary corpus containing explicit instructions for reform,
addressing an audience consisting of popes, bishops, cardinals, royalties,
monastics of all orders, and laypeople of all social strata.

Ever since Caffarini sought to link Catherine to Birgitta in his testi-
mony from the canonization hearing in Venice, the two women have
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frequently been mentioned in conjunction with each other, historically
and in more recent scholarship. Nonetheless, and with the exception of
a few pioneering articles, there exist no attempts in modern research
to investigate the two women and their literary legacies together in a
comprehensive manner.® This collection of essays offers a set of compar-
ative studies, from different disciplinary perspectives, of Birgitta’s and
Catherine’s writings and their reception, as well as of the construction of
their saintly images, which, as the proceedings from their canonization
processes reveal, were inextricably tied to their literary works.

The Prophetic Widow from Sweden

Although these two trecento authors were united in their political battles
in adult life, their social backgrounds differed significantly. Birgitta Birg-
ersdotter was born into the rural aristocracy of Sweden and was married
to a nobleman at the age of 13.° During her life with her husband, Ulf
Gudmarsson, Birgitta gave birth to eight children while also having an
active role at the Swedish court; for instance, she was appointed magis-
tra to the queen, Blanche of Namur, consort of King Magnus Eriksson.”
In the 1340s, however, a series of events led to a complete transforma-
tion of Birgitta’s life. Early in the decade, she and her husband went on
a pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela. After their return, the couple
took a vow of chastity and decided to convert to a religious life, but
shortly afterwards, UIf died (1344 or 1346),% and Birgitta was left a
widow. She did not remarry or enter a monastery (though, for a period,
she kept close contact with the Cistercian house of Alvastra, and she may
have lived in a house on the property of the monastery). Instead, Bir-
gitta assumed a public role and engaged herself in the current political
debate, both in Sweden and abroad. Claiming that she was a visionary,
instructed directly by God to be his medium on earth, Birgitta became
the center of a group of followers that included theologians and religious
men. Some of these men acted as her envoys, bringing her prophetic
messages to the pope in Avignon and to the warring kings of France and
England.” Among Birgitta’s loyal supporters were Hemming, bishop of
Abo; Master Mathias, canon of Linkoping and prominent theologian;
and the sub prior and later prior of the Cistercian house of Alvastra,
Peter Olofsson.

During the latter half of the 1340s, Birgitta began working on what
would subsequently be collected and disseminated under the title Liber
celestis revelacionum (hereafter, Revelations) in collaboration with Peter
and probably also Master Mathias. Although it is difficult to give exact
dates for the composition of the various texts in the corpus, it seems
that many of the chapters that concern the Avignon Papacy, the Baltic
crusades, and a plan for a peace treaty between France and England date
from this period.'® Furthermore, the many revelations criticizing the
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Swedish clergy and nobility most likely also stem from the late 1340s, as
well as Birgitta’s monastic rule, Regula sanctissimi Salvatoris.!!

In 1349, Birgitta, who was now a wealthy and independent widow,
moved permanently to Rome, where she quickly found influential
friends among the noble families. She was soon followed by her daugh-
ter Katarina and the prior of Alvastra monastery, Peter, who left his post
to join her group. The three of them, together with another Swedish
magister, also known as Peter Olofsson, stayed in the palace of Cardinal
Hugues Roger de Beaufort, close to the church of San Lorenzo in
Damaso (Campo de’ Fiori), and in due course moved into a house offered
to Birgitta by her new friend, the noblewoman Francesca Papazzura, on
today’s Piazza Farnese. The visionary and her Swedish entourage con-
tinued to work for the same causes as earlier: advocating the papacy’s
return to Rome, promoting spiritual reform, and seeking to establish a
new religious order that would follow Birgitta’s rule. Together with her
collaborators, Birgitta also traveled widely: she visited virtually all of
the major shrines in Italy as well as the Holy Land, where she went on a
pilgrimage in the last year of her life.

In the late 1360s, Birgitta’s group added one more prominent member—
Alfonso Pecha—the former bishop of Jaén. Alfonso had left his position
in Spain to live as a hermit in Italy, where he was engaged in the Obser-
vant Reform movement and in the struggle against the so-called “Avignon
Captivity.”'? Alfonso and Birgitta traveled together to Montefiascone in
1370, where they met with Pope Urban V and sought to persuade him
to permanently return to Rome. Later, upon Birgitta’s death, on 23 July
1373, the collection of her recorded revelations were given to Alfonso as
per her request, and he was charged with the task of editing the texts and
publishing them. Alfonso organized the revelations into books and chap-
ters, a structure that the corpus still retains in succeeding printings as well
as in the modern critical edition, and he ordered numerous copies from a
scriptorium in Naples.!3 His final edition consists of seven books of reve-
lations, introduced by an apologia defending the authenticity of Birgitta’s
visions, written in the late 1340s by Master Mathias of Linkoping. It also
includes an eighth book of Alfonso’s own collection of Birgitta’s revela-
tions that concern secular politics, compiled in a separate book under the
title Liber celestis imperatoris ad reges (“The Heavenly Emperor’s Book
to Kings.”Book VIII in the critical edition). This collection is preceded
by a prologue Alfonso wrote, Epistola solitarii ad reges (“The Hermit’s
Letter to Kings”), which takes the form of an apologetic treatise on Bir-
gitta’s visions. Within a few years, other visionary texts were added to
the corpus as it was disseminated in manuscripts, including Sermo angeli-
cus (“The Angel’s Sermon”), Quattuor oraciones (“The Four Prayers”),
the Regula Sanctissimi Salvatori (Birgitta’s rule, “The Rule of the Most
Holy Savior”), and Revelaciones extravagantes (also dubbed “Extrava-
gant Revelations” in the modern translation). The last is a collection of
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revelations that Alfonso initially excluded from the corpus but which Prior
Peter Olofsson later introduced into the manuscripts.

Alfonso of Jaén came to play a key role in the promotion of Birgitta’s
cult and canonization process, which was initiated immediately after
her death. The diffusion of illuminated deluxe copies of the Revelations
to prominent addressees, including the pope and many royalties, was
a part of his strategy to ensure the proclamation of Birgitta’s sanctity.
At the end of her life and after overcoming much opposition, Birgitta
succeeded in establishing a monastic order. The first house was founded
in Vadstena, Sweden (establishment approved by the pope in 1370), but
the order soon spread all over Europe, beginning with Santa Maria del
Paradiso outside of Florence (1394).!* And in 1391, the visionary was
canonized by an Italian pope (Boniface IX), again in the face of signifi-
cant opposition, in the middle of the Great Schism.!®

Intertwined Lives and Networks

At the time Birgitta was establishing a prophetic career for herself in
Sweden, Caterina Benincasa was born in Siena, in 1347.1° Although not
of noble birth, she came from a prosperous family characteristic of the
urban society in which she grew up: her father was a wool dyer, and
among her relatives were other masters, notaries, and merchants, in-
cluding a poet.!” According to Catherine’s principal vita, the Legenda
maior by her confessor Raymond of Capua (d. 1399), she converted to
a religious life already as a child living in her parents’ home. At the age
of seven, her hagiographer claims, she made a vow of chastity to Christ,
and by the time she was a young adult, she was living an ascetic life in
her home, practicing rigorous fasting and self-mortification.'

In the latter half of the 1360s, Catherine became connected to the
mantellate, a group of laywomen, most of whom were financially in-
dependent widows like Birgitta. The mantellate in Siena were affiliated
with the local Dominicans and did charity work in the city. Around 1370,
Catherine formally joined the group, thus taking her religious life into
the public realm.!” Her spiritual reputation spread quickly, and she soon
attracted a group of followers that included laypeople of both sexes, as
well as monastics and priests. Several of her supporters and disciples—
the group that she referred to as her famiglia—were connected to the
Dominican Order, among them Catherine’s first confessor, Tommaso
della Fonte, Tommaso Caffarini, and Raymond of Capua (Catherine’s
confessor from 1374).

By 1373, when Birgitta died, Catherine already had a reputation that
reached beyond the walls of Siena, and she had begun articulating in
letters her desire for spiritual reform. Not long after, in 1374, Cather-
ine’s political and literary career took a new turn. As she describes in a
letter dated to March that year (T127), Catherine had been contacted by
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Alfonso of Jaén.?? The letter implies that Alfonso was acting on behalf
of Pope Gregory XI, who sought to persuade the young Sienese woman
to campaign for the Church in a manner similar to that of Birgitta.?!
Later, in the same year, Catherine attended the general chapter of the
Dominicans in Florence. While many scholars have assumed that she
appeared there as a result of accusations of heresy, F. Thomas Luongo
has suggested that, on the contrary, Catherine was summoned to Flor-
ence “to be vetted for a role that had already been conceived for her, as
a political visionary—a second Birgitta.”2? It was also here that, he pro-
poses, Raymond of Capua was assigned as her new confessor; by then a
prominent Dominican, he would assume the role of Master General of
the order (Italian obedience), following her death.?’

After the events of 1374, Catherine became an active figure on the po-
litical scene beyond Siena, benefiting from the introduction into a larger
network via the aegis of Alfonso and Raymond. She traveled in Tuscany
as a peace negotiator, representing the papacy in the clash between the
pope and the coalition of Italian city states of the area, known as the
“War of Eight Saints.”>* In 1376, she went to Avignon, where she was
received by Pope Gregory XI. During this period, Catherine also became
an even more ardent letter writer, addressing both church and civic lead-
ers.”> Her epistles became Catherine’s principal weapon in the struggle
for peace and reform.

Birgitta’s and Catherine’s political networks on the Italian peninsula
are connected by another key figure beyond Alfonso of Jaén: Queen
Johanna I of Naples and Sicily (Giovanna d’Angio, d. 1382). Birgitta
and the Anjou queen became acquainted during the period 1365-67,
when the Swedish visionary stayed in Naples.?® According to Elizabeth
Casteen, the queen was eager to befriend Birgitta, who already then had
a saintly reputation, as part of her attempt to restore her own fama,
tainted after the assassination of her husband, Andrew of Hungary, of
which she had been accused.?” Birgitta probably resided with Johanna
again in the last year of her life, when she visited Naples on her way to
and from the Holy Land in 1372/73. After the visionary’s death, the
queen took part in the campaign advocating Birgitta’s sanctity. She pe-
titioned the pope, and possibly also provided Alfonso with an artist and
a scriptorium.”® The first panel paintings, which show Birgitta made
to promote her cult, were executed by the Florentine artist Niccolo di
Tommaso, then in the service of Johanna, and the three oldest extant
manuscripts containing the Revelations all stem from the same Nea-
politan scriptorium that was responsible for several sumptuous codices
connected to the House of Anjou.?’

A few years after Birgitta’s death, in late June and in early July 1375,
Catherine wrote to Johanna, urging her to support the crusade being
promulgated by Pope Gregory XI in a bull on 1 July.3° Catherine ad-
dressed the queen warmly as a sister and a mother, and, as is evident
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from another letter to Johanna on 4 August, Catherine, “jubilantly
happy,” had received a positive answer to her advice.>! The contact
between the two women changed three years later, immediately after
the outbreak of the Schism, when Johanna declared her support for the
French pope, Clement VII, elected in opposition to the Roman pope,
Urban VI, in the months following the death of Gregory XI in Rome.
In a series of letters, Catherine sought to persuade the queen to return
to Roman obedience.3? She referred to Johanna as an innocent who has
been misguided and deceived by others: “Open, open your mind’s eye,
and sleep no longer in such blindness! You shouldn’t be so ignorant or so
cut off from the true light that you don’t know about the villainous lives
of these men who have led you into such heresy.”33According to Suzanne
Noffke, this particular letter was written in the aftermath of a failed
plan to send Catherine and Katarina, Birgitta’s daughter, who knew
Johanna personally, to the queen in an attempt to change her mind.?*
Proposed by Urban VI, the plan was canceled owing to worries that
Katarina and Raymond of Capua had for their safety.?

In 1377, Catherine had embarked on a project to write a book, which
would later be known as Libro della divina dottrina or Dialogo della
divina provvidenza (hereafter, the Dialogue).® In the work, she lays
out her spiritual and political views in the form of a dialogue between
the Creator and the soul (Catherine). As has already been suggested by
scholars, it is possible that the inspiration for Catherine to compose
a work of her own came from Birgitta’s Revelations, which had just
started to circulate in manuscripts commissioned by Alfonso.3” Indeed,
three years earlier, when Catherine had met with Alfonso, he was prob-
ably in the middle of his editing, gathering the revelations into a book.

Catherine of Siena died in Rome on 29 April 1380, seven years after
Birgitta’s passing in the same city. She was 33 years old then, whereas
Birgitta had died at the age of 70. Just as the supporters of so many other
holy women, including Birgitta of Sweden, the famiglia of the Sienese
author immediately began to campaign for her canonization. Both Ray-
mond of Capua and Tommaso Caffarini composed hagiographical texts;
however, they offered quite different images of Catherine, particularly in
terms of her writing.>®

Significantly, as in the case of Birgitta, the promotion of Catherine’s
sanctity included the dissemination of her writings. Although several of
Catherine’s followers cum scribes had collected her texts, Caffarini took
on the task of establishing a scriptorium from which numerous illumi-
nated manuscripts were publicized, emulating in many ways Alfonso’s
efforts to widely promote Birgitta’s Revelations. Catherine’s canoniza-
tion, however, took much longer than Birgitta’s and was not proclaimed
until 1461.

Birgitta’s and Catherine’s writings spread swiftly across Italy and Eu-
rope, and were soon translated into other languages. The Revelations,
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which originally circulated in Latin, were immediately rendered into
Swedish and shortly thereafter into Italian and other central European
vernaculars. One of Catherine’s followers translated her Libro (the
Dialogue) into Latin, a version that was also disseminated by Caffarini’s
workshop in Venice. As several chapters in the present book demon-
strate, when it came to the diffusion and translation of the two women’s
writings, those working with the manuscripts crossed paths frequently:
followers of Birgitta read, copied, and translated Catherine’s works
and vice versa. The texts of the two authors quickly found their ways
into very different contexts, from private humanist libraries to monas-
tic libraries; they were anthologized and placed side by side, sometimes
with classical and contemporary political authors, and other times with
devotional or theological texts. The Revelations, the Letters, and the
Dialogue also appeared in illustrated incunables shortly after the print-
ing press came into use, and they have continuously been in print since.

Presentation of the Chapters

The inspiration for this current volume stems from the absence of a broad
comparative study of two of the pre-modern era’s most towering and
fascinating women. To a certain degree, Birgitta and Catherine may be
regarded as fountainheads for the extraordinary increase in both the num-
ber and status of female writers in early modern Europe; and the many
commonalities between them invite investigations into the parallels. The
range of scholars represented in this anthology offers an examination
and comparison of the lives, networks, authorship, and the reception of
these two women and their works. Case studies from the fields of history,
literature, philology, and art history provide the readers with critical and
nuanced approaches to the issues of how Birgitta and Catherine, either
alone or through the help of powerful people, established their authority
and sanctity in the fourteenth century and beyond.

For the production of their texts, both Birgitta and Catherine de-
pended on their confessors and followers, who acted as their scribes
and editors. Furthermore, in both cases, the saintly authors and their
collaborators who were responsible for writing their vitae emphasized
the passivity of the two women before God—presented as the true au-
thor of their words—thereby reducing Birgitta and Catherine to (mere)
conduits of divine inspiration. The volume opens with a chapter by
F. Thomas Luongo, in which he explores the question of what it means
to think of Birgitta and Catherine as authors. Through an examination
of the saints’ respective textual communities, Luongo challenges certain
received notions of the authorial agency of female religious writers in the
later Middle Ages.

In Chapter 2, Jane Tylus focuses on pilgrimage, a major theme in the
writings of both Birgitta and Catherine. At first glance, it seems that the
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two embraced radically opposed views on that hallmark of medieval
spirituality, the pilgrim’s journey. Birgitta appears as the paragon, the
over-achiever of the late medieval pellegrina. Catherine, on the other
hand, often violently advocated against embarking on pilgrimages,
viewing them as a distraction from the lives people should be leading. At
the same time, even if pilgrimage as practice is strikingly absent in Cath-
erine’s works, pilgrimage as metaphor fills her prose. How, then, might
these two concepts of pilgrimage be both recognized and addressed?
Perhaps they are in conflict yet related, with one arguably dependent
on the other. Tylus tackles this question by examining the vital role of
pilgrimages—as lived experiences and as symbolic registers—for both
Birgitta and Catherine.

In Chapter 3, Unn Falkeid explores the roles of two of the biblical
Marys as models for Birgitta and Catherine in the construction of their
images as powerful public agents. Using intertextual and compara-
tive analyses, Falkeid demonstrates the manner in which Birgitta and
Catherine contested the contemporary politics of the Avignon papacy,
grounding their authority in the Virgin Mary and Mary Magdalene,
respectively. Scholars have long acknowledged the central role of the
Virgin in Birgitta’s self-promotion as a holy woman. The Virgin Mary
offered Birgitta, and other medieval religious women, a role model as
both mother and bride of Christ. But Birgitta adopted the persona of
the Virgin in a particular manner: in several of her revelations, Birgitta
casts Mary as the foundation of her own auctoritas, in political as well
as in religious matters. In the case of Catherine of Siena, another Mary
assumes a pivotal role, namely, Mary Magdalene, Christ’s notable fe-
male disciple. In Catherine’s Letters, Magdalene’s status as the repen-
tant prostitute is significantly downplayed; instead, she is presented as
the woman who dared to raise her voice and challenge the authorities of
her time.

Crusading, a principal theme in the writings of both Birgitta and
Catherine, is the subject of Chapter 4, by Renate Blumenfeld-Kosinski.
While Birgitta engaged in the specific Swedish case of King Magnus
Eriksson’s military campaign against Novgorod (1348-51) and the con-
version of the Baltic pagans as well as the Orthodox Christians, Cath-
erine, like many of her contemporary theorists, was concerned with a
pan-European crusade to the Holy Land. Proceeding from an explora-
tion of the theoretical and political contexts in which the two women
wrote, Blumenfeld-Kosinski carefully analyzes their respective ideas,
aims, and concrete strategies regarding the topic of holy war.

In Chapter 3, Silvia Nocentini turns to the reception of Birgitta’s and
Catherine’s writings and demonstrates to what extent their works and
the transmission of these were intertwined in the late fourteenth century
and throughout the fifteenth. Nocentini argues that in the context of
late medieval mystical spirituality, the broad transmission of Birgitta’s



