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GUY GELTNER

Antifraternal polemics: from literature to social realities





Medieval friars faced numerous criticisms 1. Allegations against
Franciscans, Dominicans, Carmelites, and Augustinian Hermits ran
the gamut from minute violations of their regimes, to violent
assaults on laymen, to the ushering of the antichrist. They were
thus accused of social as well as spiritual deviancy, crimes as well as
sins, be it as individuals, members of a particular convent or order,
or even en bloc as novi viri. This range of charges, the variety of their
objects, and the diversity of motivations behind them are worth
emphasizing since they are often overlooked, leading to a narrow,
biased, and ahistorical perspective on what is sometimes called
medieval antifraternalism. Accompanying the more savory and
celebratory accounts of the friars’ history, antifraternalism surely has
an important role to play in and beyond mendicant historiography
by providing a fuller image of the brethren’s early days. But it is a
far more complex phenomenon, or rather set of phenomena, than
scholars have tended to recognize. Accordingly, in what follows I

1 I am grateful to the organizers for allowing me the unique privilege of attending
this conference, the pleasure of their amicable and learned company, and the sound
criticism of my work, which I have tried to integrate into the present version. Since in
large part this paper is based on and indeed structured along the lines of my 2012
monograph on the topic, I have chosen to avoid burdening the apparatus with the
numerous citations the latter already contains, and have mostly limited myself to evidence
I have uncovered and secondary literature that has appeared or came to my attention since
its publication.
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will briefly present the origins and current understanding of the
term and then propose some critiques, arguing in particular that
traditional proponents of antifraternalism as a historical phenomenon
have neglected to examine the social realities and cultural perceptions
shaping negative responses to the friars. The central section will
survey several arenas in which friars came under attack, as a way to
situate antifraternal polemics in a broader context. Last, I will
propose how such information can provide a more satisfying pers-
pective on the friars’ image and identity.

I

A common and rather misleading way to approach medieval
antifraternalism is as a subset of anticlericalism, an ideology rooted
in nineteenth-century political and intellectual developments, and
which sought to curb clerics’ privileges or indeed abolish the hierarchy
of the church. The most obvious and thus least interesting issue to
be raised against this association is its anachronism. Furthermore,
while there certainly were calls to abolish the church well before the
French Revolution and South American decolonization, allegations
against medieval friars per se, especially those displaying an apocalyptic
mentality, were often brought forth by clergymen, cloistered monks,
and at times by members of the mendicant orders themselves, a
convergence that impedes any collapsing of antifraternal attacks
into anticlericalism. A third objection, to be examined in detail
later, is that criticism launched at friars qua friars, that is which
challenged the brethren’s place in the ecclesiastical hierarchy, was
actually quite rare. Historically, the frequency of assaults on friars,
be they verbal, legal, economic, or physical, and which articulated a
view of the friars as inherently evil, was very low. Indeed, the core
issue with the present understanding of antifraternalism is that it is
based almost entirely on a small number of literary and theological
texts, whose direct influence on or representative value regarding
attitudes towards medieval friars is limited at best 2.

2 G. GELTNER, The making of medieval antifraternalism: polemic, violence, deviance, and
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The foremost if possibly inadvertent proponent of the latter
intellectualist bias, at least within Anglo-American academia, is
Penn R. Szittya, a literary historian who in 1986 published a seminal
volume entitled The antifraternal tradition in medieval literature. Here
and in several related essays, Szittya explores a variety of topoi
appropriated by several English authors and theologians of the
fourteenth century, which purport to demonstrate a pervasive
ecclesiological critique against the friars. Authors such as Geoffrey
Chaucer, John Langland, and Gower, as well as contemporary
theologian John Wyclif and archbishop Richard FitzRalph took
their cues above all from several thirteenth-century writers, who
militated against the brethren during the Paris University controver-
sies in the mid 1250s. It would be superfluous in this context to
recount those events, or remind readers of the centrality (and for
that matter failure) of the so-called Hammer of the Friars, William
of St. Amour. Nor is it necessary to go into much detail about St.
Amour’s virulent critique of the friars, whom he depicted collectively
as harbingers of the antichrist and called, not so much for a massive
curbing of their power and privileges, as for their complete eradication.
As William put it (citing Gratian) in De periculis novissimorum
temporum, a text presented as the Parisian secular masters’ manifesto
in 1256:

« Since we recognized that there are no more than two orders among the
disciples, that is twelve Apostles and seventy-two Disciples, whence this third
order emerged we do not know. And what lacks a reason must be extirpated » 3.

remembrance, Oxford, 2012, pp. 15-44. See in addition C. BRIM, The development and decline of
British antifraternal literature, unpubl. PhD dissertation, McMaster University, 1990; and
A. MONTEFASCO, « sale o mura, / de le limosine, alle genti strane » (CX.5.6). Esegesi di un passo
“antifrancescano” del Fiore, in Virtute e canoscenza. Per le nozze d’oro di Luigi Scorrano con
Madonna Sapientia, Galatina, 2014, pp. 141-150.

3 WILLIAM OF SAINT-AMOUR, De periculis novissimorum temporum, ed. and trans. G.
Geltner, Dallas Medieval Texts and Translations VIII, Leuven, 2008, p. 53; citing
Gratian, Dec. I, dist. 68, c. v § 1 (col. 255).
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William spoke explicitly on behalf of his close colleagues, and
there is little doubt that he had their support in articulating his
original position. It is equally clear however that that support
melted soon after his treatise was banned by Pope Alexander IV and
his presence made scarce by the French king, Louis IX (St. Louis) in
1257. With rare exceptions, all theological tractates or legal
position papers composed against the friars in the following decades
sought to limit their rights, not question their very presence.

From Szittya’s perspective however this discontinuity would
not have mattered. The struggle was picked up across the Channel a
century later. While circumstances were surely different, the aboli-
tionist message remained the same, foreshadowing even more
momentous developments that were to take place in the sixteenth
century. Leaving aside the validity of this imagined trajectory, and
the fruitfulness of placing literary geniuses squarely on one side or
the other of a partisan ecclesiological debate, the main legacy of
Szittya’s book was that is mainstreamed two notions. First, that
there is such a thing as a medieval antifraternal tradition; and
secondly, that that tradition is based upon the abolitionist precepts
of William of St. Amour. Henceforth, anyone using this term, at
least in an Anglo-American context, was willy-nilly perpetuating a
rather partial view of what negative approaches to friars could
encompass, be it within the world of letters and theology or in late
medieval society at large.

An important exception to this tendency is Geoffrey Dipple’s
Antifraternalism and anticlericalism in the German Reformation (1996),
in which the terms of debate are more clearly suitable to the
original, that is to say sixteenth-century, religious and political
context. Dipple showed that some early reformers, many of whom
emerged from mendicant cloisters, developed an alternative
ecclesiology, also in response to their immediate institutional and
spiritual surroundings. He also makes the provocative argument
that much of the early reformers’ attacks on friars in particular were
a response to the success, not the failure of the Observant movement.
That is hardly to deny a polemical link between William of St.
Amour’s attack on medieval mendicants and their papal and royal
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supporters on the one hand and the friars’ (and clergy’s) later critics
on the other. But 1256 is not 1517, let alone 1789; and, if we were
to insist on the phenomenon’s continuity, then antifraternalism in
its medieval incarnation was decidedly not an abolitionist movement.

I have become convinced of the latter gradually, and not because it
is logically necessary, but simply because there is too little evidence
to support the traditional view. As mentioned, antifraternal polemicists
writing after William’s exile and throughout the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries, targeted the friars’ privileges of preaching,
burial, inheritance, and lamented their lack of obedience to the local
clergy. They did not seek the friars’ dismantlement as a group of
religious orders that is dangerously at odds with the divinely
ordained hierarchy of the church, as William unequivocally did.
More importantly, there is little to no evidence for abolitionist
attitudes in urban society, which were either informed by or shaped
theological and literary writings. That is not to say that there was
any shortage of assaults on friars, especially in Europe’s urban
centers, as we shall presently see. Yet an overwhelming amount of
evidence makes it rather difficult to argue for a concerted or
sporadic movement to cleanse the church of religious mendicancy.
In other words, when we speak about medieval antifraternalism, it
can be helpful to adopt an inclusive approach to the available
sources, and consider the full range of assaults on friars, not only as
members of a particular religious order, but especially as members of
specific urban, political, economic, and religious communities. For
friars were different things to different people in different times and
places.

II

In this sense, there are three aspects worth exploring to flesh out
our picture of the friars’ negative reception before the late fourteenth
century, that is before the orders’ respective reform movements
began in earnest. The first is the scale and scope of antifraternal
violence. The second is the degree to which the friars’ own behavior
could be linked to such assaults, that is their deviance and its
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reputation in the public sphere. The third is the memory of such
assaults and how it was preserved and recollected in mendicant and
non-mendicant contexts, a first stage before their transmission to
modern historians.

1. ANTIFRATERNAL VIOLENCE

By canvassing modern studies, medieval chronicles, the orders’
own administrative records, and criminal court protocols in a
number of urban archives, I was able to trace the strikingly modest
number of 109 major events of aggression against friars in Europe
before 1400. Their geographic and chronological distribution are
summarized in the following tables:

Region Italy British
Isles

France Spain Germany Central
Europe

Unknown Total

Incidents 40 26 21 7 8 4 3 109

Table 1. Incidents of aggression against friars before 1400 (by region)

Period until
1250

1251-
75

1276-
1300

1301-
25

1326-
50

1351-
75

1376-
1400

Total

Incidents 20 13 26 16 13 6 15 109

In Italy 9 6 10 4 1 5 5 40

Table 2. Incidents of aggression against friars before 1400 (by period) 4

4 BASED ON GELTNER, The making cit. (note 2), Appendix I, and augmented by the
following instances: Archivio di Stato di Bologna, Curia del podesta, Fango 16, reg. 1, fols.
52v-53r, April, 1318, concerns the alleged abduction and robbery of a Franciscan friar six
years previously; E. COHEN, « To die a criminal for the public good »: the execution ritual in late
medieval Paris, in Law, custom, and the social fabric in medieval Europe: essays in honor of Bryce
Lyon, ed. D. Nicholas and B. Bachrach, Kalamazoo, MI, 1990, pp. 285-304 at 288-289,
relates the beheading of two Augustinian Hermits who pretended to cure Charles VI’s
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Lack of space prevents me from going into detail about the
methodology used in assembling this information, but suffice it to
say that the results are skewed towards western Europe and clearly
reflect my own familiarity with the rich Italian archives. Assuming
however that the data is generally representative of the entire
region, we can discern a peak of offenses in the last quarter of the
thirteenth century and a nadir in the third quarter of the fourteenth,
a pattern to which the Italian cases only partially fit.

What is decidedly more illuminating for our present purpose
than the limited number and general distribution of cases is their
great variety. To the extent that broader contexts could be
established for these cases, they fall under the sometimes-overlapping
categories of foreignness, the abuse of privileges, military and
political campaigns, inquisitorial activities, internal conflicts, and
sporadic violence. Given the current proceedings’ focus, I have tried
to select for each category examples concerning the Franciscan
Order. You may be pleased to hear that I was not always successful.

Foreignness: There was no shortage of grounds for mistrusting
the brethren, and the farther they went, the more suspicious locals
became of them, at least in the earlier years. Friars were identified
and occasionally victimized as heretics, thieves, beggars, and of
course spies, as the Lanercost Chronicle relates for instance regarding
the Franciscans landing in Dover in 1224. Jordan of Giano preserved
the famous incident in which the Minorites approaching Germany
were accosted and asked if they were heretics, to which they responded
rather unfortunately with the only German word they knew,
namely Ja. And, as Anna Gaspari has recently shown, Franciscans
arriving in Puglia towards the end of the fourteenth century to
promote Roman (at the expense of Greek) liturgy faced much
hostility from local inhabitants, especially clergymen 5. Even when

madness in 1398; and M. J. ROBSON, The Franciscans in the medieval custody of York, York,
1997, p. 4, discusses the expulsion of the Scarborough Franciscans soon after their arrival
in 1239.

5 A. GASPARI, Greci e francescani nel Salento tardomedievale e rinascimentale (con particolare



GUY GELTNER322

the brethren managed to settle in a town, tensions concerning their
perceived agendas did not always subside, as conflicts with students
in Oxford, Cambridge, Paris, and Salamanca demonstrate.
Recruitment of young children was particularly frowned upon, and
despite papal admonitions to the contrary, friars could stir up anger,
as in 1326, when a boy entered the Franciscan convent in Bologna,
which resulted in a major brawl 6. Foreignness likewise undergirded
the violent eviction of Franciscans from their newly acquired
convents in Rabastens (1272), Orense (1289), Agen (1291), and
elsewhere in this period, in attacks sometimes orchestrated by local
abbots or bishops.

Privileges: The friars’ swift spread and success attracted negative
attention also in terms of the privileges they accrued. Broadly
speaking these can be divided into general and local benefits. The
former included preaching, burial, and confession rights, while the
latter reflected special arrangements with specific urban regimes
and secular lords, for instance tax exemptions, access to property,
and usufructs meant to support the brethren’s activities. When
perceived as excessive, be it by clergymen, monks, or lay people,
such privileges came under sharp scrutiny as abusive, greedy, and
destabilizing to local communities and even to the church at large.
In May 1287, for instance, the Franciscans of Strasbourg agreed to
the placing of new limitations on their inheritance rights by the
city and to avoid recruiting youths under the age of 18--thorny
issues that arose elsewhere. The local Dominicans by contrast
refused the revised arrangement, and as tensions between the city
elders and the Friars Preacher escalated, some citizens stormed the
male convent. As the enraged papal legate to the area charged the
mayor and citizens of Strasbourg:

riferimento alla diocesi di Nardò), in Neritinae Sedis, ed. G. Santantonio and M. Spedicato,
Galatina, 2014, pp. 177-198.

6 And see M. T. DOLSO, ‘Et sint Minores’. Modelli di vocazione e reclutamento dei frati
Minori nel primo secolo francescano, Milano, 2000 (Fonti e ricerche XIV), pp. 395-396 and
403-405 for a brief acknowledgment of this tension.
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« You violently invaded the houses of those friars with hatchets and horrible
cries, breaking the door of that house and terrifying the besieged brethren with
many other injuries; and, what is more dreadful...you locked those men
completely, lest any of the faithful approach them, and no one was allowed to
leave » 7.

It is worth recalling, however, that very rarely did such events
culminate with calls to abolish the friars, and without exception - if
at length - expelled mendicants soon returned to serve their urban
communities.

Military and political campaigns: The thirteenth and especially
the fourteenth century was a time of great strife, be it between the
papacy and the Empire, England and France, or within Europe’s
burgeoning urban centers. All these certainly took their toll on
local friars, at times intentionally, at others collaterally or even
accidentally. Convents were plundered for their precious items, but
also seized as strategic strongholds on the outskirts or centers of
cities. Under such circumstances, the friars’ provenance could play
for or against them. In 1333, for example, the Scottish Augustinians
left Berwick by order of Edward III, who replaced them with
English friars, a forced relocation the same king effected in Calais in
1347 as well, casting out the French community. Further west, the
Irish Franciscans were deeply divided about allegiances, an ambiguity
that may have led to their violent targeting during the Scottish
invasion of the island between 1315 and 1317. Friars’ activities as
ambassadors and peacemakers likewise placed them in the line of
fire, with guilt by association descending upon brethren who found
themselves in the wrong place at the wrong time. This could lead to
tragic ironies. William of Appleton, John of Gaunt’s Franciscan
physician, was killed in 1381 as an accomplice by insurgents during

7 Urkunden der Stadt Strassburg, ed. W. Wiegand and A. Schulte, 4 vols., Strasbourg,
1879-98, II, no. 114 (p. 70): « violenter domos ipsorum fratrum cum securibus et
horrendis clamoribus invasistis frangendo ipsius domus ostia aliasque fratribus opsis
multiplices injurias orrogando et, quod est immanius, ipsos, ut dicitur, undique
reclusistis, ne ad ipsos pateat fidelibus accessus et eis omnino prohibeatur egressus ».
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the Peasants’ Revolt, while his own brethren in Cambridge and
York were targeted for allegedly stirring up the very same uprising.
Things were scarcely different in Italy. For siding with Innocent IV,
the Franciscans of Reggio, Modena, and Cremona were shown the
city gate in 1249, much like their Parisian brethren in 1303. None
of the relevant sources, however, suggest that such acts were driven
by a critique of religious mendicancy, seeking instead to influence
or indeed retaliate at the orders as proxies in a larger struggle.

Inquisitorial activities: About 20% (22 out of 109) of the incidents
I traced fall under this category, which involved dozens of friars and
could result in death. That may sound like much, but the superior
documentation and occasionally provocative nature of inquisitors’
activities probably lend themselves to overrepresentation in the
sources. At any rate, what is most often unclear about violence in
the context of inquisitorial activities is the extent to which the friars
involved were targeted qua friars or even as inquisitors, thereby
complicating an ostensibly strong link between such protests and
antifraternalism, let alone anticlericalism. As Carol Lansing has
argued in the case of Orvieto, for instance, the victimization of the
city’s first inquisitors, who were Dominicans, stemmed from the
citizens’ perception of the friars as political or even military
opponents. When the Minorites came to replace the Preachers, the
animosity all but vanished, perhaps due to the Franciscans’ better
local connections 8. The underlying tensions for inquisitors’
victimization in other contexts are equally complex. In 1279 some
residents of Parma assaulted the local Dominican convent after
being outraged by the inquisitors’ verdict of guilt by association
against a servant of a convicted heretic. They seem to have had no
qualms about the mistress’s fate, and by implication with the
inquisitors’ presence or activities, as long as they did not overstep
their boundaries. A similar dynamic can be detected twenty years
later in Bologna, where citizens’ were not only outraged by the
inquisitors’ conduct in a particular case, but lodged complaints

8 C. LANSING, Power and purity: Cathar heresy in medieval Italy, New York, 1998, pp.
57-59 and 137-150.
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about individual friars, without ever challenging the significance of
their office or order.

Internal conflicts: A poignant reminder that antifraternal
violence defies its categorization as either a subset of anticlericalism
or as a call to abolish religious mendicancy, can be found in instances in
which brethren turned on one another. Leaving aside the ambiguous
case Caesarius of Speyer (d. 1239), we can recall the murder of the
Carmelite Henry of Oxford in 1297 by a coreligionist, the murder
of the Franciscan Richard Pestel by his own guardian in 1356, and
of course the violent strife among the Minorites in Ireland in the
late thirteenth century, which apparently resulted in more than a
dozen deaths. The repression of the Franciscan Spirituals under
John XXII is another case in point, perpetrated in and by the
church and at least with the tacit support of antagonistic friars
within that order.

Sporadic violence: Last, some acts of violence defy categorization,
at least in the absence of further details. For example, in the mid
thirteenth century, Fernando III of Castile repeatedly warned
against people breaking into the Dominican convents in Madrid,
and Salimbene de Adam (1221-1290?) reports botched attempts to
raid the Franciscan convents in Monfalcone and Reggio in 1287,
roughly when Pisan citizens assaulted the Minorites and some
Neopolitans besieged the local Dominicans. In 1289 a monk
named Donabonum led a crowd against Adam, a Franciscan who
was leading a prayer session outside Bologna, a fate that also befell
several Augustinian friars in Lucca in 1361, 1391, and 1398.
Whatever their contexts, such incidents at least demonstrate that
the mendicant habit offered imperfect defense even at the height of
the friars’ alleged golden age. Thus in 1334 three men robbed a
Bolognese Franciscan, in 1338 (or 1342) an unidentified thief
dispossessed a Polish Dominican, and in 1383 a Florentine vagabond
named Naso kidnapped, robbed and raped a Poor Claire named
Francesca, en route to her convent in Arezzo. In similar vein were
mendicant convents burglarized and robbed and their dwellers
threatened for material gain well outside the context of military
campaigns. Here too what the sources suggest is the friars’
opportunistic rather than ideological or strategic victimization.
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2. MENDICANT MISBEHAVIOR

A second framework for understanding medieval antifraternalism
was already implicit in the foregone paragraphs, namely the friars’
own violations of social and religious norms. These could and at
times did precipitate a violent backlash, for unlike most traditional
monks, the friars lived under both a strict regula and the gaze of
numerous and occasionally antagonistic urban dwellers. Mendicant
misbehavior was thus defined and detected both within and outside
the convent, and was consequential in different ways in either
sphere. The brethren’s deviancy does not provide an exclusive
context for understanding medieval antifraternalism, yet it does
broaden the phenomenon’s scope beyond ecclesiology or theology
to the social dynamics of urban life. Their mainly urban mission
exposed the brethren to different kinds of allegations, without
necessarily linking those with calls to abolish religious mendicancy.

There is ample evidence for mendicant misbehavior, especially
in the orders’ surviving administrative records. As the following
tables relate, 125 grave offenses were recorded among the Dominicans
before 1400, ignoring numerous minor disobediences.

1251-
60

1261-
70

1271-
80

1281-
90

1291-
1300

1301-
10

1311-
20

1321-
30

1331-
40

1341-
50

1351-
60

1361-
70

1371-
80

1381-
90

1391-
1400

Total

5 3 7 11 3 10 6 6 6 2 8 4 7 14 33 125

Table 3. Chronological distribution of major infractions among Dominicans,
1251-1400

Italy Germany France England Spain Other Total

38 38 12 27 9 1 125

Table 4. Regional distribution of major infractions among Dominicans 9

9 See GELTNER, The making cit. (note 2), Appendix II.
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Nor were such offenses typical or limited to the Friars Preacher.
Theft, embezzlement, sexual misconduct, apostasy, neglect,
violence, and the destruction of property all make their appearances
across the range of mendicant administrative records, not to
mention non-mendicant images and texts. 10 Tellingly, in their
diverse contexts, many of these instances are described as scandala.
The medieval concept of scandal (scandalum) is closely linked to the
modern designation of the public sphere, denoting an action that
was either carried out in public or whose reputation has reached the
world beyond the cloister. As such it was considered even more
dangerous since it corrupts the minds of the faithful witnesses, not
only endangers the soul of the perpetrator 11. Public offenses in
either of these senses were therefore more damaging to an order’s
reputation and more difficult to manage from a public-relations’
point of view. They could thus feed into the promotion of local and
regional agendas, of either secular clergymen, local residents, or
competing mendicant orders.

In other words, given the orders’ broad spread and Europe’s
improving transregional communications, the friars’ image in
Europe or the friars’ European image was shaped not only by
theological polemics, literary satire, and violent action perpetrated
against them, but also through the friars’ own misbehavior.

3. MENDICANT IDENTITY FORMATION

A third and final context for historicizing medieval antifraterna-
lism, is the dynamic process of memory and identity formation 12. A

10 Ibid., pp. 93-95, which can be augmented by J. ABERTH, Criminal churchmen in the
Age of Edward III: the case of Bishop Thomas de Lisle, University Park, PA, 1996; and E. LALA,
Violence and the clergy in late medieval Albania: with and without the Penitentiary, in Violence and
the medieval clergy, ed. G. Jaritz and A. Marinković, Budapest and New York, 2011, pp.
47-54 at 51.

11 A. FOSSIER, « Propter vitandum scandalum ». Histoire d’une catégorie juridique (XIIe-XVe
siècles), in Mélanges de l’Ecole Française de Rome, Moyen Âge, CXXII, Rome, 2009, pp.
317-348.

12 See, most recently, A. WESJOHANN, Mendikantische Gründungsrezählungen im 13. und
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large part of what we know about the friars’ negative reception has
been recorded for posterity by mendicant chroniclers and administra-
tors. By comparison, municipal archives, even in the well-documented
cities of Italy, France, Germany, and England, yield little more than
scattered evidence, and the same holds for the Archivio Segreto
Vaticano. This should come as no surprise given the friars’ vicinity
to the events and their overall prerogative in maintaining the
pertinent documents. Yet it is not so much the records’ quantity,
but rather one of their salient qualities, that reveals their importance
for studying medieval antifraternalism.

Contrary to what may appear at first blush, the following remarks
are meant to illustrate the dynamics of identity formation, in this
case among a group of orders promoting a specific kind of
worldview. They are emphatically not meant either to judge or to
reduce this process to cynical maneuvering. Nor do they seek to
imply that the victimization of friars was fabricated out of whole
cloth by the orders’ ideologues. There is sufficient evidence from
external sources to corroborate many of the brute facts behind such
accounts. Rather, I argue that many of the mendicant texts
recording this type of antifraternalism share a certain Christological
key with other records of the friars’ victimization. As Isabelle
Heullant-Donat has amply shown in her studies of Franciscans in
the Near East, the brethren’s ‘impossible mission’ of converting
local populations gradually developed an apocalyptic outlook 13.
For those pursuing such missions as well as those remembering
them, failure on one front became an accomplishment on another.
As during Christianity’s nascence, new martyrs were minted both
to deal with loss and explain a tactical failure in terms of a broader

14. Jahrhundert. Mythen als Element institutioneller Eigengeschichtschreibung der mittelalterlichen
Franziskaner, Dominikaner und Augustiner-Eremiten, Vita Regularis, Abhandlungen XLIX,
Berlin, 2010.

13 I. HEULLENT-DONAT, Missions impossibles. Les franciscains, le martyre et l’islam
(XIIIe-XVe siècle), Rome, [forthcoming]. And see C. MACEVITT, Martyrdom and the Muslim
world through Franciscan eyes, in The Catholic Historical Review, XCVII (2011), pp. 1-24.
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strategic success, an effect that can aptly be named a ‘sweet inversion’
or a ‘healing narrative’ 14.

Such attitudes can be detected outside the context of the friars’
missions to the Near East, along the shifting boundaries of Latin
Christendom. For it is one of the obvious goals of mendicant
historiography and iconography to stress the early converts’
emulation of their founders and depict them as Christians obeying
the command « naked to follow the naked Christ » 15. As the
Carmelite John Baconthorpe (d. 1346) put it:

« Christian religion was founded by divine inspiration, for no persecution or
promulgation of laws was able to dissolve it...And so it is with the Order of the
Carmel, for, with God’s help, it has persevered since its antiquity, and could be
dissolved neither by the persecutions of the Saracens, not through the laws
promulgated against the religious » 16.

The friars’ evident success was a vindication of religious mendic-
ancy, but so was their persecution and occasional failure, especially
when that failure could be seen as a violent rejection. The logic of
sweet inversion thus left little room for ambiguity: friars had to be
fully embraced or rejected, and indeed many of the episodes of the

14 A. DE VOGÜE, Histoire littéraire du movement monastique dans l’Antiquité, I, Paris, 1991,
p. 94; P. LAWRENCE, Violence, suffering, amman: the work of oracles in Sri Lanka’s eastern war
zone, in Violence and subjectivity, ed. Veena Das, et al. Berkeley, 2000, pp. 171-204.

15 See J. CHÂTILLON, Nudum Christum nudus sequere. Note sue les origines et la signification du
thème de la nudité spirituelle dans les écrits de Saint Bonaventure, in S. Bonaventure 1274-1974,
IV. Theologica, Grottaferrara, 1974, pp. 719-771; and G. CONSTABLE, « Nudus nudum
Christum sequi » and parallel formulas in the twelfth century: a supplementary dossier, in
Continuity and discontinuity in church history. Essays presented to George Huntston Williams, ed.
F. F. Church and T. George, Leiden, 1979, pp. 83-91.

16 J. BACONTHORPE, Compendium historiarum et iurium, in Medieval Carmelite heritage, ed.
A. Staring, Roma, 1989 (Textus et Studia Carmelitana XVI), pp. 209-210: « patet
christianam religionem divina inspiratione fuisse constitutam, quia nulla persecutione aut
legis editione dissolvi poterat...Idem est de ordine Carmeli. Semper enim, Deo disponente,
in sua antiquitate processit, nec per Saracenorum persecutionem, nec per leges editas
contra religiosos poterat dissolvi ».
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brethren’s arrival to a new city or region fall into the mutually
exclusive rubrics of conversion or denial.

On occasion, however, we can witness the friction generated by
a desire for a streamlined narrative brushing up against a complex
social reality. This, in my interpretation, is the background to
Humbert of Romans’ famous claim, in 1255, that the Dominicans
« are nowhere and never safe », despite much evidence, even at that
relatively early phase in the university quarrels, that the friars had
strong supporters in and beyond Paris 17. For in terms of physical
violence, the only evidence we have is one line in one record, which
mentions some rocks being thrown at the local Dominican convent,
unclear by whom and in what context. The Dominican Master
General may not have embellished, but to his mind, what otherwise
appears to be an isolated event, accompanied by William of St.
Amour’s vitriol, must put the brethren under red alert: their designa-
ted role in the economy of salvation was about to reach a new and
important stage.

A similar angst typifies mendicant descriptions of the brethren’s
decimation during Black Death and in the plague’s subsequent
visitations. By spotlighting the self-sacrifice of their coreligionists,
late fourteenth-century chroniclers such as the Carmelite Jean de
Venette and the Franciscan Michele da Piazza produced narratives
that explained what seemed to be a disproportionate blow, while
simultaneously providing hope for the future. Numerous other
chroniclers carried the same message by providing specific numbers
of mendicant casualties. By contrast, similar descriptions are mostly
absent from non-mendicant chronicles dealing with the plague,
which at any rate avoid casting the friars in the exclusive role of
martyrs. Explicitly antagonistic authors went to the trouble of
explaining what the friars gained from the mass death of others by
way of donations and influence, while others denied or even parodied
the friars’ healing narratives. All this suggests a shared understanding

17 Chartularium Universitatis Parisiensis, ed. H. Denifle and É. Chatelain, I, Paris, 1889,
no. 273, p. 312: « Non est nobis alicuibi securitas ulla ora ».
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of what was at stake in shaping the memory of the friars’ death from
plague, namely construing or undermining their corporate identity
as the church’s vanguard.

III

To conclude, gaining a fuller historical view of the friars’ image
in medieval Europe involves expanding our perspective to include
their negative reception as well. I have offered three additional, and
partly overlapping, contexts for understanding medieval antifratern-
alism beyond the literary tradition to which it is often constrained.
The first was social actions taken against the friars, a group of
incidents that is hard to characterize as participating in the promotion
of a particular religious agenda, let alone anticlericalism. The
second concerned the brethren’s own misbehavior, both within and
outside their convent walls, and in the variety of capacities they
occupied in medieval society, economy, and politics. Third and last,
the mendicants’ own dynamic process of identity formation particip-
ated in the making of medieval antifraternalism, by helping to forge
a sense of suffering and victimhood that dovetailed with the friars’
commitment to a specific kind of imitatio Christi. In addition, I
argued that literary antifraternalism is itself misunderstood as
promoting an authentic Williamine discourse, for there is scarcely
any evidence for theological or literary sources that directly follow
his radical, abolitionist view.

Avoiding a homogenous, ahistorical view of the early friars’
history requires exposing and exploring the myriad contexts in
which their presence and activities created friction within local
communities and the ways in which such moments were understood
and stored in mendicant memories.




