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Doctoral Dissertation Abstract
This research is situated at the intersection of three different but complementary areas of
exploration: preaching, confession, and the issue of “superstition” with the emergence of ideas
involving witchcraft.
The main focus will be on the Observant Franciscan order, more specifically on some
representatives of its later phase of development who I define as a “third generation” of friars,
mainly preachers and confessors connected to the friary of St. Angel in Milan, active between the
second half of the fifteenth century and the first decade of the following century.
In this regard, my main source will be the Rosarium Sermonum compiled by Bernardino
Busti of Milan (d. 1513) and published for the first time in Venice in 1498. In particular, sermon 16
deals extensively and specifically with various forms of “superstition,” constituting almost a
synthetic but comprehensive tract on the matter, examining them as offences against the First
Commandment. Other texts of Observant Franciscans will be considered in a comparative
perspective. From this point of view, especially when dealing with witchcraft-beliefs, the analysis
will be enlarged to consider some texts written by Dominican friars, in order to highlight the
dialogue and the opposition between the representatives of the two main Mendicant orders. The
paradigmatic case will be the Questiones lamearum (1505), written by an Observant Franciscan
particularly linked to Busti and his confrere at St. Angelo’s, Samuele Cassini, and the Apologia
Dodi contra li difensori de le strie (1506) compiled in reply to it by the Dominican Vincenzo Dodi.
This study is divided into three main parts. The first part will situate Bernardino Busti, his
Rosarium Sermonum and the other main texts to be used as reference points within the development
of the Observant Franciscan movement. Moreover, a discourse on preaching, confession, and the
relevance of sin will be approached. Finally, the development of multifaceted grids to classify sin
and the final choice of the Decalogue as the main one will be also dealt with. The second part will
focus on the core issue of “superstition,” precisely within the specific genre of the pastoral approach
based on the Ten Commandments. Within the issue of “superstition” I shall show how the problem
of witchcraft-related beliefs arose. The third part will analyse, how a specific Observant Franciscan
approach appeared within this context, focused on fifteenth century Milan and Lombardy. Busti’s
specific approach, confirmed and deepened by Cassini, was in favour of a confident defence of the
unreality of some elements related to witchcraft-beliefs, first of all the mythology of the ludus
Diane.
A personal memory probably played a role in my interest in analysing some aspects related
to a complex phenomenon such as witchcraft-beliefs. I was just a child when my maternal
grandfather told us how once he found some barrels in his cellar broken and the mane of his mare
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completely braided. To my surprised question on who could have done all that, his reply was
without any hesitation: “le streghe!” He explained further how witches like to make mischief in
cellars. He had once even had a personal experience while hiding with a friend of his among the
barrels; they heard a terrible hit on one of them. This constituted the old heritage of tales and myths,
apparently and amazingly still meaningful for a vineyard man born in 1911 in the countryside near
Rome.
To sum up, the goal of the present research is threefold:
a)

To highlight the place and role of Bernardino Busti and the other preachers

belonging to St. Angelo’s in Milan within the development of the Observant Franciscan movement
as a whole. This means contextualizing their work in the revival of pastoral efforts shown by the
elaboration of preaching and confessional texts;
b)

To identify “superstition” as a specific issue dealt with through the Decalogue, a

specific pastoral scheme of a classification of sins. I shall attempt to trace “superstitions” back to
their proper thematic areas: “vain observations,” learned or ritual magic, and witchcraft-related
beliefs, and analyze the representative features of Busti’s treatment of “superstition” and Cassini’s
way of dealing with witchcraft, elucidating their particular line of approach in comparison with that
of some Dominicans operating in the same geographical area in the same period;
c)

To evaluate the overall role of the texts analyzed as a means used to moralize and

ultimately control the customs and behavior of the faithful. This implies saying something about the
relationship/connection between the pulpit and the nave or, in other words, on what made the friar a
“fisherman of people,” as Busti himself writes.
Sermons will constitute the major genre of sources that I will be using in this research; I
must make it clear that I do not intend to investigate them for themselves. I intend rather to use this
type of source to reconstruct a “case study” concerning the treatment of “superstitions,” and within
that, the treatment of witchcraft in diverse and more specific texts, such as the one compiled by
Cassini. An “eclectic approach,” as suggested by Kienzle, will be adopted when dealing with
sermons, since this will allow the possibility of grasping some meaning in a complex and
multifaceted issue such as that of “superstition.”
First of all, the texts will be examined to extract some of the Observant Franciscans’ main
lines of approach concerning sin in general and the sin of “superstition” in particular. As Marina
Montesano has showed, Observant Franciscan were bearers of a specific way of interpreting
“superstition,” placing their own experiences on the pastoral ground within the scheme of
classification proposed by Thomas Aquinas, basically based on the Ten Commandments and the
consequent primary importance attributed to idolatry. Busti and the other “third generation”
Observants from Milan built their dealings with “superstition” along the lines of the Observant
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Franciscan tradition. However, as I shall highlight especially in the case of Busti, they introduced a
much more developed treatment of this issue, both contextualizing it within their general pastoral
discourse as preachers and confessors, and taking into consideration witchcraft-related stereotypes
more thoroughly, until one of them, the ludus, was examined in depth by Cassini. Thus,
understanding the process of the formation of the witches Sabbath among educated members of the
Church, may benefit from the identification and the categorization of the new interpretive elements
which I propose to consider through my sources.
Regarding preaching and confessional texts as devices to moralize and thus change people’s
habits, a question has arisen. At the beginning, while thinking about this research, I embraced the
hypothesis that some “superstitious” elements, connected to folklore or to forms of “popular”
beliefs, lay behind the interpretative lines in which they were presented and identified in sermons,
which might be seen a process of “acculturation” introduced to the faithful on a more or less general
scale by the preachers. After debates and discussions during seminars and meetings, I have decided
to leave aside the difficulties related to the use of the concept of “acculturation” in this context.
When possible, I will be relying on the results and suggestions of historical anthropology though,
especially when dealing with issues that imply the creation or representation of meanings,
symbolism and contacts among various spheres, such as the case of religiosity.
The reason for choosing the Observant Franciscans as a “case study” on the treatment of
“superstition” at the end of the fifteenth century was their role in society at the time. The
phenomenon of the “Observances,” which spread after the Council of Constance (1414-1418), did
not only concern the Franciscan Order. However, Kaspar Elm has already emphasized to what
extent Franciscan Observance distinguished itself from the others in its aim to reform urban society.
A series of other scholars, from Bernadette Paton to Marina Montesano, to Letizia Pellegrini, have
pointed to the role played in the society of their time by Observant Franciscans, “the new religious
order” of the fifteenth century. Thus, what Pellegrini has defined “the apotheosis of the Observants”
mirrors precisely such a situation of their increasing presence on all the main fronts of civic life.
Such an emergence of the role of Observant Franciscans revolved around the link between
preaching and confession. After the promulgation of canon 21 of the Lateran IV in 1215, Rusconi
described what for him was a process through which an area of individual consciousness could be
strictly subjected to pastoral control on the part of the clergy. The offshoots of this disposition were
fully developed only a few centuries later, when Observant preachers started to compose texts and
manuals whose aim was exactly to produce a means for spreading a culture of penitence. That was
much more effective in that century, both for the development of the Observances themselves and
for the introduction of movable type printing, of which Observant Franciscans were, without a
doubt, massive users.
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Thus, what Ovidio Capitani has defined as an “everyday law” or a penitential law linked to
the annual obligation to confess one’s sins needs to be taken into account in this research. This can
be considered an aspect of what Adriano Prosperi has recognized as the long process that, through
the late medieval age until the modern times after the Council of Trent, allowed the Church to reestablish its “presence” and “hegemony” - to use his words - in the political and social history of the
Italian peninsula. A coherent line connects various points in all this discourse: Prosperi’s analysis
has showed how confession constituted one of the main means through which the Church could
base its action to keep the faithful’s souls after the Protestant crisis; Busti’s Rosarium itself was one
of the most reprinted manuals for preachers beyond the Council of Trent; finally, at the beginning
of the Protestant schism, in 1520, the Summa angelica, composed for confessors by Angelo da
Chivasso, a confessor of St. Angelo’s in Milan, was publicly burned by Luther as representing
Catholic doctrine and a principle source of power. One part of the interest of this research lies, I
believe, in identifying the early development of a process whose evolution became clear only later.
As I shall point out, the aim to orientate the faithful through the various times of the
liturgical calendar is very clear in the texts I shall examine. The aim of Busti’s Rosarium was to
lead the penitent to celebrate Easter through a large number of doctrinal and pastoral indications
provided by the preachers who constituted the readership of his handbook. This is well shown by
the consideration of “superstitions” and witchcraft-related elements as offences against the First
Commandment, while introducing a preaching cycle the aim of which was to establish doctrinal
foundations for the faithful to prepare well for the compulsory Easter confession. From all these
points of view, the texts of these later Observants of the Franciscan friary of St. Angelo in Milan
represent privileged loci of observation.
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