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Francis’s World: 

Umbria in the Thirteenth Century

The Umbria where Francis was born and raised was a land of gentle hills dotted with olive trees, holm oaks, and vineyards, of fertile valleys traversed by the Tiber and smaller streams that linked small towns and walled communes. Assisi, clinging to the slopes of Mount Subasio, dominated with its profile of rose-colored stone a mosaic of meticulously cultivated peasant plots, but it was also a transit hub between Perugia, Spoleto, and Foligno, a halfway point for merchants coming and going with cloth, salt, iron, and spices. Daily life smelled of tanned leather, wool damp with dyes, bread baked in communal ovens, and chimney smoke that, at dawn, mingled with the mist over the fields. In the narrow streets, the passage of time was marked by bells: tolls for work, for the market, for prayer, and for communal assemblies.

In this specific landscape, the social structure was in transition. The old feudal frameworks had begun to give way to new forms of urban power. The communes—cities seeking to self-govern through elected councils and magistrates—were asserting themselves against rural lords and a nobility that, while still prestigious due to lineage and arms, increasingly had to negotiate with burghers enriched by commerce. In Assisi, noble families linked to castles and nearby fiefs, artisans grouped by trade, and merchants weaving credit networks beyond the walls coexisted with relatively visible tensions. In the squares, the price of wool or salt was discussed, contracts were closed before notaries, edicts were announced aloud, oaths of fidelity to civic banners were sworn, and old rivalries between clans, fueled by cycles of offense and redress, were also ignited.

The Church, for its part, was undergoing a reform process that had matured since the previous century. The Gregorian ideal of independence from secular powers still held influence, and popes sought to strengthen their authority throughout Christendom. In urban Umbria, parish clergy lived alongside canons, monks of ancient traditions, and new forms of religious life just beginning to flourish. Benedictine and Camaldolese convents occupied valleys and hilltops, but in urban centers, hospitals for the poor and pilgrims, penitential confraternities, hermitages, and small sanctuaries proliferated, where popular piety found space for free expression. Relics attracted devotees and donations; preaching in the vernacular, still incipient, began to make its way in modest oratories. In the background, the desire for evangelical authenticity was felt with some urgency, at times in a disordered manner, as revealed by outbreaks of lay movements that disturbed the hierarchies.

The economy, the silent engine of so many changes, was rapidly reconfiguring. Medium-distance trade, sustained by periodic fairs, found in wool and cloth a privileged vehicle for wealth. Weaving and dyeing techniques were perfected; artisans, organized in guilds, protected their secrets and quality standards. In merchants’ houses, account books became more complex, with notes on credits, interest, deadlines, and guarantees. The routes connecting Assisi to Florence, Siena, and the cities of the Marca Anconitana favored exchanges that went beyond merchandise: ideas, fashions, songs, and travelers’ tales circulated with surprising fluidity. An urban sensibility was thus opening up which, without renouncing the deep religiosity of the time, understood prosperity as a sign of blessing and a fruit of human ingenuity.

However, not all was calm in the political panorama. The Italian peninsula was a mosaic of overlapping jurisdictions and loyalties, crisscrossed by the conflict between Empire and Papacy. The tension between Guelphs (pro-papal) and Ghibellines (pro-imperial) was not an abstract matter, as it reverberated in municipal alliances, appointments of magistrates, and, at times, the outbreak of local wars. The small Umbrian cities, jealous of their autonomy, fluctuated between pacts and enmities. Assisi and Perugia, for example, maintained a rivalry that combined commercial ambitions, civic prestige, and territorial claims. Young men from well-off families aspired to the glory of arms and knighthood, to the honor of bearing communal colors in campaigns; chronicles record skirmishes, captures, ransoms, humiliations, and triumphal parades that marked collective memory.

Chivalric culture permeated the imagination, though adapted to urban reality. Valor, loyalty to the group, family honor, and gestures of liberality at banquets and festivals were exalted. Songs and poems circulated in the vernacular; itinerant troubadours brought echoes of Provence and the courts. The taste for elegant dress, fine fabrics, and expensive dyes was not merely vanity, but a sign of status. Similarly, the desire to be recognized for generosity in festive spending functioned as a symbolic investment: social prestige was purchased with banquets, donations to temples, sponsorship of public works, and funding of processions and patron saint festivals.

In the religious sphere, popular piety materialized in a dense calendar of celebrations. Vigils, octaves, festivities of local and universal saints punctuated the year with rhythms that even marked the cycles of agricultural and artisanal work. The cult of relics—bones, fragments of clothing, contact objects—sustained small pilgrimages and domestic devotions. Confraternities, open to lay participation, performed works of mercy and organized sacred plays. At the same time, sacramental life, a clergy monopoly, remained the nerve center of ecclesial belonging, and preaching against habitual vices (usury, lust, blasphemy, violence) varied in tone and efficacy depending on the preacher and the audience.

In the formation of consciences, the figure of itinerant preachers became crucial. Many clerics traveled through squares, and their word, sometimes fiery, called for public penance, change of customs, restitution of ill-gotten goods. Penitential practice, understood as a style of austere and charitable life, found lay channels not dependent on monastic enclosure. Men and women, without abandoning their civil condition, committed to periodic almsgiving, ostentatious renunciations, more sober attire, and attendance at daily offices. The pulse of an urban Christianity seeking concretion was palpable.

Doctrinal tensions, for their part, were not foreign to the panorama. Movements like the Cathars had disturbed the Church with their dualist rigor and rejection of sacraments, especially in regions like Languedoc; in Italy, their influence was known and feared. Other currents, like that of the Humiliati, born from the Lombard textile world, proposed a life of penance and work, and, although they sought integration, aroused suspicion and regularization by the authorities. This climate, therefore, demanded creative pastoral responses, capable of capturing the yearning for authenticity without breaking communion. The cities of Umbria, sensitive to the prestige brought by the settlement of new religious families, courted founders and requested foundations, hoping to attract charisms that would ennoble their spiritual profile and, at the same time, energize works of charity.

In education, transmitted mainly within the family and workshops, changes were beginning to be noticed. Literacy, though limited, spread among merchants, notaries, and specialized artisans, who needed to record contracts, inventories, and letters of credit. Latin remained the learned language of liturgy and law, but vernacular languages asserted themselves in an oral literature with its own dignity: stories, songs, and proverbs of great expressive plasticity. In merchants’ houses, practical books, sometimes on reused parchment, with contract formulas and advice on commerce were valued; small devotional codices containing psalms, hymns, and saints’ lives were also prized, not without pride.

Urban architecture transformed slowly. Romanesque churches with austere lines coexisted with the first examples of a sober Gothic that made space for light through wider windows. In cloisters, stone sang of proportions, and capitals narrated, in their forms, bestiaries and biblical scenes. Walls, for their part, were reinforced with monumental gates and watchtowers; in their shadow, workshops and markets multiplied. The piazza—the quintessential civic space—concentrated diverse functions: it was a fairground, an open-air tribunal, a place for proclamations, and an occasional theater for exemplary punishments. The senses of the medieval citizen were educated right there: to recognize the smell of hot metal, the color of good cloth, the voice of a reliable crier, the gravity of an oath sworn before a cross.

Merchant families, to which men like Francis’s father belonged, structured their lives around two poles: the home and the journey. The home was warehouse, workshop, office, and hearth; the journey, with its uncertainty, was a risky investment. On the way out, loaded mules or guarded carts; on the way back, money and stories: safe routes, recommended inns, rumors about new tariffs, currency exchanges, and better seasons to buy or sell. Merchants learned to read the signs of fortune with the attentive eye of those who know the price of the slightest carelessness. In the moral register of the time, money was not pure filth, but its handling had spiritual implications: usury (charging excessive interest) was condemned; wealth had to be justified by honest work and liberality toward the needy. It was no coincidence that philanthropic initiatives arose that, at the same time, elevated the donor’s prestige.

On the political plane, the century would be understood in terms of fluctuation between great powers and local autonomies. The figure of the emperor, symbol of an imperial unity ideal dating back to Rome, was often perceived as distant or mediated by representatives and circumstantial alliances. However, when the monarch was active in Italy, his presence realigned loyalties and provoked decisions in the communes. On the other hand, the papacy, residing in Rome, exercised a spiritual leadership that, in practice, had material consequences: appointments, tax exemptions, protection for certain institutions, sanctions, and calls to common enterprises, like crusades. The inhabitants of Umbria, without pretending to intervene in high-flying theological debates, experienced the decisions of these powers in taxes, mobilizations, appointments of bishops, and privileges granted to local monasteries.

It is significant to observe that, in that Umbria, collective identities were densely interwoven. Family, neighborhood, confraternity, guild, and commune were overlapping layers of belonging that could pull in divergent directions. Conflicts were resolved with varied instruments: from discreet negotiation between clan heads to open violence, passing through peace oaths, arbitrations, and pacts sealed with symbolic gestures. There was no lack of mediators—clergy, notaries, men of prestige—capable of redirecting grievances toward agreements, aware that a city ruined by civil war lost its soul. The memory of grievances, however, was persistent, and genealogies of hatred were inherited like those of blood.

The experience of illness and death was part of the texture of life. Epidemics, though not with the devastation of later times, visited the cities; hospitals, linked to religious institutions, provided elementary assistance, offered bed, food, and prayers. Leprosy, in particular, laden with stigma, was treated in isolated leper houses, with their own rules, where social death was assumed in advance. It is no coincidence that the relationship with lepers appears in the spiritual narratives of the time as a moral hinge: embracing the marginalized meant transgressing disgust and gaining inner freedom. Overall, proximity to death, ritualized with prayers, vigils, and burials, gave gravity to the days and urged living with a mixture of intensity and prudence.

It is also worth pausing at the grammar of urban honor. Reputation was woven with public gestures: generosity at festivals, keeping one’s word, supporting one’s own in times of need, showing hospitality to illustrious strangers. Honor could grow in an afternoon of bravery or fall with an unanswered insult. Forgiveness, when given, was not purely interior: it was formalized with handshakes, kisses of peace, reconciliation banquets where tables and wines reunited. On the reverse side, scorn left marks, and many lawsuits dragged on more due to pride than immediate material interests. This fabric of expectations fueled, on one hand, social cohesion and, on the other, the duty to care for appearances, a temptation always latent in prosperous cities.

The education of virtues was done by imitation and trial. Young people learned their trade in the proximity of the master; they learned to pray by seeing prayer; they learned to negotiate by seeing negotiation. Edifying stories, read or told, proposed models: generous saints, just kings, honest merchants, pious women. Preaching translated great mandates into concrete cases, and, from time to time, penitentials—manuals for confessors—supplied casuistry. In the daily life of Umbria, a hunger for coherence was intuited, for a good life that was neither imposture nor irresponsible abandonment. Cities demanded a style that united beauty, justice, and devotion; markets demanded equity and foresight; the home demanded care, fidelity, and temperance.

From a legal point of view, the advance of the communes meant a proliferation of statutes. Customary law coexisted with written ordinances regulating everything from weights and measures to the height of certain constructions, from the sale of bread to street cleaning, from tolls to fines for blasphemy. Notaries, guardians of form, turned agreements into text that, with luck, would prevent litigation. This zeal to regulate, typical of societies that trust the written word to preserve order, was not without rigidity; nevertheless, it was decisive for stabilizing commercial relations and pacifying conflicts. Municipal seals, with their emblems, gave solemnity to documents that, in turn, sustained an economy of promises.

In the spirituality of central Italy, the experience of nearby holy places—hermitages, caves, small churches with relics—facilitated itineraries of conversion. Hills were climbed to pray in solitude; chapels were entered where painting and light wove silences; candles were burned before images that, with still severe features, held a dense presence. The liturgy, sung in Latin, was not therefore unintelligible: its formal beauty was translated into affections, and, on special days, homilies in understandable language connected Scripture and life. In this field, pastoral creativity would soon see the birth of new forms of open-air preaching and walking barefoot through the streets, bringing the gospel as consolation and questioning.

The link between countryside and city, so decisive for survival, generated circuits of reciprocity and also sources of conflict. Peasants brought products to the market—grain, wine, oil, legumes, cheeses—and returned with tools, salt, cloth, or coins to pay rents. Cities, in turn, guaranteed roads, storage, and protection. In times of poor harvests, the rope tightened: prices rose, reserves were consumed, rumors about hoarders became knives of accusation. In contrast, when abundance accompanied, thanksgiving festivals were organized, and joy flowed without calculation, as if, for one day, the city remembered that life is not justified by calculation alone.

On the European horizon, the echo of the crusades remained current. Preaching about adventures in the East, mixed with tales of wonders and promises of forgiveness of sins, fascinated youth and worried parents. Departing for holy war meant abandoning security, assuming danger, and seeking a glory that, in the imagination, had an unparalleled spiritual density. The business that moved around these enterprises—weapons, provisions, loans—was not minor. In homes, the question of what God asked, what the urban homeland demanded, and what honor whispered could produce bitter nights. The moral geography of the time was populated by voices pulling in different directions.

Aesthetics, both in dress and dwelling, revealed an emerging sensibility. Imported fabrics, intense colors, discreet or flashy embroidery marked social distances. In the houses of the well-off, glass objects, worked metal lamps, chests with ironwork, modest tapestries with vegetal or geometric scenes were valued. Artisans, proud of their labor, signed with their trade: tanner, blacksmith, carpenter, stonecutter, shoemaker. All participated in an ethos of work that did not necessarily oppose devotion and prosperity, provided the latter was shared with liberality. At the church doors, alms-seekers challenged conscience; they were not invisible. Solidarity, though sometimes paternalistic, existed, and was part of the self-perception of urban elites as custodians of the common good.

The relationship with nature was lived with a mixture of utility and reverence. The forest provided wood, game, honey; the field, food; rivers, fish and transport. The seasons commanded; sowing and harvest were not advanced by decree. Storms could ruin months of effort; frost could change prices overnight. At heart, a sharp awareness of dependence ran through souls: rain was asked for, sun was asked for, fields were blessed, and first fruits were gathered with a gratitude that was not like calculation. This climate favored, in piety, agricultural metaphors, pastoral images, psalms speaking of dew and wheat. It was not yet an ‘ecological’ sensibility in the modern sense, but a proximity to the land that marked the tone of emotions and gestures.

Women occupied complex places in this fabric. In merchant houses, they managed resources, cared for children, directed servants, maintained support networks; some, widows or heiresses, managed businesses with discretion and efficiency. In the religious world, nuns and beate animated enclosed or semi-enclosed communities, dedicated themselves to prayer and charity; the attraction to radical forms of evangelical life was not exclusive to men. Confraternities allowed female participation in certain rites; testaments reveal donations and foundations promoted by women who wanted to ensure masses, memory, and works of mercy. The female presence, though limited by patriarchal structures, was decisive for the city’s moral and economic stability.

In public life, symbols had an importance that today may be underestimated. Banners, seals, civic colors, guild insignia, coded bell tolls, and processions traced, with precision, the choreography of power and belonging. Carrying the banner in battle or at a festival fueled a pride that was, at the same time, an obligation: to defend what one represented with courage and honesty. Oath ceremonies, held in specific places—in front of the cathedral, before the communal palace—not only guaranteed fidelity but also displayed, before all, the city’s continuity with itself, beyond individuals and circumstances. Such daily dramaturgy of signs and rites conferred stability and, in times of crisis, offered symbolic resources to reconstitute the social fabric.

Children grew up in a world of stories and tasks from an early age. They became accustomed to market voices, workshop discipline, rural hardship, or urban bustle. They learned to pray, to make the sign of the cross, to distinguish feast days from workdays. Music, simple and repetitive, accompanied tasks and celebrations; singing was done to walk, to remember, to ask. The memory of the city was transmitted in these small things, and, upon reaching youth, many felt the desire to situate themselves, to prove themselves, to earn a name different from the one given by birth.

Liturgical time ordered the experience of the year. Advent disposed the spirit to waiting; Christmas was celebrated with growing theatricality in churches; Lent called to sobriety; Easter overflowed with joy; Pentecost, with its emphasis on the Spirit, reminded that Christian life was not pure past. Local saints’ feast days, as said, added their own relevance. Catechesis, in this framework, consisted less of systematic lessons and more of a gradual immersion in signs, words, and gestures that, over the years, declined a shared meaning. The city, in short, educated theologically with the calendar.

On the other hand, social mobility, though restricted, existed. A talented and prudent artisan could, with years of work and the blessing of favorable marriage alliances, become a proprietor and prosper. A risk-taking merchant could go bankrupt; an impoverished noble could seek fortune in war or administration. Class borders were not stone walls, but high fences, though not insurmountable. This dynamism, for its part, fueled aspirations, and aspirations, in turn, generated anxiety. The urban culture of the time knew the glory and vertigo of ascent.

Justice was a stage for civic learning. Trials, held before magistrates and with the presence of notaries, staged the force of law and the rhetoric of argument. Witnesses were appealed to, documents were confronted, fines and, at times, corporal punishments were imposed. People attended as those who attend a moral theater where the victory of order over disorder is staged. Maneuvers, favoritism, and arrangements were not lacking, of course; but the aspiration to a recognizable and stable justice animated efforts of codification and sanction. The city that articulates itself around laws strengthens a sense of predictability that favors, in turn, commerce and peace.

Morally, the era is better understood if looked at from its religious center. Virtue was described with ancient words—prudence, justice, fortitude, temperance—and with evangelical nuances—humility, charity, obedience, poverty of spirit. The ideal of imitation of Christ, very present, was not conceived as a pure exercise of interiority, but as a practice that touched dealings with neighbors, the use of goods, words spoken and unspoken. Merit, however, was always interpreted in relation to grace: God, to whom one supplicates and thanks, is the author of all good. Freedom, understood less as autonomy than as the capacity to adhere to the good, had its path in an asceticism that did not fear effort or sacrifice.

In art, the change later associated with names like Giotto was already gestating in the taste for visual narratives closer to daily life. Frescoes in local churches presented biblical scenes with more human faces and gestures, with recognizable landscapes. Color, used with sobriety, dialogued with natural light, and voluminous surfaces began to displace more hieratic iconographies. The catechetical function of art was evident: to teach by seeing, to move affections, to fix stories in memory. On the threshold of these changes, Umbria breathed an aesthetic openness that, without breaking with tradition, experimented with new translations.

The culture of the word, for its part, held treasures in preaching, poetry forms, and proverbs. Sermons, when preachers had talent, bewitched entire audiences: the ability to chain images, to argue with clarity, to move without manipulating, to instruct with sweetness or severity as appropriate, distinguished great orators. In that framework, the use of the vernacular, though not displacing Latin, gained space for its pastoral efficacy. In domestic life, proverbs were recited that fixed prudences: better... than..., who grasps too much...; popular wisdom condensed experience into brief formulas that the young learned from elders.

The influence of monastic orders like the Benedictine, which for centuries had articulated a fruitful relationship with work and prayer, remained present in Umbria; their monasteries were beacons of stability and writing. Patient copyists multiplied texts, and modest libraries accumulated treasures: biblical commentaries, saints’ lives, moral treatises, works of Church Fathers. The cloister, with its rhythm of hours, offered a visible contrast with the bustle of the piazza: silence, reading, manual work, choral prayer. Monks, without seeking urban prominence, radiated a presence that people understood as the spiritual support of the region. In parallel, new canonical forms—canons regular—and new lay associations were drawing a more diversified map.

On the border of the religious and civil world, hospitals and guesthouses embodied concrete charity. Run by religious or confraternities, they welcomed not only the sick but also pilgrims, widows, orphans, the elderly without family. Charity was not an abstract ideal: it translated into bread, bed, home remedies, companionship. Chronicles record, with sober naturalness, the flow of alms to these places; they also denounce, at times, abuses or misappropriations of funds. The city that knows its fragility protects itself by sustaining these institutions and takes pride, rightly, in its capacity to care.

The intellectual climate, though not comparable to that of emerging great university centers like Paris or Bologna, received echoes of scholastic debates. Local notaries and clergy, trained in larger cities, brought with them new argumentation techniques, a taste for precise distinctions and conceptual clarity. Disputes on topics like evangelical poverty, merit, the efficacy of sacraments, or the nature of the Church, though not descending to the piazza in technical form, permeated preaching and church discipline. Umbria was not a voiceless periphery: it participated, in its own way, in the larger conversation of Latin Christendom.

Regarding the relationship with pontifical authority, Umbrian cities lived with a mixture of respect and calculation. Obtaining a favorable bull could mean a concrete advantage: exemptions, confirmation of privileges, protection in lawsuits. Bishops, natural mediators, cultivated relations with Rome; abbots and priors, with discretion, did the same. From time to time, papal legates visited the region, and their arrival generated ceremonies, expectations, and adjustments. In the imagination, the pope embodied the unity of the Church, and his figure, still remote, had a weight that no one ignored.

The experience of war, with its harshness, left deep marks. Prisoners, jailed for months, returned with bodies and souls touched; the social exclusion of those left with trauma or permanent injuries was real, though sometimes cushioned by neighborhood solidarities. Mothers and wives awaited news; fathers negotiated ransoms; brothers swore vengeance or reconciliations as opportunity dictated. Upon return, battle tales became legend material, and the young listened, with wide eyes, to stories that fed their appetite for greatness or their skepticism. Cities, consequently, strengthened militias, stored weapons, fixed taxes to sustain defense, and trained regularly in military discipline.

If looked at carefully, it is clear that the Umbria of the time was traversed by a productive tension between tradition and innovation. The past, with its weight of symbols, rites, and inherited practices, guaranteed meaning and belonging; the present, with its rush to adjust norms to new realities, pushed to experiment with different forms of coexistence and economy. In daily life, this tension was resolved with situated prudence: customs that gave identity were maintained, and resources that offered advantages were adopted, always careful not to lose the delicate balance that prevented the city from fracturing into irreconcilable factions.

The arts of persuasion, in this context, were valued. Knowing how to speak, write, negotiate, and make pacts: a set of capacities that elevated people to roles of relevance. A young man with verbal charm could become a guild representative, neighborhood spokesperson, ambassador to another commune. Rhetoric, far from being an empty game, sometimes saved from bloodshed. A timely speech, an arbitration proposal, a compensation promise, a public apology were concrete instruments of peace. Cities that valued these tools generally managed to sustain their prosperity.

Devotion to Mary and the saints, central in the piety of the time, was expressed in images, hymns, and pilgrimages. Marian iconography, with its tenderness, gave shelter to fears and longings; saints’ lives provided close models of virtue. In Umbria, local stories of discreet miracles were told: protection in storms, healings, unexpected reconciliations. Faith, lived with naturalness, fueled hope in a world where material insecurity was a given. The miracle was not expected as a spectacle, but as maternal or fraternal assistance at the opportune moment.

The discipline of sacred time and space reinforced the perception of the real. Sunday convened; fasting educated; abstinence reminded; confession relieved; communion nourished. Buildings of worship, for their part, outlined the emotional map of the city: here one is baptized, here one marries, here the dead are mourned. The custom of visiting churches at different hours offered refuges of silence along the way; not everything in the city was noise. The presence of small hermitages on the outskirts, reached by walking, provided places to reorient the spirit in arduous seasons.

Travels for business, devotion, or war trained people in a practical cosmopolitanism. Those who left Umbria learned to see their city with new eyes: other accents, other weights, other authorities, other ways of baking bread or negotiating wool. Return brought novelties that, over time, became normalized: a different way of measuring, an edifying story, a new song. This coming and going fueled a cultural flexibility that, without diluting identities, dynamized them.

In this underworld of exchanges, the figure of the notary deserves a chapter of its own. Custodian of legal language, mediator of wills, guarantor of memory, he made it possible for agreements to endure beyond the lives of the signatories. His pen, trained in formulas, pursued clarity and efficacy; his seals, symbolic weight. In a society of dominant orality, notarial writing became a support of trust, a necessary condition for the expansion of credit and peace between families. Where there is reliable text, there is a foreseeable future; and where there is a foreseeable future, there is margin to risk and innovate.

Food, less trivial than one might think, organized the day. Legume soups, bread of varying qualities according to class, cheeses, a little meat on special days, watered-down wine daily: a sober diet that would sustain bodies accustomed to effort. Oil, the pride of the area, shone on plates and lamps. Feasts allowed exuberances: sweets, more wine, better-seasoned meats. Eating was, in turn, a social act: invitations, sharing, returning favors with food. In the background, blessing the table reminded that life, even when industrious, was a gift before a conquest.
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