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TRANSLATOR’S FOREWORD

This is the English translation of Arrigo Levasti’s book, Santa
Caterina da Siena, which was published in Turin in 1947. It has
already been translated into French and German, and acclaimed
as a work of outstanding scholarship and profound piety. Only
the translators can know how arduous has been the attempt to
render in another language something of the sober elegance of
the author’s Italian prose.

Arrigo Levasti was born in Modena in 1886 and at an carly age
wandered on foot over the countries of Western Europe, an cager
student of the art and culture of the various peoples he visited. He
studied at the University of Bologna, where he attended the
lectures of Carducci, and at the University of Florence.

Consistently anti-Fascist from the beginning to the end of the
Fascist era, he could take no prominent position in Italian public
life, but was well known as a student and teacher of religion and
philosophy, with a specialised knowledge of subjects connected
with mysticism. He has contributed to various Italian, French and
German religious and philosophical journals, and to the Domini-
can Review The Life of the Spirit. For twenty years he was Director
of the Philosophical Society of Florence, and he still lives in
Florence, as Librarian of the American Library.

Among his published works are: I Mistici, an anthology of
mystical writers of the world (Florence 1925); a new edition of a
14th-century text of the Leggenda Aurea of Jacopo da Voragine
(Florence, 1926); Sant’ Anselmo (Bari 1929) and I Mistici del
Duecento e del Trecento (Milan 1935), an anthology of Italian
mystics of the 13th and 14th centuries, with Introduction and
Notes.

Santa Caterina is the creation of a lifetime of devoted study, and
was completed during the most critical years of the last war, when
the author was living in hiding in a Villa near Siena. In the Intro-
duction he speaks with gratitude of his wife, who succeeded in
preserving around him ‘a serene atmosphere, in moments of
anxiety and danger’.

For more detailed information the reader is referred to the
Dizionario della Letteratura Italiana (Paravia, Turin, 1951) compiled
by Renda-Operti, pp. 624-625.

D.W.
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Chapter T
THE FAMILY OF GIACOMO DI BENINCASA

As FAR as we know, Catherine was born in 1347. She was the
twenty-third child, and a twin. A twenty-fifth and last child, also
a girl, was born about two years later. We know very little about
this enormous family.

The father, Giacomo di Benincasa, earned quite a good living
as a dyer, was a peaceful and pious man, and exercised a sober and
serene influence over his family. Understanding both the good
and evil aspects of life, he always tried to find reasonable solutions
for problems in dispute, was ever ready to forgive offences,
mindful of God, and eager to deserve his place in Paradise. In
1346 he took his son Benincasa into partnership, and in 1368 he
died and was buried in Camporegio.

The mother, Lapa, was daughter to Nuccio Piacenti, a quilt
maker and poet. If the poems attributed to him are authentic,
nothing of the melancholy that inspires them, nothing of their
preciosity, was inherited by his daughter; but we may find the
impulsive nature of Lapa, or even more, of Catherine herself, in
the following lines:

E sento amor che fuor di me s’avventa
Per si gran forza che mi vince tutto,
Che nol posso tenere . . .

[And I feel love breaking out of me,
With its strength overwhelming me—
So that I cannot hold itin . . .|
Lapa was born in 1306, was married, according to Laurent,
between 1322 and 1325, and up to the year 1349 had such a
succession of annual childbirths that she could only feed one of
her children, and that one was Catherine. A woman of the people,
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2 MY SERVANT CATHERINE

she often reproached her family violently and offensively, but she
was a worthy hard-working woman. Immersed in her own daily
round, she did not waste time in abstract discussions; she saw the
world as a perpetual breeding-ground of numerous, prosperous
and well-regulated families. She had common sense, a modest
piety and a commonplace morality. It never occured to her to
try to control herself or to improve her nature. She was a creature
of instinct, sad or gay, scolding or blessing as she suffered or
rejoiced. An excessive talker, she was extravagant in feeling and
her enthusiasms were as facile as her rages. Even when in her old
age she became a Tertiary, she was neither patient nor detached
from worldly considerations. She loved her children according
to the flesh and ‘took little things for big ones’. Her tenderness
for her own children was extravagant, as Catherine was to tell
her. In her impatience she was subject to depression and grief;
she always wanted everything her own way. She would put up
with her children’s absence if they had left home to pursue wealth,
but not if they had gone in search of spiritual activity. But she
was good at heart, and succeeded in understanding others in the
end, even if tardily and with difficulty, and, after grumbling,
gave way to their wishes. That is why she became devout, and as
an old woman, entered the Order and followed her holy daughter,
whom she admired and revered. She survived Catherine and,
according to Raimondo da Capua, lived to be eighty-nine.

In Catherine’s life her brothers and sisters play a very minor
part and, except for her sister Bonaventura, they move in the
background as colourless figures who seem to have no influence
over her, and do not help us to understand her. We do not even
know the names of some of them, either because they died in
infancy, or because no document records them. Of some the
names only survive—of others we know a few facts.

Benincasa was the first born. He was a dyer too, and in 1346 was
taken into partnership by his father. Unlike his brother Bartolo,
he belonged to the ‘popolo minuto’. For political or economic
reasons he moved to Florence, and, with his brothers, was granted
citizen’s rights, by seventy-eight favourable votes to twenty-
cight adverse. We do not know the name of his wife, who bore
him several sons and daughters, but we know that one daughter
died of the plague in Siena on August sth, 1374. Three sons,
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Sandro, Jacopo, and Andrea, were admitted to the Guild of Wool
Workers in Florence on May 17th, 1391.

Bartolo was a follower of the Twelve, and according to the
Comtesse de Flavigny, was one of the defenders of Siena in 1370,
and later on in the same year we hear of him in Florence, where he
was granted Florentine citizenship with his brothers Benincasa
and Stefano. He also was a dyer, and worked with his brothers
and their partner; but his affairs went so ill that in October 1373
the Commune of Florence demanded from Siena the payment
of 875 florins, 6 soldi and 10 denari for his creditors. He died of
the plague in Siena shortly before his children.

Stefano was not much older than Catherine. He also was a
dyer, and belonged to the ‘popolo minuto’, and he too left Siena
to become a Florentine citizen. He worked with his brothers, and
endured the same hardships as Benincasa and Bartolo. In 1370 he
was with them in Florence; in October of 1373 the Priors of the
Guilds and the Gonfaloniere of Justice of the Florentine Commune
declared him to be a ‘deceased brother’. Perhaps he died in Rome,
as Piero di Giovanni di Ventura tells us, during a pilgrimage to
procure the indulgences attached to visits to the Basilicas and
Sanctuaries of the City.

Not much is known of Catherine’s sisters. Giovanna, her twin,
died soon after birth, and another Giovanna, the last born, died
and was buried in April 1363. Niccoluccia married a certain
Palmerio di Nese delle Fonti, and Maddalena married Bartolomeo
di Vannino. Nora is said to have died of the plague in 1374.

As far as Catherine is concerned, the most important figure is
Bonaventura—the eldest sister, attractive, good, affectionate and
pious. She married the dyer, Niccold de” Tegliacci, and lived near
the Gate of Sant’ Ansano, remaining in constant touch with her
old home. The author of the ‘Miracoli’ says that ‘she had been
vain and pleasure-loving like all young women’, and represents
her almost as a frivolous character. On the contrary, she was
serious-minded. She nearly fell sick with dismay when she heard
her husband’s ribald jests with his men friends—for in her parents’
house she had never heard such language. She said so frankly to
Niccolo, adding that if this behaviour continued she would sicken,
and might die of grief. No doubt she loved adornments and fine
clothes—but in this she was within her rights. An excellent wife,
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a loving daughter and sister—why should she not appear young
and pleasing: Her religion did not forbid her to adorn herself,
or to make herself beautiful. And she probably advised her younger
sister to take pains about her person and adornments, to be grace-
ful and charming—showing her how to gild her hair, and rouge
her cheeks, how to appear agile and fresh and alluring. Catherine
too was to be married—such was the natural order of things—
then why not teach her to be pretty and elegant and pleasing?
Such teachings could not fail to draw still closer the bonds of
love between the sisters. Bonaventura and Catherine loved each
other ‘most tenderly’. Such was their mutual understanding and
affection that when in August 1362 Bonaventura died in child-
birth and was buried in Camporegio, her death left a blank in
Catherine’s soul—a sense of loss great enough to cause a profound
religious crisis.

The biographers give us no account of the family life of the
Benincasa, but we can imagine their way of life was orderly,
hard-working, honest, prepared for some sacrifices, ruled by a
sense of justice and some piety, but also a natural anxiety for
material welfare.

Nothing outstanding or unusual about them. One of those
numberless families of whom, once gone, no one ever speaks
again, unless, as in this case, some extraordinary being is born in
their midst.



Chapter 11
‘CHILDHOOD AND YOUTH’

St CATHERINE OF SIENA was born in no happy time for her native
city. The year 1338, the “peaceful and happy year’ of the Sienese
Republic, declined and ended. The next year the rising cost of
living, together with an epidemic, drained the city of men and
resources. ‘In Siena there was not a single good man left’, remarks
Angelo di Tura sententiously. But from then onwards, until the
great ‘Death’ of 1348, misfortunes, destruction, famine and
pestilence followed onc another. The seasons were adverse and the
crops poor, the farmers left the ficlds untended, the mercenary
‘Companies of Fortune’ overran and laid waste the countryside,
right up to the gates of Siena; the citizens chose to pay them
ransom money rather than fight. In the city the famished popu-
lace revolted, but their clamours and rebellion were of no avail.
Trade shrank, industry was at a standstill; the excellent Govern-
ment of the Nine tried to help, to direct, to control where neces-
sary, but it had no longer its old energy or political wisdom, and
had only a few more years to live.

When, in April 1348, there was a violent outbreak of the black
plague within the city itself, death came to almost every door,
and those who were unscathed were ‘stupified” with grief at the
endless succession of deaths, and whenever possible fled terrified
from parents, children, brothers, sisters, friends.

When we read in the Chronicles the brief vivid descriptions of
this scourge in Siena, or in other cities of Italy, we shudder with
fear even more than when reading the pages of Boccaccio: fear
of fear itself, because the survivors were so terrified that they
committed the most cowardly acts. No affection or sense of duty
prevailed with men who seized upon any excuse to leave their
next of kin a prey to their sickness, and escaped from the

5
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house, locking the door behind them. The doctors did not attend
the sick, or merely pretended to attend them so as to pocket their
fees; the priests, at most, ministered only to the rich, for reward.
There must have been acts of charity, unselfishness and courage,
but most people thought only of saving themselves. “The city of
Siena seemed almost uninhabited . . . it is not possible with the
tongue of man to describe this horrible state of affairs, and he may
well count himself blessed who saw it not.”

The reaction that followed such widespread suffering may
easily be understood. When the plague ended, men issued forth
from the domain of terror. Everything they saw or heard seemed
new-born. Was this a dream, or was the dream over now: Were
the people one met really the living? And were the houses and
streets really the same as a few weeks before: Everything seemed
miraculous. The hills green with ilexes or silvery with olives
shone with new light. The orchards and fields had a freshness never
before observed, the sun was brighter, the air more clear. Life was
good and to be enjoyed. The past months had been full of bitter
tears; now for laughter and merriment. The suffering had been
atrocious, but now was the time to rejoice to the full. Men's eyes,
once dilated with despair, beamed with joy, for existence was safe
again.

Class distinctions were wiped out, and as before all had shared in
suffering, so now all shared in the pursuit of pleasure. “All the
survivors, whether friars, priests, nuns, or layfolk, gave themselves
up to enjoyment, and did not hesitate to squander and to gamble;
everyone indulged in eating and drinking, hunting, fowling and
gambling.’

Life’s flame leapt higher. The senses must rule; the dead, suffer-
ing, morality, religion—all must be forgotten; life must renew
itself in the satisfaction of repressed desires.

A class of ‘new rich’ had sprung up. Doctors, pharmacists,
grave-diggers, poultry-dealers, dealers in cloth and linen to en-
shroud the dead, woolworkers, those who had prepared plasters
and potions of mallows, nettles and herbs, sugar and sweet
merchants, priests, friars—all who had survived, and these were
less than half the population—had money to spare, for they had
been paid for their services or their goods ten times their usual
price, and now they were eager to spend their easy profits in
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satisfying their every whim. They coveted the pleasures of the
rich, their possessions, their way of life, their amusements.

Such moral disorder, however, could not last long. Gradually
the turbulent passions subsided, the wasted energies needed calm
to recreate themselves, the indulgence of the senses brought satiety.
Men went back to reflecting and reasoning; order was restored,
life resumed its natural course with its barrlers and limitations.

Catherine’s family, or most of them, had survived the famine and
the plague. Catherine, nursed in her babyhood by her own mother,
was cared for and brought up at home. Since October 1346 the
family had occupied the house and dye-works in the parish of
San Pellegrino, in the Fontebranda ward of the city. The little
girl grew up lively, pretty and attractive, rather talkative, and
with an understanding beyond her years. The neighbours admired
her, and called her Euphrosyne, probably because she often spoke
enthusiastically of this virgin, about whom she had heard in a
sermon, or in old tales of the Saints—or because she used to say
that she wanted to be like Euphrosyne herself. She soon learned
her prayers, and showed an awakening piety. As she went up and
down the stairs of her house she would recite Hail Marys and
genuflect at every step, according to an ancient Irish custom that
had spread to Siena.

+ The churches attracted her; “when she was still very small she
loved to go to the churches and all holy places’. The various ser-
vices, the incense, music, smcrlng and the sermons worked on her
childish spirit; we can imagine her, full of wonder, following the
liturgical rites and delighting in the sweet response they aroused
in the rhythm of her own soul. In church she must already have
felt, even if confusedly, that there was another and loftier life
than that of the family, while earth and heaven mingled in her
childish imagination. This is an enchanted mood we often find in
children of every age, and sometimes it determines their future
vocation, but often marks but a passing phase.

Catherine’s mind was, however, naturally religious, and what
she felt as a little child was not at all a momentary experience, but
the natural development of her spiritual life. Soon there were out-
ward signs of her innermost feelings, and at the age of seven she
had her first vision: ‘It happened one day when she was seven
years old that her mother called her, saying : “Catherine, go to your
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married sister and take your brother with you”—(this brother
was a little older than Catherine) and she gave her an errand. Now
one stretch of the road was without houses on either side. As she
came back along this lonely stretch, her brother being some way
in front of her, she was walking with her eyes raised to the sky
when suddenly she saw in the air, not very high above the ground,
a“loggia”, not very large, full of bright light, in which she seemed
to sce Christ arrayed in dazzling white, robed like a bishop, with
a pastoral staff in His hand. He smiled at the lictle girl, and there
came from Him a shaft of light, like a sunbeam, which fell upon
her. Behind Christ stood several men in white, all of them Saints,
among them St Peter, St Paul and St John, as she had seen them
painted in the churches.’

For Catherine this was an extraordinary vision. As we consider
it coolly and from a distance, we see how attentively she must
have observed her painted Saints, and how constantly her thoughts
were set on holy things, but the child who experienced the vision
must have been aware of the supernatural flooding into her soul.

It happens sometimes that concrete things actually seen are
transposed or superimposed on abstract ideas that have been the
subject of thought. The Christ who appeared before her in infinite
splendour may have proceeded from her memory of painted
Christs that she had seen. So may the bishop, though he may also
have been a child’s idealised image of a bishop seen during the
services in the Cathedral of Siena, his pastoral staff in his hand, and
his robes shining in the glimmer of the lighted candles. For us this
explanation is possible, but the person who sees the vision, and all
the more so when this is a little girl of seven, cannot but believe in
a supernatural vision. Which of us, moreover, at the sudden sight
of such radiant sunlight, with such dazzling whiteness and far-
flung splendour, would not be struck with wonder and believe
himself to be affected by some other-worldly phenomenon: We
can therefore understand the astonishment of Catherine’s soul, and
why she could not tear herself away from her vision.

Her brother, seeing that she did not follow him, turned back,
called her, went up to her and angrily shook her, to make her
answer him. She only said: ‘Go away. [ will not come.” The little
girl looked up to the sky again, but the vision had gone. The
childish soul felt a pang at this brusque re-awakening to every-
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day life; fear gripped her heart, and she was very thoughtful.

How much influence did this vision have on Catherine’s life:
Probably she owed to it her first awareness of her future religious
life. The child meditated on her vision and on its consequences.
Was it good or evil2 For some time she mentioned it to no one,
but her thoughts were always there. ‘And from that hour onwards,
she felt pain in her heart, an anxiety, a remorse of conscience,
and a fear lest she should sin, as much as was possible at her tender
age.” Scruples, vague doubts, fears, hopes, relaxations, all were
now felt with relation to her vision. There was something new,
something more mature, in her, and the smile of Christ, more felt
than seen, had predestined her to prayer and penitence.

At once she sought solitude, the primary need of all creators.
In solitude problems are solved, ideals take shape, inspirations are
born, in contact with the cternal and the infinite. All sublime
poetry, all decisive philosophy, is born in solitude. Catherine felt
this instinctively, without being consciously aware of it. She was
only a child, she hoped that Christ would appear to her again,
would smile again, perhaps speak—but in public she would have
been ill at ease, so she wanted to be alone. And she wanted to pray.
Prayer did not then mean to her strife, self-control, intimate
contrition, but concentration. And concentration only came in
solitude. ‘And she always contrived to be alone, whenever she
could seize a moment to escape from the eyes of her father and
mother and other kin, to recite her Paternosters and Ave Marias.’

The solitude she found amid her family was not enough. She
wanted every hour for herself, to pray and meditate without end.
Had there not been hermits, masters of their own time and
entirely dedicated to prayer and holy colloquiesz She had often
heard of hermits and anchorites. The ‘Fathers of the Desert’, or
their lives in “The Golden Legend’, were the favourite spiritual
pasture of the devout of her day, and contained the ‘exempla’
quoted by the preachers. These lives were attractive, aroused
desire, tearful sympathy, enthusiasm. Their obscurities suggested
mystery, their disregard of natural laws delighted the imagination.
A sense of kindness, of humanity, was not lacking. Their mixture
of profane and sacred, of real and ideal, adventurous and contem-
plative, atrocious and touching, with colour effects now dark,
crude or heavy, now light, golden or evanescent, charmed the
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mediaeval mind. These Lives often contained praises of solitude,
which was just what Catherine was looking for—so she was more
and more taken with this idea. The tales heard in sermons or
readings become so suffused with her own imagination that she
thought of them as her own experiences. She decided to put into
practice her ideal of living a hermit’s life.

One day she took a little bread and set out again on the road
to her sister Bonaventura’s house, and went on beyond the Gate
of Sant’ Ansano. In her little head was the notion that out there
was the desert, and that one might live there as a hermit. When
the buildings ceased and she found herself in the open country
she walked a little further, and behold! ‘certain little dells and
grottoes as if hidden from people’s gaze’. For her this was the
desert, and here she must stay. She went to an overhanging cliff,
and entered a sort of grotto. Now she was happy ! With ‘a fervour
of measureless love’ she prayed to Christ—but the vision did not
return. She prayed and prayed again: still solitude and silence—no
vision. She appealed to the Virgin, the gentle Madonna whose
image on the altars she had so often venerated, who can obtain
from God all that she wills—still no answer to her desire. Her love
found still more powerful expression, her pleadings became more
insistent. Why did Christ not appear: Why could she not rejoice
in that smile that still lingered in her memory: Where was that
radiance that had shone in Vallepiatta but a short while ago? She
had moments of absolute faith, others of discouragement. Prayers
gave place to meditation. then to a consideration of her own state,
then to hope and prayer once more. Between her prayers she
ate her bread, seated on the ground. Her burning ardour was
followed by an imploring appeal to be allowed to see Christ
again, radiant as before. But instead of the vision something
quite unexpected happened. Little by little Catherine felt herself
raised above the ground, and, according to Raimondo da Capua,
up to the roof of the grotto. Why? What did this mean: It was a
phenomenon of levitation that she could not possibly understand;
in fact it aroused her diffidence and fear. She thought it was the
work of the devil. When she returned to the ground her simple
childish confidence had gone. The reality of living seized her once
more. It was evening, she was hungry, far from her parents;
terrified, she decided to return at once to Fontebranda. She left
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her grotto and ran swiftly, as on winged feet, to Porta Sant’
Ansano, and thence to her home. Her mother asked her no ques-
tions, which leads us to suppose, knowing Lapa’s watchful
anxiety, that on leaving the house she had said she was going to
her sister Bonaventura.

Catherine was rather unhappy and very disillusioned when she
re-entered her home. The hermitageexperiment had notsucceeded,
she thought, through her own fault. Had she not loved God
enough, or not been sufficiently pure, or perhaps not yet suffered
enough for Christ: Morcover, she found herself for the first time
confronted by the devil’s work, and she decided she must defeat
him by subduing her own body.

She had certainly heard about the mortifications of the Saints,
she knew that monks and friars scourge themselves, she may have
known some Disciplinati—several companies of these were in
Siena—who alternated their Lauds with flagellations. And had
she not seen paintings of the scourging of Christ, bleeding and
patient under suffering, so extolled by the preachers: She deter-
mined to scourge herself.

She began by whipping herself with a little cord; then she
persuaded some other little girls to join her, and they used to meet
in the most hidden corners of the house to pray and to discipline
themselves. She directed the little group, decided how many
Paternosters and Avemarias they should recite, and how many
blows they should inflict. Scourging and prayers that for most of
these children were a game—an carnest and painful game, it is
true—that left hardly any serious trace in their souls. Probably
most of them later on fell in love with some young man, and the
fervour for Christ cooled and the mortifications were soon forgot-
ten; for Catherine instead they were a necessary means to further
her own dedication to God, and to win back the longed-for vision.
She scourged herself, ate less, prostrated herself and prayed very
much—and, in an impulsive outburst, said to Christ: ‘My Lord
Jesus Christ, I promise Thee and give Thee my virginity, that it
may ever be Thine alone, and that Thou mayst ever be guardian
of my purity.’

Padre Taurisano thinks that this vow was uttered during her
first Communion; this may be so, but no document proves it. We
observe however that, after this vow, Catherine’s abstinences
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increased methodically, which may mean that she found a guide
in her pious practice, possibly Fra Angelo Adimari, mentioned
as her first confessor in the Chronicles of Santa Maria Novella of
Florence. Of this Dominican we only know that he was in Siena
in 1352. Perhaps Catherine began going to confession when she
was five or six, but not always to the same priest, and if Adimari
heard her confessions sometimes he probably paid no greater heed
to them than to those of other little girls, all in love with Jesus.
He may have given her some practical advice, which she carefully
followed. In any case, from this time onwards her asceticism
became more systematic, and she seems to have entered the Domini-
can sphere of action. She was most frequent in attending the
church of San Domenico in Camporegio and learnt about the life
and work of St Dominic, while her love and veneration for the
Preaching Friars were such that she would kiss the ground where
they passed. She was fascinated by the Order’s apostolic work;
she also wished to save souls, and so she desired to become a
Dominican. Remembering Euphrosyne who entered a monastery
disguised as a young man, she tried to think how she could follow
her example; but she made no attempt to do this, knowing
already how to curb her impulsive nature.

The child’s religiosity either escaped her family’s notice, or was
considered a childish infatuation that would disappear as soon as
she became a woman. Catherine neither told her experiences nor
divulged her thoughts, and her parents did not bother to enquire
into the state of her soul. It was quite right and proper that she
should spend a lot of time in church, and her natural goodness
was something to be thankful for. Her family saw her little, but
observed that she was merry and content, did what she was told,
gave no cause for complaint and seemed to be growing up satis-
factorily. What more could they expect: Every now and then
she showed a wisdom beyond her years, but they did not pay
much attention to that. We learn that only once was her mother
surprised at Catherine’s answers. One day Lapa sent her to take a
Mass offering to the parish of Sant’ Antonio, and instead of
returning immediately she remained there to hear the Mass.
When she re-entered her house her mother met her with: ‘Cursed
be the evil tongues that said you would never come back!” A
pause, and then her daughter replied: ‘My lady mother, when I do
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less or more than what you require of me I beg you to beat me as
much as you will, so that I may be more careful another time;
this is your right and your duty; but I beg you not to let your
tongue curse other folk, whether good or bad, for my shortcom-
ings, because that would not befit your age, and would grieve me
too much.’

This is Catherine’s first real success in her family, perhaps a
modest one but indicating considerable moral strength. Raimondo
da Capua makes a great deal of it: ‘Her parents are surprised, her
brothers and sisters wonder at her, the whole family is astounded
to hear such wisdom at such a tender age.” We may smile at this
‘astounded’ but the fact remains that Catherine replied in no
common manner for a little girl of ten. She must by this time have
already reflected on the souls to be saved, all worthy of our love,
and therefore not to be scandalised. Her first success was based on
a simple reference to our common humanity, uttered firmly and
energetically.

Nothing new occurred in Catherine’s life until she was twelve,
at which age Sienese girls were kept at home while their parents
busied themselves in the search for their future husbands. A time
of anxiety for the mothers, of rosy dreams of love for the young
maidens. All their thoughts were of a man who should bring them
happiness and be endowed with the best material and moral
qualifications. They awaited with trembling joy their future
bridegroom, and thinking of him their hearts beat more quickly
and their awakening senses quickened their blood. The mothers
observed these changes in their daughters, their new desires and
the unfolding of their life, and rejoiced: their own mission was
being fulfilled according to the natural law: new families were
soon to be created, and the generations would follow one another
in their monotonous yet varied rhythm.

Lapa, like other mothers, began to instruct Catherine about
preparations for marriage. She must wash her face more frequently,
arrange her hair prettily, dress gracefully and present herself with
a certain coquetterie. Women were born to become mothers of
families, they must strive to please the bridegroom of their parents’
choice, and this they could not do if they were untidy or illkempt.
Catherine listened tranquilly and continued to live as before. Her
disappointed mother must often have repeated her counsel about
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caring for her looks, making herself attractive, thinking of her
future as a bride and as the joyful mother of children. Lapa was
brusque and impetuous, but for her daughter’s sake she found a
mother’s gentle words and continued patiently in her instructions.
All to no effect. Lapa became more and more disappointed,
anxious, bewildered, not knowing how to enter her daughter’s
confidence or move her or convince her. She had no natural
gift for understanding other natures different from her own, and
no persuasive power. Her insistence only made Catherine more
impassive, for she neither argued nor contradicted, just listened
and remained unchanged. Even Lapa herself realised her own
powerlessness.

But in family life a daughter’s marriage is too important a
project to be abandoned so soon, and Lapa, in fact, would not
give in. Where she had not succeeded another might, so she
enlisted the help of her daughter Bonaventura, of whom Catherine
was very fond. As a newly wedded wife herself she might more
casily gain her younger sister’s confidence, and succeed where
Lapa had failed.

The affectionate relations between the two sisters became more
close. Her mother had been begging Catherine to dye her dark
chestnut hair the blonde colour so much admired by young
Sienese men, but it was Bonaventura who persuaded her finally
to tinge it gold; Lapa had talked to heraboutclothes, embroideries,
rouges, hair styles and adornments, but it was Bonaventura who
got her to use powder and rouge, follow the fashion and, as the
preachers say, cultivate the ‘vanities of women’. She succeeded,
Raimondo da Capua tells us, ‘in various ways, both by example
and by word’. He tells us no more, and we must guess the rest.
What is certain is that the younger sister’s religious fervour
declined, and very probably Bonaventura was rejoicing in the
thought that, sooner or later, she would persuade her to get
married. But in 1362 Bonaventura died in childbirth.

This was a dramatic moment in Catherine’s life. Her sister’s
death gave her a sense of loss, then inconsolable. Bonaventura
was the only person who had understood her, in whom she could
confide, and with whom she found herself in sympathy. What
was she to do now: In such cases, amid uncertainties and suffering,
grief is overwhelming, and the mourner feels abandoned in the
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void. Outer life has lost its meaning; worse still, the inner life is
clouded over. Reasoning is rendered helpless by a sort of spiritual
paralysis. Where, or to whom, was Catherine to turn: Silence
and solitude within her and without. But in solitude and silence
Catherine had found Jesus in her childhood. Why should she not
find Him again: She was now fifteen and could raise herself to
God with more fervour, and experience Christ again. Her bio-
graphers do not tell us whether the vision of Vallepiatta now re-
turned to her mind.

Gradually her grief for her beloved dead sister turned to
remorse. She felt guilty of having prayed less, of having drawn
away from God, desiring the good things of this world and con-
senting to enjoy some worldly pleasures. She was guilty. Her
sister was good, affectionate, kind, lovable, but she, Catherine,
had loved her more than Christ, and this was not right. She had
preferred the teachings of Bonaventura to those of God, and her
guilt was therefore great. She needed to weep, to pray, to see
clearly in her own mind, to resolve these painful doubts. The
‘Miracoli’ say it was now that she asked her mother’s leave to
confess to Fra Tommaso della Fonte, and this is psychologically
possible. Tommaso della Fonte became a connection of Catherine’s
family when their daughter Niccoluccia married Palmerio di
Nese delle Fonti. Born about 1337, he became an orphan during
the 1348 plague, was brought up in Giacomo Benincasa’s family
and considered by them as one of themselves. He chose the relig-
ious life and in 1357 or 1358 was accepted as a Dominican novice,
and later became a priest. He had therefore been familiar to the
houschold of Giacomo di Benincasa since his youth, and on an
occasion as sad as this of Bonaventura’s death he must have done
all he could to console his dear friends. Catherine, inconsolable
and prostrate with grief, wished perhaps to open her heart to
this friar who, besides being one of the family, was also devout and
might understand; and ‘the friar strengthened her much in her
scorn of the world and her resolve to draw nearer to God’, and to
make his advice more effective, did not hesitate to point the moral
lesson of Bonaventura, who had died because she was vain and
had drawn her sister away from her devotion to God. Perhaps
Catherine immediately apphed to herself the idea of vanity,
death, and chastisement, for ‘when the friar departed she remained
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lost in thought’. In this state of mind the idea of guilt, already
strong in her, may have taken possession of her conscience and
made her feel a great sinner, while her imagination led her to
liken herself to Mary Magdalen, seen in the paintings in church,
prostrate at the feet of Christ, weeping and imploring.

Her family guessed nothing of this intimate drama. Her father,
a good hard-working man of scrupulous piety, had no interest in
searching the hearts of others, or talent for so doing. Her mother
was still hoping for her daughter’s marriage, to console her for
the loss of Bonaventura. Moreover, in that household they
needed a son-in-law with a certain position in view, both for the
sake of the dyeing business, which was faltering uncertainly and
for the sake of Catherine herself, who was good, intelligent, wise
and devout, and could not be given just any man for a husband.
Busied with such thoughts they could not be expected to bother
about Catherine’s feelings, and in any case, thanks to Bonaventura’s
help, the maiden had yielded to her family’s wishes and was
behaving well, painting and adorning herself—according to Lapa,
well on the way towards marriage. At last they found the
future son-in-law they had looked for so persistently and circum-
spectly; he was just what they wanted and the whole family
rejoiced. Catherine would form a model family and be the joy
of her parents. At once Lapa began to urge her daughter to con-
sent to the marriage, but this time also the girl resisted her mother,
not passively as before but openly and decisively, referring to her
own religious vocation. Neither her mother’s insistence nor the
intervention of her father, brothers and sisters was of the slightest
use. Catherine was determined not to marry, and would not
budge from her resolve.

They then appealed to her confessor, the good family friend
Fra Tommaso della Fonte. He accepted the delicate mission and
spoke to his new penitent as a family friend, and as a priest in the
confessional, trying to sound the depths of her soul.

By means of objections and rebukes he tried to test the genuine-
ness of Catherine’s vocation, but after several interrogations and
conversations he could only, in conscience, give her this advice:
‘Go and cut off your hair'—excellent advice which the girl
hesitated to put into practice. She thought of her mother’s grief
and astonishment at seeing her shorn of her shining braids, but at






