
Angelina of Montegiove. The price of freedom

Angelina and the beguinal movement in Italy

The beguinal movement in Italy has known many different realities and names. The 
bizzocale movement developed in Central Italy is considered by Mario Sensi to be 
very similar to that of the Beguines beyond the Alps. 
The female branch of the Order of the Humiliati, the Humiliate, was perceived by 
Jacques de Vitry as the beguinal counterpart in Northern Italy, while we know that in 
the South, the "house nuns" were more widespread.

When Angelina (+ 1435) was born around 1357, the youngest of the five 
children of Giacomo, Count of Montegiove and Alessandra Salimbeni, the 
general climate of the Church towards the movements of the "semi-
religious" lay people, the Beguines in particular, had changed greatly. 

After the initial approval of Honorius III, these autonomous and uncontrolled
women, who read and commented on the Scriptures, who preached, who 
used the vernacular language for their writings, who "seized by a kind of 
madness discussed the Holy Trinity and the divine essence" were included in 
the Council of Lyon (1274) among the scandals afflicting the Church. 
Pope Clement V (1305-1314) denounced in the Bull Ad nostrum those who 
lead a vita regularis sine regula. Various hierarchical initiatives intervened to
"restore order". In 1298 the bull Periculoso ordered cloisters for all nuns and
female religious orders, thus preventing any opening beyond the walls.

A way to escape the Periculoso was then to adopt the Regula Supra montem 
(1289, Pope Nicholas IV) which "had established that women who wanted 
“de saeculo existere” (live without religious vows) had the possibility of 
embracing one of the recognized rules and having legal personality (Sensi, 
p.307). 



The situation became even more dramatic with the Council of Vienne (1311-
1312, in the French Dauphiné) which placed the stigma of heresy on the 
Beguinal movement.

One of the ensuing decrees, Cum de quibusdam, admitted the possible existence of 
Beguines only if they adopted stable and submissive forms within one of the 
recognized Rules, with the consequent obligation of enclosure. The same council 
called into question the open monasteries that had adopted the Supra Montem Rule. 
These were truly difficult times for those who aspired to new forms of evangelical 
life and"sanctification in freedom."

Angelina and her beguinal Congregation

But let's go back to our Angelina. Born in Montegiove on the hills between 
Orvieto and Perugia (Central, Italy) she is imbued with the Franciscan ideal 
which is very much alive in her family (her great-grandfather Nerio, who was 
widowed, became a Franciscan penitent). 

After a brief marriage lasting a few years to Giovanni da Termis, Angelina was 
widowed and distributed all her possessions to the poor. Together with other 
women, she began a penitential life, strictly observing the Gospel, as a Franciscan
tertiary. In 1388, she obtained authorization from the Minister General of the 
Order for the Foligno monastery, and in 1389, with the Regula Supra montem, she
founded the Foligno bizzocaggio (beguinal community), known as the monastery 
of Saint Anna or the Countesses monastery, because the lineage of Angelina and 
her cousin Cecca di Burgaro. 

As in the 13th century, "in the 14th and 15th centuries, sometimes in the shadow 
of established Orders and sometimes of spontaneous movements, new forms arose
– called open monasteries – with projects of evangelical, apostolic, and communal 
life. The monastery of Saint Anna in Foligno was one of these" (Filannino, p. 40).



This open monastery in Foligno found place in a convent built ex-novo by the 

Franciscan brother Paoluccio Trinci and achieved on 1388. This female community 

was not the only one. Umbria region itself was full of similar communities, but they 

were generally "illegal" institutions, somewhat clandestine; according to the 

regulations in force at the time, living outside of seclusion was not permitted. 

With courage and resourcefulness, and through high-placed connections, Angelina 

sought papal confirmation from Boniface IX. She obtained confirmation of her 

"mixed" charisma together with her 26 sisters, and then placed this prerogative "at the

service of the female communities of various regions of Italy (Umbria, Marche, Lazio,

Tuscany and then Abruzzo), seeking guidance, orientation or simply legal cover, so 

that they could continue to live freely, in accordance with their vocation as city 

hermits, as contemplatives in the world, as Samaritans ready to pour on the wounds 

of others the oil that the contemplation of the crucified face of Christ had poured on 

their own" (Filannino, p. 43).

The Congregation of Foligno was recognized by Pope Martin V on August 19, 1428. 
Angelina was the first general minister. Each community was autonomous, but 
together they elected a general minister and even if they had a Franciscan visitor, who
visited and encouraged them, he did not guide or decide for them. 
In short, a modern way of understanding religious life.

This approach was not shared by the second generation of Franciscan Observants 

who were busy with the reorganization and normalization and were supported by 

Pope Martin V himself.

At first Angelina agreed and submitted to the minister delegate, Friar Galasso of 

Naples, but when she returned to the sisters her decision was not accepted and they 

nominated a friar of the Third Order, Stefano di Giacomo from Como, as their legal 

representative to the Pope. 

Angelina accepted. She well knew that the common exchanges constituted the basis 

of community life. 



She admitted, in the Chapter (community assembly) of November 22,1430, having 

acted recklessly out of fear of excommunication and having accepted without 

consulting the sisters. 

The community defended the lay state as another path to sanctity and rejected 

monasticism and the cloister as necessary for a perfect life.

“The Spirit of God was there for bringing to maturity truths that will struggle to 
make their way: the experience of God and his mystery is possible for everyone and 
is not tied to a place or a state, because it is a gift: one goes to God without 
uniforms, with one's own unrepeatable person” (Filannino, p.48)

In a highly innovative way, Angelina portrayed her agreement out of respect for her 
community, and this marked their detachment from the Observants: their greatness, 
yet also their cross. 

On November 15, 1431, pope Eugene IV granted them permission to continue 
living together, and from this moment they chose as visitors the friars of the Third
Order of Penance, under episcopal obedience, instead of the Observants.
But in the end the latter emerged victorious, and their open opposition was one 
of the causes of the weakening and subsequent dissolution of Angelina's
Congregation and even the oblivion and erasure of her memory.

In 1447, a papal bull from Eugene IV subjected the tertiaries of the Congregation of 

Foligno to the vicar general of the Observants, "who was recognized with the power 

to visit them, correct them, admonish them, depose them, and transfer them. The 

office of general minister was thus stripped of its authority, although its role would 

be explicitly abolished only later, in 1461, by Pius II" (Filannino, p. 46).

Finally, the papal bull from Pius II caused all previously obtained privileges to be lost

and abolished the office of feminine general minister.

Those monasteries that survived by not submitting to the imposition of cloister had a 

difficult life. The Papal Bull of Pius V (after the Council of Trent) definitively 



imposed compulsory cloister. Even St. Anna monastery, starting in 1617, was forced 

to apply the Tridentine directives.

Very serious difficulties arose for the mulieres religiosae who wanted to lead a life 
different from that of the nuns. In fact "Unlike the Clarian monasteries with a closed 
number of nuns, proportionate to the monastic assets... in the open monasteries, 
founded under the banner of poverty, the patrimonial status was often reduced to the 
monastic complex with its garden, so that if the nun did not have any of her own 
relatives who intervened, she had to make do by begging. This often happened to the 
lay nuns, who had subordinate roles to the choir nuns." (Sensi, p. 765)
Avoiding claustration was then a matter of survival.

Mario Sensi writes that Angelina (beatified in 1825) was a woman devoted to Christ 

but nonetheless immersed in society, and that is clearly evident in her work: “an 

open monastery and, subsequently, a federation of open monasteries, for women who 

wished to consecrate themselves to God, without, however, submitting to cloistered 

life, not least because of the poverty they experienced, with centralized governance 

and the practice of a general chapter (community meeting). These two exceptions to 

the universal law of cloistered life and to the full subjection to the diocesan ordinary 

were undoubtedly significant." (Sensi, p. 743)
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