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Introduction

The Guglielmites were a group of people who joined together in late 13™ century
Milan in devotion to a woman named Guglielma, whom they venerated as the Holy
Spirit. A daughter of the Bohemian king, Guglielma came to Milan in the 1260s with her
adult son. She did not work and was wealthy enough to support herself. Regarded as a
holy woman, she attracted followers even during her lifetime. Guglielma became
associated with the Cistercian monastery of Chiaravalle near Milan and was living in a
Cistercian-owned house at the time of her death. She left the monastery her body and
belongings after her death.! Veneration of Guglielma from within the structure of the
Roman Church came not just from the Cistercian monks but also from a group of
Umiliati nuns of the Biassono House, including the woman who would become a leader
of the Guglielmites. In addition, various Milanese people, among them rich nobles,
honored Guglielma’s piety and saintly life.

At some point, reverence for a devout life gave way to the belief that Guglielma
was the Holy Spirit incarnate, would rise again, and ascend to heaven. The group came to
believe that salvation would come through Guglielma, even for Jews, Saracens, pagans,
and others outside the Catholic Church. Led by Maifreda and Andrea Saramita, they had
plans to form a religious group mimicking the structure of the Roman Church.> Members
were to create new Gospels and litanies that they would read and sing during ceremonies

celebrated at Guglielma’s grave, wherein leaders would bless and distribute Hosts. In

! Stephen Wessley. “The thirteenth-century Guglielmites: salvation through women.” In Medieval Women.
ed. Derek Baker, 289-303. Oxford: Blackwell, 1978, 300-301.

* Barbara Newman. From Virile Woman to WomanChrist, Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press,
1995, 185, 188.

? I have left the names in their Italian forms, as in the translated Inquisition records, instead of the Latin
forms of the original records.
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1284, Brother Maifredo da Dovera, a Dominican inquisitor, investigated and interrogated
some of the sectarians and, once they abjured all heresy, brought them back into the
orthodoxy of the Catholic Church. In 1300, the Inquisition again took notice of the
Guglielmites and launched a larger investigation.* A number of people were cited or
came before the inquisitors on their own volition, testifying about their experiences with
Guglielma, their beliefs, and anything else relating to this heresy about which the
inquisitors asked.’ The inquisitors sentenced those found guilty of heresy to various
punishments or penitence. By the time the Inquisition concluded its investigation the
Guglielmite sect was effectively destroyed. Those whom the Inquisition had previously
punished were judged and sentenced as relapsed heretics.

The main primary source for an investigation of the Guglielmites is the
Inquisition records, which contains the oaths, testimony, and punishments of all who
appeared before the Dominican inquisitors. Not all of the records survive, though. Most
of the notebooks of notary Beltramo Salvagno remain but all the transcripts recorded by
notary Maifredo da Cera have been lost. Approximately 125 pages, the surviving text was
originally written in Latin but I will work from an Italian translation. This is necessarily a
hostile source. The inquisitors were suspicious of everyone brought before them and
directly examined all the witnesses, asking about what they thought the Guglielmites
believed. If one person admitted to a belief, the inquisitors then incorporated this belief

into the questioning of subsequent people. An unfriendly and argumentative source has

4 Marina Benedetti (ed. and trans.). Milano 1300: I processi inquisitorali contro le devote ¢ I devoti di
santa Guglielma. Milano: Libri Scheiwiller, 1999, 73, 79, 141,

* Heresy can be defined as a belief founded on Christian Scriptures but contrary to the doctrine of the
Catholic Church, publicly avowed and obstinately defended. One cannot be a heretic without a
condemnation from an opposing group. In this period, the Church labeled anyone who persisted in keeping
views which were inconsistent with traditional Catholic beliefs as a heretic.
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certain drawbacks. Because the inquisitors asked leading questions, it is important to
examine the responses closely, looking at what people actually said rather than simply
what the inquisitors were looking for and asked about. Also, it is imperative to remember
that people may have been lying in their testimony. They could receive a variety of
punishments based on their responses, including death, so there was certainly a motive to
deceive and conceal.

When studying the Guglielmites, it is crucial not to overstate the structure and
power of the group. The inquisitors were interested in making the Guglielmites appear
tightly organized and highly structured and therefore more threatening to the Roman
Church. From the text itself] it is clear that the group did indeed have plans for a new
church and had chosen certain individuals to fill specific positions. Still, one must
maintain the distinction between organization actually characteristic of the group and
organization implied by the inquisitors. To form an accurate picture of the Guglielmites,
it is necessary to read the records with a grasp of the different participants' motivations. A
balance between what the inquisitors wanted to prove and what the suspected heretics
wanted to conceal is crucial for arriving at an accurate understanding.

This type of text is also problematic because of its limitations and somewhat
narrow scope. It does not provide evidence solely from the perspective of a member of
the Guglielmites. There is no direct testimony recounting all of the groups’ rituals,
beliefs, and traditions in one source that was voluntarily recorded. The only testimony by
members is in response to inquisitors’ questions so there may be much more information
about the Guglielmites that was not asked about and is therefore unknown. Responses to

questions do not provide a full description of what the Guglielmites were like. There is
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not much detail about specific ceremonies or beliefs so it is up to speculation and
interpretation as to why people joined this group, how they formed their beliefs, and what
made the group's continued existence possible.

Despite their limitations, Inquisition records remain a viable and revealing
historical source. Although the witnesses spoke in response to the inquisitors' questions,
they still had a chance to talk and express their own opinions and beliefs. The Inquisition
gave people a way to respond to suspicion and accusations and a chance to defend
themselves, albeit within the frame of answers to direct questions. The inquisitors'
queries and the witnesses' responses were carefully recorded, ensuring that inquisitional
sources should be accurate records. The testimony from these individuals is a record of
their beliefs and practices, things that might not otherwise have been recorded in any
way. The survival of information about the Guglielmites makes Inquisition records an
important source for insight into medieval life that might not otherwise be available.

The Guglielmites are noteworthy because they appear directly to contradict an
otherwise-widespread trend in the late medieval period, the growing suspicion of female
spirituality and an increased emphasis on the need for proof of sanctity. This was a time
of stringent control and investigation of reputedly holy women. With the higher demand
for concrete verification, holy women had to prove themselves to male authorities for
their sanctity to be believed and officially recognized. Confession was believed to be the
ultimate way to discover the truth, a move away from the previous standard of trial by
ordeal.

The canonization process became much more officially regulated than it had been

previously been. This updating was also influenced by the development of heretical
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groups that venerated their own local holy men and women. This, in turn, helped inspire
the creation of the medieval Inquisition, which focused directly on extracting confessions
from heretics, even resorting to the use of torture. An emphasis on rational, systematic
investigation of fact in order to discover truth led to stringent examination to prove
sanctity.® The Catholic Church wanted to ensure a clear delineation between officially-
recognized Catholic saints and completely unorthodox heretical "holy" figures.

The Guglielmites seem to defy this pattern, suggesting there is something unique
about this sect that made its creation and continued existence possible. The main purpose
of this thesis is to investigate how such a group could have existed during a time of
growing doubts and disbelief about female mystics and holy women. What factors would
lead people to join this group and believe things obviously contrary to orthodox Catholic
doctrine? There must be reasons leading people to heresy in general and motivations
unique to those who joined the Guglielmite group. Another main focus is how the
Guglielmites evaded suspicion and punishment for so long. What allowed this group with
beliefs contradicting the Catholic Church to remain in existence for around 40 years?
What can be known about the group's membership, characteristics, motives, and actions.

The Guglielmites are known mostly for their unusual beliefs. Although they have
been situated in relation to other religious trends and groups within the thirteenth century,
scholars have not really attempted to explain why and how such a group existed during a
time of suspicion of female spirituality and emphasis on proof. Stephen Wessley viewed
the Guglielmites as fitting with the development of religious ideas and beliefs in the

thirteenth century. In his eyes, their doctrine came from three contemporary ideas: the

¢ Aviad Kleinberg. “Proving Sanctity: Selection and Authentication of Saints in the Later Middle Ages.”
Viator. 20 (1989): 183-205.



belief in a coming ‘ Age of the Holy Spirit,” the importance of parallels to the life of
Christ, and focus on an apostolic life.” Barbara Newman saw Guglielmite doctrine as an
expression of alternative beliefs within the church, specifically the ideas of a female
deity, female leadership, and apocalypticism. To her, the Guglielmites seized upon
underground ideas that were manifested in the reverence and adoration of Guglielma but
continued to operate on a model similar to that of the established Church.® Both Wessley
and Newman also point to external political factors as influential. A conflict between the
newly-elected archbishop and the unofficial ruling family of Milan supposedly led to
concern about religious authority and reception of the sacraments for the citizens of the
city. Wessley and Newman believe that strife over corruption and legitimacy played a
role in leading followers to embrace faith in Guglielma and thus have a method of
receiving the sacrament to guarantee redemption and salvation. In effect, the main
research about the Guglielmites so far has focused on locating them within larger trends
in thirteenth-century spirituality, showing the Guglielmites' ideas and beliefs are not

simply an anomaly but are connected to general currents of the time period.

7 Wessley, 292.
® Newman, 184,
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Context
The Life of Guglielma

The Guglielmites developed around a solitary figure, Guglielma, who was known
during her lifetime as a simple and pious woman who led a common life. Her food, drink,
and manner of dress were nothing extraordinary. She was seen as someone who shunned
undue attention and was not self-aggrandizing, leading to her reputation for sanctity.
Guglielma arrived in Milan in the early 1260s with her adult son but there is no other
mention of him in the Inquisition records. She became a Cistercian tertiary connected to
the Chiaravalle monastery. Both Andrea Saramita and Maifreda da Pirovano, who
became the group’s two main leaders, knew Guglielma during her lifetime.” Although
neither admitted a close relationship, they must have had a certain level of familiarity
with Guglielma and her life in order to form beliefs that were persuasive enough to
convince others to join with them.

Despite her simple life, Guglielma was discovered to be a Bohemian princess. In
his first deposition, Andrea admitted to traveling to Bohemia to verify the rumor about
Guglielma’s royal birth. He found that she was indeed the daughter of the dead Bohemian
king. Father Mirano da Garbagnate, another sectarian and chaplain of the church of San
Fermo in Milan, went with Andrea to Bohemia and confirmed for the inquisitors
Guglielma's identity as a princess. Her choice to live an austere life in spite of her royal
birth may certainly have convinced other people of her reputation for holiness. Despite
whatever beliefs others may have held, Guglielma did not think of herself in the same
way. According to Maifreda, Guglielma never referred to herself as the Holy Spirit and

responded to pleas to eliminate pain and suffering by emphasizing that she was most

® I processi, 57, 59, 79, 305,
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certainly not God."® In his first deposition, Andrea also stated that he never heard
Guglielma refer to herself as the Holy Spirit. She made it clear that she was a mortal
woman and not the incarnation of the Holy Spirit, providing insight into the timeline of
the Guglielmites. If she repudiated these ideas herself, it is clear that such beliefs existed
in her lifetime. After her death, Guglielma was initially buried in the cemetery of the
church of San Pietro, but her body was later moved to the cemetery at the Cistercian
Chiaravalle monastery."' The basic story of Guglielma’s life and death shows no
overwhelming indication of the beliefs others would come to hold about her,

demonstrating mainly her repudiation of royal birth and life of simple piety.

Composition and Structure of the Group

The Guglielmite group was composed of Milanese people, nearly all of whom
were connected to each other. Andrea Saramita’s mother and daughter were involved to
some degree. The Carentano family was also extensively questioned and deeply involved.
The parents, Bonadeo and Bellacara, were both interrogated, as were their daughters,
Felice, Giovanna, and Giacoma. Their son Felicino and his wife Stefana were also
brought in for questioning. 2 The Malconzato family was also prominent in the group.
Sibilla, the widow of Beltramo, and her son Franceschino both admitted to venerating
Guglielma as the Holy Spirit. Sibilla’s servant, Bianca da Ceriano, also believed. Another
family with an important role was the Novate family. Albertone and his wife Margherita

hosted a celebration and feast in honor of Guglielma attended by at least ten other

19 Ibid., 57, 59, 103.
" Tbid., 85.
> Ibid., 63, 81, 183, 187, 191.
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Guglielmites."* Because of the close kinship ties between many members, it appears that
one way for beliefs about Guglielma to spread was through familial ties. Veneration of
Guglielma even brought together families on opposite sides of political disputes. In
Milan, the della Torre and Visconti families competed for control of city politics. The
Carentano family strongly supported the della Torre family while the Garbagnate family
was closely allied with the Visconti.'*

In addition, the Guglielmite sect included some Umiliati sisters of the Biassono
House. Maifreda, Agnese dei Montenari, Giacoma da Nova, and Fiordebellina, Andrea’s
daughter, were all Biassono sisters who were interrogated by the Dominican inquisitors.15
Maifreda also testified that other Biassono sisters believed and repeated unorthodox ideas
about Guglielma. The monks of the Cistercian Chiaravalle monastery were also
significant for the development of the Guglielmite séct. The Chiaravalle brothers
preached about Guglielma’s good, holy, and honest life as well as about various miracles
she was believed to have performed for ill brothers of the monastery. ' It appears that the
Cistercian monks promoted Guglielma as a legitimate local saint within the traditions of
the Roman Church and were not involved in the unorthodox veneration of Guglielma as
the Holy Spirit incarnate.

The effect of the Cistercians' influence on members and the existence of an
orthodox admiration of Guglielma as a person who led a very saintly life can be seen
through some of the testimony. Giacoma Carentano admitted to knowing Guglielma and

having listened to her speak on various occasions. These speeches were of an orthodox

13 Ibid., 83, 131, 155, 217.

'“ Barbara Newman. "The Heretic Saint; Guglielma of Bohemia, Milan, and Brunate." Church History.
74:1 (March 2005): 1-38, 11.

13 I processi, 7, 105, 111, 115.

16 Ibid., 181.
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nature though; Guglielma gave sound religion instruction and showed her honest
devotion, never intimating or promoting the idea that she was the Holy Spirit in human
form."” Giovanna, Giacoma’s sister, provided a similar story. She was present at
Guglielma’s burial at the Chiaravalle monastery and listened to the speeches that
proclaimed Guglielma to be a good, honest, and religious woman. Giovanna testified to
knowing nothing about the extreme beliefs about Guglielma held by her more radical
followers.'® There is no way to be completely sure of the veracity of these women's
testimony but the existence of orthodox Christian believers who saw Guglielma as a local
holy woman within the Catholic tradition is certainly not improbable. Neither woman
was called back before the Inquisition for a second deposition, as were many others who
were discovered to have lied, suggesting that the inquisitors believed the Giacoma and
Giovanna and accepted their statements as true. This orthodox following was certainly
influenced by the Chiaravalle monks and their promotion of Guglielma as a local saintly
woman, as evident by the testimony of many who attended services led by the Cistercians
in veneration of Guglielma as a local saint.

The group of unorthodox believers, which grew mainly after the death of
Guglielma, was led by Andrea Saramita and Maifreda da Pirovano. From the witnesses'
testimony, Andrea played more of an administrative leadership role while Maifreda was
in charge of the spiritual guidance, preaching, and blessings for the Guglielmite version
of the mass. Various sectarians gathered at the Biassono House or, later, in the house of
Guglielmo Cotica where Maifreda was staying to hear her preach sermons in praise of

Guglielma. Maifreda’s duties also included blessing the Host at Guglielma’s grave and

17 Ibid., 191.
¥ Ibid., 187.
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distributing it to members who would consume it in devotion of Guglielma. The Host
was brought to Guglielma’s grave for consecration then distributed to whoever wanted
one." Another important element of Maifreda’s duties was the distribution of holy water
to the ill and infirm, a practice which mirrored Roman Catholic tradition. The
Guglielmites' version of holy water was the water used by the Cistercian Chiaravalle
brothers to wash Guglielma’s body after death. Maifreda is said to have saved this water
and subsequently used it to cure and anoint believers. The water was kept under the altar
in the Biassono House where Maifreda and the other sisters lived.’

The Guglielmites appropriated the basic structure of the Roman Church, choosing
from within their membership the people who would fill the positions within their church.
Maifreda was to become the new pope, left by Guglielma after her ascension as her vicar
on Earth, just as Peter was left by Christ as his vicar on Earth. Because of the prominence
of the position she was to hold, Maifreda was viewed with special honor and distinction
within the group. Many sectarians testified about paying reverence to Maifreda by
kneeling before her and kissing her hands and feet.”' The notion of a female pope is
completely opposed to Catholic doctrine which prohibits women from the priesthood but
the basic structure of the Guglielmites’ future church was very similar to that of the
established Roman Church. Father Mirano, a Catholic priest but also a Guglielmite
believer, testified to hearing from Maifreda and Andrea that indulgences would be
granted to those who went on pilgrimage to the Chiaravalle monastery to pay reverence at

Guglielma’s grave. Because of this site's significance, they predicted this would become

' Ibid., 85, 101, 143,
* Ibid., 181.
! Ibid., 141, 179.
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a pilgrimage site for loyal believers.”* The Guglielmites not only planned to create the
same types of positions as the Roman Church had but also intended for their church to
have the same types of powers. That they were willing to grant indulgences for
pilgrimage attests to the fact that they were not rejecting the Roman Church, just adapting
it to their own specific beliefs and practices. They still believed in the Catholic doctrine
of remission of sins in this lifetime, purgatory as an intermediary step before heaven, and
the power of indulgences to reduce time spent in purgatory. The level of order prepared
for their new church suggests that the Guglielmites were much more than a disorganized
group of people; they had specific plans for the future, including who would fill the most

important church offices.

Beliefs and Practices

The Guglielmites believed their church would come to replace the Catholic
Church upon Guglielma’s ascension. They felt that their church was legitimate, as
opposed to the corrupt and greedy Roman Church that would fall away at the time of
Guglielma’s resurrection. Father Mirano testified to hearing Maifreda and Andrea
promote the idea that the believers would institute new cardinals and priests who would
then gain authority after Guglielma’s resurrection and the Catholic Church's fall from
power.? The Guglielmites felt theirs was the one true church and would bring salvation

after Guglielma rose from the dead and ascended to heaven.

= Ibid.. 75.
> Ibid., 73.
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