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LIBERTAS SPIRITUS

It seems to me that thus it is

A woman becomes good for God:

In the simplicity of her understanding

Her gentle heart, her frailer mind

Are kindled more quickly within her,

So that in her desire she understands better

The wisdom flowing from Heaven

Than does a hard man

Who is clumsy in these things.
-Lamprecht of Regusburg c. 1250
(From Women Mystics in Medieval Europe)

Marguerite Porete was burned alive at the stake at the Place de Greve
in Paris on June 1%, 1310. She had written a book called The Mirror of Simple
Souls which emphasized a union with God on earth. Porete asserted in The
Mirror that through the annihilation of the virtues, the soul could achieve a
unity with God. The Mirror, according to Church leaders, was considered
heretical because it taught that the soul could be united with God without the
mediation of the Church, and without the observance of Christian values.

- Although the book was ordered to be burned sometime between 1296 and



1306 by Gui ll, Bishop of Cambrai, several copies remained in wide
circulation throughout Europe.

After the book was burned, Porete was warned by Church leaders to
discontinue her life of preaching and wandering. Porete, however, continued
to wander and preach. As a result, she was jailed for year and a half . Given
several opportunities to renounce her heresy, and absolve herself, Porete
refused, and on May 31%, 1310, was ordered to die at the stake.

This is a study of Porete’s persecution. | will argue that Porete was not
condemned purely because of her religious beliefs. Porete did not establish
herself as a traditional female mystic, a movement that had been accepted by
the Church, but only under specific criteria. Her book and her lifestyle were
independent, and did not heed the example of traditional female mystics who
were accepted by the Church. Instead, Porete lived a religiously independent
life, preaching her ideas of the liberated soul, a theme prevalent in her book.

Porete was also loosely associated with the Beguines, a non-
approved order of religious lay people who lived the vita apostolica - a life of
poverty, chastity, and emulation of Christ. Both religious institutions were
associated with heresy, or, in the case of mysticism, had an already-
constituted set of norms accepted by the Church. | will look at the late
medieval mystical tradition inyorder to understand her persecution and prove
that her book was condemned because what it preached was not in the
mystical tradition. | will also discuss the religious movements of both the

beguines, the Free Spirits, and the Inquisition (the movement under which




Porete was accused of heresy) in order to understand her death. Porete
crossed the thin line between heresy and heterodoxy in a time of religious . :
persecution.’

The Mirror of Simple Souls was written in the tradition of courtly love
poetry. As a dialogue between Love, Reason, and the Soul, this book was, as
Ellen Babinsky' suggests, a “handbook designed to assist believers with their
spiritual quest®. Porete guides her readers through this dialogue to the
appropriate way in which an individual can reach a divine union with God.
The methods of achieving this union, described by Porete as Seven States of
Grace of the Soul, are by annihilating the will and desires of human nature.
By dissolution of the will, or virtues of human nature, the soul is able‘to unite
with God here on earth. The soul is then transformed, not just in unity with
God, but as God and the Trinity.

Porete’s notion that the soul can annihilate the will and.virtues is seen
as controversial by Church leaders, as she assumes a great deal of authority
in her book. Her polemical theory that the soul possess the ability to separate
from desire without the mediation of the Church also asserts the ideas of the
free spirit movement which was ruled heretical by the Church. In addition,
The Mirror assumes great authority on spiritual perfection, while implicating
Porete of the book’s heresies as it is difficult to separate her as merely author
of the book, and not the voice of the book. Most importantly, however, is the

lack of bodiliness in The Mirror - compared to contemporary mystical texts,




the book clearly lacks any physicality which traditionally established a
woman's religious authority. For these reasons, Porete constitutes herself as
a target for Church inquisitors who were charged to rid France and Europe of

heresy.

! Marguerite Porete, The Mirror of Simple Souls, trans. Ellen Babinsky (New York: Paulist Press,
1993) 24,
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Marguerite Porete's death at the stake was a result of many
contributing factors. For one, she was associated with the beguine
movement. She was also the author of a book that was condemned and -
burned years earlier by Bishop Gui Il of Cambrai. Yet she still continued to
travel and preach the notions in her book, despite stern warnings from
Bishop Gui to end her life of wandering. Porete was also a non-traditional
mystic, as we will see. Much can be learned from her imprisonment and her
trial. Her trial records and sentencing may not explain exactly why she was
put to death; however, it gives us an insight into the determination and
pertinacity of a woman accused of preaching and spreading her ideas. It is
important to examine her trial in order to understand the circumstances under
which she died.

Porete refused to take an oath that would absolve her of heresy,
'although she was given several opportunities. It is said that the spectator’s of
Porete’s death were moved to tears because of the empathy she caused. .
The trial records have survived and were found amongst the recqrds of two
royal officials from the court of Phillip the Fair, named William of Nogaret and
William of Plaisians.? The trial record and sentencing of Porete are published
in the original Latin in Henry Charles Lea’s book on the Inquisition (please
see Appendix Il and Ill).? In addition, Ellen Babinsky has a translated version

of Porete’s trial in her translation of Porete's The Mirror.

2 Babinsky, 20.
? Henry Charles Lea, History of the Inquisition, vol. 2 (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1887) 575-

578.




In 1308, Porete was arrested by William of Paris, a Dominican
inquisitor. She was arrested along with a later “self-proclaimed” defender of
Porete’s named Guiard de Cressonessart. For a year and a half, Porete was
given several opportunities to absolve herself of the heresy she was
imprisoned for, however, she refused to appear in court in front of the
inquisitorial committee, and even declined to swear an oath, going against
inquisitorial process.* She was then excommunicated by William of Paris.

A year and a half later, in April of 1310, William of Paris assembled a
group of theologians and professors (five professors, eleven theologians)® to
ask for their counsel on the trial of Porete. On April 3, 1310, the group of
theologians met with William of Paris and advised him that Porete had to
repent of her heresy, otherwise, she should be turned over to the secular
authorities. Babinsky explains the canonist’s distaste for Porete’s
stubbornness, “The canonists judged her to be contumacious, rebellious, and
deserving to be condemned as a heretic and to be given over to the secular
courts unless she should repent immediately before or after the sentence.”®
The first meeting with the canonists was held to advise William of Paris -
Babinsky suggests that it was also held as “an ultimate threat of death to the
prisoners.”” Although she does not prove this suggestion, Babinsky makes an

interesting argument, showing that even if she was threatened with death,

4 Babinsky, 21.
3 Babinsky, 20.
¢ Babinsky, 21.
? Babinsky, 21.
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