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Volume Editors’ Introduction

Constance de Rabastens (active 1384–86) and Ursulina of 
Parma (1375–1408)

The Other Voice

It is not always possible to hear medieval women’s voices directly.  In 
many instances words and deeds were filtered through the writings 
of male authors. This was especially true for holy women who relied 
on their confessors to relay their visions and whose lives were written, 
sometimes posthumously, by male clerics. Such scenarios apply to the 
two women who take center stage in this volume, Constance de Rab-
astens (active 1384–86) and Ursulina of Parma (1375–1408). Although 
the texts we translate were written by men, they open an important 
window onto their protagonists’ lives and works as well as the agency 
of women in the late Middle Ages. A large body of historical schol-
arship finds that European women’s status, visibility, and opportunity 
eroded across the medieval centuries, leaving women victims of male 
oppression and even appropriation, to reprise the title of the series to 
which this book belongs, of their voices. It is difficult to arrive at co-
herent accounts of what Constance and Ursulina said and did, given 
that their actions are mediated through the genres of vision narrative 
and saint’s life, written by Constance’s confessor, Raymond de Saba-
nac, and by Ursulina’s hagiographer, Simone Zanacchi, respectively.  In 
that sense, learning about our two women of the Great Schism requires 
us to read against the grain, to try to peel away layers of editing and 
scripting to reveal an authentic core of female voice and experience. 

However, some facts emerge that help us situate Constance 
and Ursulina in straightforward ways.  Because of their forceful 
visionary and diplomatic interventions in the Great Schism, 
contemporaries took both women seriously enough to regard 
them as a threat to the political and ecclesiastical order, local and 
international. Constance and Ursulina managed to make their voices 
heard in a society that was dominated by men, and even in the 
extremely male-gendered spheres of secular politics and the Church 
hierarchy.  Does that make them exceptional figures, or, as a male 
critic of the late-medieval author Christine de Pizan (c. 1364–c. 1430) 
described women who accomplished much in traditionally male-
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dominated spheres, freaks? We think not. Rather, the experiences of 
Constance and Ursulina show that whatever the rhetoric of female 
weakness and insignficance in late-medieval society—a rhetoric that 
can be deafening in the works of many male authors—the reality was 
rather different. Women could, especially if they were determined and 
intelligent, play important roles. Simply put, they made a difference 
to those around them, and for that reason alone, the challenges of 
sorting out the nature of their experiences, of pursuing hints and 
asides in the texts about them, are worth the trouble.

The presentation of a collection of revelations (with some 
letters) and a holy biography together may assist in what is necessarily 
an imaginative challenge. For Constance, we have vivid visions but 
little in the way of biographical detail; for Ursulina, we have a narrative 
account of her from birth to death that seems quite intentionally to 
shy away from detailed description of visionary experience. But read 
together, both with and against each other, our texts might offer a 
fuller view of women’s experience. We can guess at the confusion 
and hostility with which the visionary Constance might have been 
received by reading about what everyone from neighbors to popes 
made of Ursulina, and we might heighten our understanding of 
Ursulina’s rich interior religious life by reading about the (sometimes 
literally) colorful revelations of Constance. Did Constance ever 
travel? Did Ursulina ever see strange, brightly hued birds?  These two 
women doubtless shared more than we can see from the historical 
record, given that they were similarly situated in time, social space, 
and religious perspectives. Had they ever met, they would have found 
a great deal to talk about. We moderns can worry too much about 
questions of mediation or manipulation by authors—for what written 
text is not at one remove from reality, from literal voice? What is 
certain is that the voices of these two women, and perhaps of many 
others of whom we have no documentary record, rang out loud and 
clear in their time. They mattered.  

The texts presented in this book are very rich and thus demand 
some orientation. First, we briefly present the framework into which 
one can place our two protagonists: women’s visionary experience and 
writings and the aspirations to holiness with a political twist. Then, we set 
the historical scene against which Constance of Rabastens and Ursulina 
of Parma played out their remarkable parts. There follows a concise 
biography of each woman along with consideration of the character 
of the writings from which our knowledge of their lives derives. Next 
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comes some commentary on what may be the most surprising aspect 
of Constance’s and Ursulina’s activities: their very public and politically 
engaged actions. A final section considers the complex relationship of 
subjects and authors in these texts, the nature of which makes a true 
understanding of the women’s stories and significance a real but—we 
hope—worthwhile challenge. History, spirituality, literary form, and 
gender are all important axes along which to ponder the experience of 
these two women of the Great Schism.

Constance and Ursulina’s Foremothers

Throughout the Middle Ages, female visionaries could be found in 
many walks of life, in religious orders as well as among the laity. Many 
of these women lived lives of contemplation within the cloister walls 
or in the confines of beguinages, non-monastic communities of female 
spiritual seekers. Whatever the place, women established intimate re-
lations with Christ or received privileged access to religious myster-
ies through their visions. Some of these women authored their own 
texts chronicling their visions and mystical experiences; others dic-
tated them to scribes or confessors. Marie of Oignies (1177/78–1213), 
Mechthild of Magdeburg (d. 1282/87),1 Beatrice of Nazareth (1200–
1268), and Angela of Foligno (1248-1309) were women whose vision-
ary experiences and writings centered on their interior lives. 

But other women used their visions, at least in part, to try 
to intervene in the politico-religious conflicts of their time.2 The 
earliest of these was the German Benedictine nun Hildegard of Bingen 
(1098–1179), who was not only aware of the political developments of 
her time but corresponded with rulers, such as the emperor Frederic 
Barbarossa, concerning the papal schism of 1159. Her younger 
contemporary Elisabeth of Schönau (1129–1165) also used some of 
her visionary experiences as a basis for various pronouncements on 
this schism.3 Later on, we find female visionaries engaged in a variety 

1.  On the complex history of Mechthild’s book and for a good introduction to women’s 
religious writing see Sara S. Poor, Mechthild of Magdeburg and Her Book: Gender and the 
Making of Textual Authority (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004).

2.  See André Vauchez, The Laity in the Middle Ages: Religious Beliefs and Devotional Prac-
tice, trans. Margery J. Schneider (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1993), chs. 
18–19.

3.  See Renate Blumenfeld-Kosinski, “Visions and Schism Politics in the Twelfth Century: 
Hildegard of Bingen, John of Salisbury, and Elisabeth of Schönau,” in Saints, Scholars, and 
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of political missions. Margaret of Cortona (1247–97), for example, 
became famous in Tuscany as a preacher of peace and the crusade, while 
Clare of Montefalco (1268–1308) fought the heresy of the Free Spirit.4

The two women who can most be considered Constance and 
Ursulina’s immediate foremothers are Birgitta of Sweden (1303–73) 
and Catherine of Siena (1347–80). They were among the very few 
female visionaries who were formally canonized, recognized as saints, 
although Catherine’s canonization was not finalized until more than 
eighty years after her death. Birgitta, by contrast, was canonized no 
fewer than three times (in 1391, 1415, and 1417) by popes of different 
schismatic factions, the final time just at the end of the Great Schism. 
Her aristocratic background and the strong canonization lobby that 
sprung up around her undoubtedly account for the speediness of 
these proceedings.  

Many female visionaries aroused suspicions of churchmen 
that made their canonizations, if not impossible, problematic. In fact, 
the famous French theologian Jean Gerson (1363–1429) challenged 
Birgitta’s canonization at the Council of Constance in 1415 and seemed 
to target Birgitta and Catherine when in 1423, six years after the end of 
the Great Schism, he looked back on the 1377 decision of Pope Gregory 
XI to return to Rome (which may have contributed to the Schism: see 
below) and blamed the undue influence visionaries had on this pope.5 
It is within this contentious climate regarding visionary activity and 
aspirations to holiness that we have to place our portagonists.

How did Birgitta and Catherine attempt to intervene in the 
politics of their time? We can give only the briefest summary of their 
complex roles here. Birgitta, a Swedish widow of aristocratic origin 
and a mother of eight, used her visionary authority to speak out 
concerning the Hundred Years’ War between England and France and 
sent messages to the Swedish king as well as Pope Clement VI when 
war resumed in 1346. She then moved to Rome and toward the end 

Politicians: Gender as a Tool in Medieval Studies, ed. Mathilde van Dijk and Renée Nip 
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2005), 173–87.

4.  See Peter Dinzelbacher, Mittelalterliche Frauenmystik (Paderborn: F. Schöningh, 1993), 
ch. 10.

5.  Although Gerson actually says “male as well as female visionaries.” See Renate Blumen-
feld-Kosinski, Poets, Saints, and Visionaries of the Great Schism, 1378–1417 (University 
Park: State University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006) 34 and n. 10. Dyan Elliott sees Gerson’s 
words as part of a “major campaign against female mysticism.” See Proving Woman: Female 
Spirituality and Inquisitional Culture in the Later Middle Ages (Princeton: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 2004), 264; see 268 for Gerson’s challenge at Constance.
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of her life was especially vocal in her campaign to persuade popes 
Urban V (1362–70) and Gregory XI (1370–78) to return the papal see 
from Avignon to Rome.6 On one occasion, after a vision Birgitta told 
Gregory XI that the devil retained him in Avignon and that his love 
for Christ had grown cold, that he was a paralytic corrupted by cold 
blood and humor, and that this paralysis prevented him from moving 
to Rome.7 Despite these exhortations, the pope did not consent to 
leaving Avignon and Birgitta died before the ardently desired return 
to Rome became reality.

Catherine of Siena, twenty-third child of a Sienese dyer and 
thus a member of the artisan class, played a political role that was more 
important than that of any other holy woman of her time. In 1374 
she met the future master general of the Dominican Order, Raymond 
of Capua, who became her spiritual advisor and biographer. Like 
Birgitta, Catherine agitated for the papacy’s return to Rome; in fact, 
she functioned as a successor to Birgitta and her advisory mission after 
Pope Gregory XI contacted her through Birgitta’s confessor, Alfonso 
of Pecha. Before the beginning of the Great Schism, Catherine’s major 
political involvement concerned the conflict between the republic 
of Florence and the papacy as well as the numerous other hostilities 
between the different Italian city-states.8

Catherine’s rhetoric urging Gregory XI to move to Rome was 
forceful and picturesque. In one letter dating from 1376, for example, 
she told Gregory that his egoism kills virtue—which then resembles 
the stillborn baby of an unfortunate mother. Somewhat later, she 
writes “Up, Father! No more irresponsibility!”9 Gregory returned to 
Rome in 1377. It is hard to judge how important a role Catherine 
played in his decision, which was motivated by a whole host of 
political and ecclesiastical considerations. Jean Gerson, as we just saw, 
seemed to blame Catherine and Birgitta for Gregory’s return to the 
eternal city. A fifteenth-century painting by Benvenuto di Giovanni 

6.  For her biography and political roles see Claire L. Sahlin, Birgitta of Sweden and the Voice 
of Prophecy (Rochester, NY: Boydell Press, 2001) and on the return to Rome, Blumenfeld-
Kosinski, Poets, Saints, and Visionaries, 36–42.

7.  See Blumenfeld-Kosinski, Poets, Saints, and Visionaries, 40. Birgitta here refers to the 
medical theory of the humors, which were believed to govern people’s temperaments.

8.  F. Thomas Luongo, The Saintly Politics of Catherine of Siena (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 2006).

9.  The Letters of Catherine of Siena, ed. Suzanne Noffke, 2 vols. (Tempe: Arizona Center for 
Medieval and Renaissance Studies, 2000), 1:246 and 249.
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in the Ospedale di S. Maria della Scala in Siena shows Catherine 
leading Pope Gregory XI in a splendid procession entering the city of 
Rome, confirming the belief of a sizable group of people that the saint 
had indeed been instrumental in this momentous return.10 After the 
pope’s return to Rome and the beginning of the Great Schism in 1378, 
Catherine’s became one of the loudest voices urging the reunification 
of the Church.  Her passionate letters to European rulers, cardinals, 
and the Roman pope Urban VI are extraordinary examples of 
saintly eloquence put to political use.11  Sadly, none of her reasonable 
proposals were heeded, none of her impassioned pleas acted on: the 
Great Schism was to divide the Church for another generation. 

Raymond of Capua wrote Catherine’s first life, the Legenda 
maior, between 1385 and 1395; Thomas Caffarini penned a second 
account, the Legenda minor, in the early fifteenth century; and 
between 1411 and 1416 the Processo castellano, part of the Dominican 
campaign in support of Catherine’s canonization, gathered numerous 
testimonies to her holiness. Unlike Birgitta’s case, confirmed three 
times in twenty-six years, Catherine’s dossier languished, and it was 
not until 1461 that the Sienese pope Pius II canonized his hometown’s 
saint.12 It is possible that the nuns of San Quintino were inspired by 
this event to begin thinking about the canonization of the holy woman 
buried in their church, their very own Ursulina of Parma.

How can we explain the emergence into the public arena of 
our two eloquent women? Daniel Bornstein suggests that eras that 
see “cracks in ecclesiastical structures” are especially open to “female 
influence and to experimentation with novel religious roles.” He states:

It was during the long decades of the Avignon papacy 
and of the Great Schism, when the validity of any 
particular religious authority was rendered doubtful, 
first by the removal of the papacy from its proper seat 
[i.e., from Rome to Avignon] and then by the spectacle 
of two (and later three) competing hierarchies, that 
women like St. Catherine of Siena, St. Birgitta of Sweden, 

10.   The painting is reproduced in the Bibliotheca sanctorum 3:1002 (Rome: Pontificia Uni-
versità lateranense, 1963).

11.  For an analysis of her letters relating to the papacy’s return to Rome and her attempts to 
end the Schism see Blumenfeld-Kosinski, Poets, Saints, and Visionaries, 42–54.

12.  In 1939 Catherine was named one of the patrons of Italy and in 1970 she was declared 
a doctor of the Church.
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and lesser figures were able to emerge as vociferous 
protagonists of the religious life. It was when the male 
hierarchy was in obvious disarray that prominent 
churchmen were most willing to listen to strange voices, 
disregard decorum and timeworn proprieties, and 
concede these women a place at (or near) the altar.13

Constance de Rabastens and Ursulina of Parma thus fit into a lineage 
of politically engaged visionaries, women who used their supernatural 
experiences and their charisma to create voices that allowed them to 
speak to the rulers and prelates of their time, either judging them and 
consigning some of them to hell (as did Constance) or actively pur-
suing diplomatic efforts through untiring travel between Rome and 
Avignon (as did Ursulina). The Great Schism laid bare the fissures in 
ecclesiastical authority Bornstein describes. But it was not only female 
visionaries who felt authorized and compelled to speak out against 
the pope they considered illegitimate. The same period also saw some 
male visionaries engaged in seeking support, through their revela-
tions, for one or the other pope. The prime example of a male vision-
ary in this role, Friar Pedro of Aragon (1305–81), was a highly placed 
Franciscan and the uncle of the king of Aragon. That his counsel to 
support the Roman pope was not heeded by his nephew was not due 
to his gender but to the political expediency that finally moved all the 
Spanish kingdoms to adhere to the Avignon pope. 

Still, it is safe to say that our two women, of different back-
grounds but motivated by similar missions, were aided by the 
spiritual uncertainty and crisis of authority of their era when they 
wanted to make their voices heard. The same goes for Marie Robine 
(d. 1399), a peasant woman from the Pyrenees who settled in Avignon 
and became spokeswoman for the Avignon popes Clement VII and 
Benedict XIII. The latter even sent her to Paris in 1398 to persuade 
the French king not to withdraw obedience from his papacy. The 

13.  Daniel Bornstein, “Women and Religion in Late Medieval Italy: History and Historiog-
raphy,” in Daniel Bornstein and Roberto Rusconi, ed., Women and Religion in Medieval and 
Renaissance Italy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), 6. For a slightly later period, 
the early sixteenth century, Gabriella Zarri traces the fates of fourteen women who in many 
ways can be seen as descendants of our two women: their revelations and prophecies were 
adapted to the political problems of their own time and they frequently found the ear of the 
rulers of the many different Italian states. See Gabriella Zarri, “Living Saints: A Typology of 
Female Sanctity in the Early Sixteenth Century,” in Bornstein and Rusconi, ed., Women and 
Religion in Medieval and Renaissance Italy, 219–303.  
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crisis occasioned by disputes between this pope and the king thus 
enabled Marie to become a  papal ambassador. Her mission, however, 
ended in failure and led to her disillusionment with the papacy she 
had so fervently served and revered earlier.14 It is likely that women 
of the background and social class of these three women—whether a 
small-town widow like Constance, a peasant woman like Marie, or a 
member of the urban middle class as was Ursulina—would not have 
had the ear of churchmen had the Great Schism not caused political 
upheavals and doubts about the continued authority of the Church  
in the regions they inhabited.  

In order to demonstrate in more detail the seriousness of the 
issues with which they chose to engage, we will take a closer look at 
the Great Schism, the grave crisis that divided the Church into two 
and eventually three factions for thirty-nine years.

The Great Schism: Christendom Divided

For over a generation the Great Schism (1378–1417), pitting first two 
and then three popes against each other, divided Christian Europe.  
During most of the fourteenth century the papacy had resided in 
Avignon, and all the popes from Clement V (1304–14) to Gregory 
XI (1370–78) were of French or Occitan origin. In the second half of 
the century more and more voices—poetic, prophetic, and diplomat-
ic—clamored for a return of the papacy to Rome. Birgitta of Sweden 
(1303–73), Catherine of Siena (1347–80), and Friar Pedro of Aragon 
as well as the poet Petrarch (1304–74) were among those urging the 
pope to move his see back to Rome. Finally, in 1377, Pope Gregory XI 
decided to undertake the fateful move to Rome. But already in March 
1378 Gregory was dead, and the papal election that occurred a month 
later caused one of the most profound crises the Western Church had 
ever experienced.15 The conclave of the sixteen cardinals trying to 
choose a new pope was surrounded by a mob of armed Romans who 
demanded an Italian pope.  The cardinals, after much deliberation, 

14.  On Marie Robine see Matthew Tobin, “Les Visions et révélations de Marie Robine 
d’Avignon dans le contexte prophétique des années 1400,” in Fin du monde et signes des 
temps. Visionnaires et prophètes en France méridionale (fin XIIIe–début XVe siècle). Cahiers 
de Fanjeaux 27 (1992), 309–29 and Blumenfeld-Kosinski, Poets, Saints, and Visionaries, esp. 
81–85.

15.  See Walter Ullmann, The Origins of the Great Schism (London: Burns, Oates & Wash-
bourne, 1948).
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agreed on the archbishop of Bari, Bartolomeo Prignano, who took of-
fice as Pope Urban VI. 

Urban soon showed his true nature, as the cardinals later 
complained. Autocratic and irascible, he began to curtail the cardinals’ 
autonomy and the luxurious lifestyle they had imported from Avignon. 
In response, the cardinals left Rome in the summer of 1378  and took 
refuge in Anagni. Here, in the month of September, they proceeded 
to elect another pope, claiming that the April election was invalid 
because there had been no liberty of choice in face of the menacing 
throngs outside the conclave. Their new choice was Robert of Geneva, 
a relative of the French king Charles V, who quickly accepted the papal 
tiara as Pope Clement VII, and, after various troubles, settled in the 
impressive papal fortress in Avignon.  Thus, within the space of five 
months the same group of cardinals had elected two different popes. 

This unprecedented event had immediate political reper-
cussions, since every European ruler had to choose one or the other 
pope. England adhered from the beginning to Pope Urban VI, while 
the French monarchy—after some deliberation—not surprisingly 
chose the Frenchman Clement VII. Spain, after protracted inquiries 
into the true circumstances of the double election, eventually opted 
for Clement VII, as did Scotland, while the Empire and the Italian 
region preferred the Roman pope. Flanders remained divided. 

At the moment Constance de Rabastens (active 1384–86) 
and Ursulina of Parma (1375–1408) appeared on the scene, the 
Schism had become entrenched and no solution seemed to be at 
hand. There is no doubt that the division of the Church caused great 
anxiety to Christians from all walks of life. Contemporary chroniclers, 
such as Michel Pintoin, the chronicler of Saint-Denis in Paris, give 
many examples of the doubts and anguish that ordinary Christians 
experienced in the face of two popes whose open hostility toward 
each other included military action and mutual anathema.16 Our 
two women were among those Christians who, by divine command, 
attempted to intervene in the crisis of the Church.

16.  See Blumenfeld-Kosinski, Poets, Saints, and Visionaries for many examples of this anxie-
ty and for the responses offered by writers and artists in different countries and milieus. The 
chronicler of Saint-Denis had his finger on the pulse of the French people; indeed Bernard 
Guenée uses this chronicle as the touchstone for public opinion at the time in his fascinat-
ing study L’ opinion publique à la fin du Moyen Age d’après la “Chronique de Charles VI” du 
Religieux de Saint-Denis (Paris: Perrin, 2002). 
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Constance hailed from Languedoc, a region that had 
seen some turmoil just prior to the onset of Constance’s visionary 
activity. Languedoc had become a French crown territory in the early 
thirteenth century, following on the cruel and destructive Albigensian 
crusade, which, though proclaimed to be a campaign against heretics, 
was in fact a move to enlarge the domain of the French king. After the 
death of King Charles V in 1380, Languedoc was supposed to come 
under the administration of the Count of Foix-Béarn, Gaston Fébus 
(1331–91). But the regents, Charles V’s brothers, who took over for 
Charles’s twelve-year-old son, contravened the late king’s orders and 
appointed one of their own allies to the position.  Defeated in armed 
resistance, Gaston Fébus renounced the lieutenancy of Languedoc but 
held on to his own territories of Foix-Béarn. 

Being under the domination of the French crown, Languedoc 
embraced the Avignon pope Clement VII. But the attitude of the count 
of Foix resembled the wait-and-see stance of the Spanish kingdoms 
and then evolved into one of neutrality, although he did require a tithe 
in favor of the Avignon pope.17 Constance admired the count of Foix, 
yet her visions endorse the Roman pope, a contradiction that for her 
clearly needed no resolution.

But Europe was divided not only by the Great Schism.  For 
two decades, France and England had been pitted against each other 
in the Hundred Years’ War. Constance was as aware of this conflict 
as she was of the Schism. Several times (in Chapter 2.23 and Letter 
6) she speaks of Flanders, a contested region, although she seems 
to have misunderstood the political situation. The cities of Flanders 
had risen up against their count, Louis de Male, and had shown pro-
English leanings. In response, the new French king, fourteen-year-
old Charles VI, invaded Flanders, in a military campaign styled as a 
“crusade” aimed at eradicating revolt and heresy (that is, adherence 
to the Roman pope) and at forestalling any alliance with the English 
enemy.  Constance rightly sees Flanders as the French king’s enemy, 
yet Flanders for the most part supports the Roman pope, the one 
favored by Constance. Therefore, Constance’s statement in Letter 6 
(“Flanders … will be punished for the persecution”) contradicts some 
of her other statements of support for one or the other side. Thus she 
admires and seems concerned about the young king of France even 
though he adheres to the Avignon pope whom Constance considers 

17.  See Pierre Tucoo-Chala, Gaston Fébus et la vicomté de Béarn, 1343-1391 (Bordeaux: 
Bière, 1959), 328–29.
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