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John Capistran’s Mantle and
the Early Propaganda of Franciscan Observant
Cults in Dubrovnik

ANA MARINKOVIC™

In the treasury of the Ragusan Franciscan friary,*
a bundle of brown woollen cloth is kept in a rel-
atively recent pyramidal glass case bearing the
inscription Mantellum S. Joannis Capistrani Ord.
S. Franc. A.D. 1456. (Fig. 1-2) In the absence of any
research into the history of this puzzling relic,
this brief essay hopes to spur more substantial
inquiries into the written evidence, and the
chemical analysis of the fabric. Here, I present
evidence supporting the orally transmitted iden-
tification of this artifact as Capistran’s cloak.
Additionally, the argument for the relic’s early
presence in Dubrovnik will necessarily entail a
brief sketch of the local Observant context, as
well as the wider network through which the
mantle may have been obtained—a network
stretching from Dubrovnik to medieval Hungary
and back.?

The most important (and neglected) Ragusan
reference to John Capistran is the petition sent
by the Ragusan Senate to the Hungarian king,
Matthias Corvinus, in February 1460, regarding
the canonization of the great preacher.® The de-
cision, dated February 15, reads Prima pars est
de dando libertatem domino Rectori et suo minori
consilio scribendi ad serenissimum dominum nos-
trum Regem Hungarie, exhortando ejus majes-
tatem, quod velit litteris suis intercedere apud
summum ponteficem pro canonizatione felicis
memorie fratris Johannis de Capistrano.* The pro-
posal to have the petition drawn up by the Minor
Council was rejected and the task was delegated
to an ad hoc commission instead.> The Minor
Council immediately elected three officials and
in a week the letter was presented to the Senate
and accepted without any corrections.®

This request is one of the first series of peti-
tions by several Italian cities addressed to the
Hungarian king, the German emperor, bishops,

* Art History Department, Faculty of Humanities and
Social Sciences, University of Zagreb

lords, and cities in 1459/60, asking for their inter-
cession regarding Capistran’s canonization.” In
the context of the long-standing Ragusan efforts
to form an independent Franciscan vicariate,
however, this intervention could be judged a
rather complex move on the part of the Ragusan
government. In 1451, just nine years prior to the
petition, Capistran, acting as the Bosnian Obser-
vants’ vicar, stood up against the temporary se-
cession of the Ragusan friaries from the Bosnian

» Fig. 1. John Capistran’s mantle reliquary, Franciscan
friary in Dubrovnik (photo by A. Marinkovic)

» Fig. 2. Detail of the mantle (photo by A. Marinkovic)
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vicariate in 1447, and after fierce conflict man-
aged to reunite them in 1453.% Only in 1462 did
the Ragusan government renew its aspirations to
control the four Bosnian friars’ houses situated
on Ragusan territory, while the negotiations re-
garding the Ragusan friaries’ independence from
both the Bosnian vicar and the Dalmatian pro-
vincial were drawn out until the Ragusan vicar-
iate was finally established in 1468.

Clearly, the Ragusan government, strongly
opposing Capistran’s efforts to keep the unity of
Ragusan friaries under the Bosnian vicariate, did
not support his canonization because of his role
in the organisation of the Bosnian missions, their
reason lay elsewhere. The reason for the Ragusan
request for canonization should generally be ex-
amined in the light of the negotiations for an an-
ti-Ottoman coalition; Capistran’s role in the de-
fense of Belgrade certainly represented a
symbolic unifying force, while Dubrovnik bal-
anced diplomatically among the Hungarian king,
the pope, and the sultan. More specifically, this
petition can be read as a sign of a compromise in
the context of the planned revival of Ragusan se-
cessionist actions. As I will argue, the early pro-
paganda of Capistran’s cult in Dubrovnik was
forged by a network of Ilok and Buda friars sur-
rounding Capistran as well as his closest follower
and the main promoter of his cult, James of the
Marches.

James of the Marches was in Dubrovnik and
its vicinity on several occasions in 1432 when he
was appointed temporary vicar of the Ragusan
friary, as well as in 1435, 1452, and 1464.° In ad-
dition to the memorable sermons praised by the
Ragusan government,' the lasting proof of the
mark James left on Ragusan devotional memory
is the local miracle narrative about two in-
cense-burning angels that were allegedly com-
missioned by James in 1452 for the Ragusan fri-
ary’s crucifix.’* It should be emphasized that
James was connected to Capistran in more than
one way; he not only accompanied Capistran as
he travelled throughout Italy to preach against
heresy, but also undertook the task of document-
ing the first miracles at his grave.

Complex relations regarding the Observant
movement in mid-fifteenth-century Dubrovnik,
also affected the specific context and agents in-
volved in the “translation” of Capistran’s cloak.

On his deathbed, Capistran requested that his
belongings, notably his books, be sent by his com-
panions, led by Tagliacozzo, to the friary in Cap-
estrano.? Although Capistran requested to be
buried in his crusader mantle adorned with the
cross, sent to him by the pope, a miracle report
composed just a few years later mentions that
this mantle was kept in the friary of San Giuliano
in ’Aquila (mantellus quo ipse beatus utebatur
cruce signatus).®* Not all of the friar’s belongings
were sent to Italy, however; according to Taglia-
cozzo, some of the clothes were snatched by the
crowd gathered at Capistran’s tomb (aliqui cor-
dam, aliqui tunicam).** Apparently the friars also
wished to possess Capistran’s secondary relics. In
March 1457, Pope Calixtus III requested that all
of Capistran’s belongings scattered in different
friaries be sent to his native province.® This sug-
gests that friars present in Ilok around the time
of Capistran’s death, especially those in his clos-
est entourage, appropriated items used by their
blessed Father.

Two Dubrovnik friars, Alexander and Mari-
nus, were also part of Capistran’s entourage in
Hungary. On the one hand, they may have in-
structed the government regarding the petition,
on the other hand, they may have been the ones
who physically brought the cloak to Dubrovnik
around 1460. Alexander, the friar who assisted
James in collecting the earliest miracle accounts
in Ilok and brought the pope the early miracle
report on the blind girl in 1457,'¢ was Capistran’s
close companion during his last years. As Capist-
ran’s socius in Ilok as well as James’s collaborator
in Buda, Alexander had ample opportunity to
bring the preacher’s mantle to Dubrovnik.'” The
other socius, Marinus de Restis, was an equally
important link between Capistran and Du-
brovnik, which also provides a plausible expla-
nation for the cloak’s arrival in the city. In 1463
Marinus was appointed as Pius II's chaplain,
which not only contributed significantly to the
successful secession of the Ragusan vicariate, but
also brought him the priorate of St. Andrew de
pelago, an important Ragusan Benedictine
house.!® Although tempting, one should not con-
fuse Marinus (or Marianus, son of Simon) with
his namesake cousin, Marinus (son of Mihoc),
who was one of the three officials commissioned
to compose the canonization petition.'® As docu-
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ments from 1459 to 1461 testify, Marinus, son of
Mihot, also acted as the procurer of the Bosnian
vicariate, which may suggest that there might
have been contact and cooperation between the
two Marinuses.

Since inheriting prominent friars’ robes was
a matter of prestige, it is justifiable to suggest that
either Capistran bequeathed his mantle to one of
his companions during his illness in Ilok or that
James himself took hold of it when he arrived in
Ilok and subsequently decided to send it to Du-
brovnik.? Forwarding such a prominent gift
could have been in direct relation with the Ragu-
san Senate’s petition, either designed as an addi-
tional impetus or as a sign of James’s gratitude
for the Ragusan participation in the first series of
canonization requests. Although not present in
Dubrovnik in 1460, it is likely that James was co-
ordinating the Ragusan efforts to underpin the
canonization campaign with the Ragusan friars.
Capistran’s cult was never again this closely
linked to Dubrovnik, but however probable the
actions of these networks and their opportunities
to move the mantle may seem, further research
into all available evidence is necessary to throw
more light on the exact itinerary and prove-
nience of Capistran’s mantle.

In the meantime, another piece of circum-
stantial evidence for James’s involvement in the
propaganda of Observant cults in Dubrovnik is
that the early Ragusan interest in the cult of John
Capistran was parallel to an early appearance of
devotion to St. Bernardino of Siena, James’s role
model. Bernardino’s three documented depic-
tions in the Ragusan friaries of Dubrovnik and
Daksa, from the 1450s, comprise a significant lo-
cal group indicating a coordinated promotion of
the cult. Moreover, one of them, the first appear-
ance of Bernardino’s iconography on the eastern
Adriatic, was commissioned on 21 April 1450, a
month before the official conclusion of the can-
onization process, and completed by October
1451.2* Besides his devotion to Capistran, James
of the Marches was also Bernardino’s most ar-
dent follower, which explains his direct influence
in the diffusion of his cult during his visits to Du-
brovnik, as well as his indirect influence through
his Ragusan connections.

James’s role, initially as a collaborator and
eventually as the main promoter of the canoniza-

tion campaigns of the two “pillars of Obser-
vance,” reveals the exceptional importance of the
“third pillar’s” agency in the early Ragusan prop-
agation of their cults. Additionally, the significant
role played by Alexander and Marinus in the net-
work formed around Capistran around the time
of his death in Ilok, and around James during his
early campaign for Capistran’s canonization,
point to the possible executors of the mantle’s
“translation” to Dubrovnik. This network, thus,
seems to offer a sound context for both the au-
thenticity of the Ragusan mantle relic and James’s
key role as the intermediary between the great
Observant preacher and the city of Dubrovnik.

Notes

t  Between 1358 until 1808, Ragusium/Ragusa was the
name of an Adriatic city republic (earlier commune),
centered on the city of Ragusa, now Dubrovnik, Croatia.

2 For the history of the Ragusan Franciscans see: Justin
Velnié, ed., Samostan Male brace u Dubrovniku [The con-
vent of the Friars Minor in Dubrovnik] (Zagreb-Dub-
rovnik: Kr§¢anska sadasnjost-Samostan Male brace,
1985); a more recent historical survey: Zrinka PeSorda,
“Prilog povijesti franjevaca u srednjovjekovnom Dub-
rovniku” [Contribution to the history of the Franciscans
in medieval Dubrovnik], Croatica Christiana Periodica
45 (2000): 29-57. The cloak is mentioned by Justin
Velni¢, “Samostan Male brace: povijesni prikaz Zivota i
djelatnosti” [The convent of the Friars Minor: A histor-
ical survey], in Velnié¢, ed., Samostan Male brace u
Dubrovniku, 141, n. 258. At the time of compiling the
volume, the mantle was still kept in the sacristy and
thus it was notincluded in Ivo Lenti¢’s treasury survey
in the same volume; Ivo Lenti¢, “Riznica Male Bracde u
Dubrovniku” [The Treasury of the Friars Minor in Du-
brovnik], ibid., 563-570.

3 Cf. 0ddn Bélcskey, Capistrandi Szent Jdnos élete és kora
[The life and times of St John Capistran], vol. 2 (Székesfe-
hérvér: Debreczenyi Istvan, 1924), 579, n. 2. For the Minor
Council’s deliberation, see DuSanka Dini¢-KneZevi¢, Du-
brovnik i Ugarska u srednjem vijeku [Dubrovnik and Hun-
gary in the Middle Ages] (Novi Sad: Filozofski fakultet—
Vojvodanska akademija nauka i umetnosti, 1986), 136, n.
10; Stanko Andri¢, The Miracles of St. John Capistran (Bu-
dapest-New York: CEU Press, 2000), 139, n. 25.

4 “The first party proposes to give liberty to the rector
and his Minor Council to write to the king of Hungary,
encouraging his majesty to intervene with his letters
for the canonization of the blessed memory of brother
John of Capistrano to the pope.” Drzavni arhiv u Du-
brovniku [henceforth HR-DADU], Cons. Rog. 16, 107v.

5 Secunda pars est de faciendo tres qui ordinent et ordi-
natam portent presenti consilio dictam litteram, ibid.

6 Ser Marinus de Restis, ser Nicola Simonis de Bona, ser
Nicola Pauli de Gondola: officiales ad ordinandum litteras
scribendas magnifici Regis Hungarie pro sollicitanda
canonizatione felicis memorie fratris Johannis de Capist-
rano, in HR-DADU, Cons. Min. 15, 81v. The Senate ac-
cepted the letter on 22 February: Prima pars est de
firmando litteram directivam domini Regis Hungarie;
HR-DADU, Cons. Rog. 16, 109v.
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10

The second wave of petitions followed in 1462-63; An-
dri¢, Miracles, 91, 131.

PeSorda, “Prilog povijesti franjevaca,” 41. The same at-
titude was taken by James of the Marches.

For James of the Marches in Dubrovnik, see: Viktor Pali¢,
“Djelovanje sv. Jakova Markijskog u Dubrovniku, Konav-
lima i ostalim primorskim mjestima” [Activity of St James
of the Marches in Dubrovnik, Konavle and the Littoral],
in Jakov Markijski i njegovo djelovanje u Bosni, ed. Milenko
Kresi¢ (Sarajevo — DeZevice: Univerzitet u Sarajevu — Zupa
Gospe Snjezne), 201-213, and bibliography.

Benvenuto Rode, “Documenti francescani di Ragusa,”
Miscellanea francescana 14 (1912): 24, n. 3.

For the memory of James’s miracle in Dubrovnik, see:
Matko Matija Marusi¢, “Thurifer Angels of the Cruci-
fixion Groups in Ragusan Friaries: Wonders, Images
and Cults,” Dubrovnik Annals 22 (2018): 51-73.

Andri¢, Miracles, 66, 312. The actual inventory of Capist-
ran’s belongings, composed in Buda in 1456, is preserved
in Capestrano. Aniceto Chiappini, Reliquie letterarie cap-
estranesi (L’Aquila: Vecchioni, 1927), 285-91.

Andri¢, Miracles, 66.

Ibid., 312; 347, n. 55.

Ibid., 85.

Ibid., 59, 85.

17

18

19

20

21
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Later, Alexander was appointed bishop of Scardona
(Skradin), and, as predicted by Capistran in one of his
prophecies, he eventually abandoned Observance; Ibid.,
66; see also: Giovanni Evangelista Cusmich, Cenni storici
sui Minori Osservanti di Ragusa (Trieste: Lloyd austriaco,
1864), 17.

Cusmich, Cenni storici, 17, 19; Velni¢, “Samostan Male
brace,” 137. For Pius II’sbull regarding the priorate, see:
Bullarium franciscanum, n.s., vol. 2 (Rome: Quaracchi,
1939), 572, no. 1106.; Jorjo Tadi¢, Grada za dubrovacku
slikarsku Skolu [Sources for the Ragusan school of
painting], vol. 1 (Belgrade: SAN, 1952), 205, no. 430 and
213, no. 445.

Cf. the genealogical tables of the family de Restis in
Nenad Vekarié, Vlastela grada Dubrovnika [The patri-
ciate of the city of Dubrovnik], vol. 3 (Zagreb — Du-
brovnik: HAZU, 2012), 219, 225.

I.am grateful to Fra Stipe Nosi¢, guardian of the Ragusan
friary, for sharing with me some contemporary exam-
ples of prestigious inheritance of prominent friars’
mantles, as well as for his kind help in accessing the
mantle reliquary.

Tadi¢, Grada za dubrovacku slikarsku $kolu, 175-176, no.
371. Other related documents in ibid., 199-200, no. 41;
219, no. 453 and 331-332, no. 680.
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