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homeland is palpable, especially in her letters, and her role as uniter of Italy still resounds 
today, having been named co-patron saint of Italy alongside St. Francis of Assisi in 1939—a 
point to which I will return towards the end of the paper. There are three ways in which 
Catherine is a patriot: through her efforts at unification and peacemaking among towns; as an 
integral force in persuading the papacy to return to Rome; and as conveyer of culture and the 
Italian volgare.  

Catherine’s most important theological work is the mystical treatise Dialogo della 
divina provvidenza. A collection of a few dozen orazioni join with almost 400 letters to 
complete the extant works. The letters span from a period of about ten years (1370-1380), 
when she became active in society. 

Central to her mission was peace, beginning with peace among families and within 
towns, spreading out beyond Siena and into the rest of Italy. One anecdote related by  is the 
healing of the rift between the Maconi family and the wealthy, noble Tolomei family in 
Siena. Catherine arranged to have Mass heard by both families at the same church. The 
Maconi came, but the Tolomei didn’t arrive. Catherine fervently prayed, and when the church 
doors opened, who should be there but the Tolomei family. Upon this meeting, the families 
made peace.  
 Catherine was not always successful in her mission of peace. A well-documented 
instance in which Catherine played an integral role was during the conflict between Florence 
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eguali), ma, parlando umanamente, Cristo in terra italiano, e voi italiani, non vi poteva 
muovere la passione della patria, come gli oltramontani: cagione non ci veggo, se non 
l’amore proprio.”  

This letter invites comparison to Dante’s letter to the Italian cardinals upon the death 
of Clement V, and the impending papal conclave. Dante, patriot like Catherine, “appealed to 
the cardinals on behalf of Rome and of Italy: his plea, that they put an end to the Babylonian 
Captivity in Avignon and return to the Seat of Peter.” (Scudder) In Catherine’s time, the 
urgency to return the papacy to Rome was only greater. 
 Similar to Dante’s Commedia, Catherine’s works are in the volgare. She was the first 
woman to have “written” extensively in an Italian dialect. The word “written” is used loosely, 
since most, if not all, of her works were dictated to a number of scribes.  

Girolamo Gigli, the early 18th century Sienese historian, philologist and playwright, 
and later scholar and editor of Catherine’s epistles, argued for the literary value of her work. 
However, Gigli’s purpose was polemical in nature: he wanted to assert the supremacy of the 
Sienese language over that of the Florentines including Petrarch whom, he argued to the 
Accademia della Crusca, did not actually spend much time in Florence, and hence, could not 
truly represent that city’s language. Gigli’s mission was to include the role of Siena in 
contributing to the Italian idiom, and to use spoken words in creating a written, literary 
language: an authentic reflection of the living language. To these ends, he issued the 
controversial work 
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Less than one month later, on June 18, 1939 Pius XII in his “Licet commissa” named 
Francis and Catherine co-patron saints. Undoubtedly, the choice of Catherine sent a powerful 
message about desiring political peace during the upheaval directly before the second world 
war. Pius XII wrote, 

Né altrimenti si adoperò S. Caterina, la fortissima e piissima vergine che valse 
efficacemente a ridurre e a stabilire la concordia degli animi nelle città e 
contrade della sua patria, e che, mossa da continuo amore, con suggerimenti e 
preghiere fece tornare alla sede di Pietro in Roma i Romani Pontefici, che 
quasi in esilio vivevano lontani in Francia, tanto da essere considerata a buon 
diritto il decoro e la difesa della patria e della religione. 
 

 Thus, two reasons that Pius XII named Catherine co-patron saint of Italy would also 
be reasons to consider her a patriot: her strenuous work as peacemaker in the Italian situation 
of her time; and her service as faithful servant to the church during the Avignon papacy to 
bring the pope back to Italy. A third reason exists: the importance of Catherine’s extant 
works on the Italian language.  

Through Catherine’s letters, we glimpse ideas about identity—provincial, Italian, and 
as a woman—during a time when few women were actively engaged in any arena outside the 
home or convent. Her rebukes to male pusillanimous leaders (to act more manly, virile) 
reflect her strength and confidence in her female identity; and her passionate mission for 
peace and unity resonates today.  
 The Roman juridical tradition of each person, each family and each community 
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