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ABOUT THE BOOK

A life of St Francis in verse

Throughout her career Ann Wroe has constantly confounded expectations, following her own unique path. Now, in Francis, she turns to verse to tell the life of St Francis of Assissi. This is a sequence only Ann Wroe could write, combining a troubadour’s musicality with full grasp of the moment, and a luminous sense of Francis as both myth and man, across history and culture, in nature and community. It is a remarkable and immensely beautiful book.

St Francis was one of the most compelling spirits the world has seen. He was also a poet, a musician and a dancer. His world was coloured by troubadour lays, brightened by birdsong, ordered by the bells and chants of the C hurch and transfigured by the angellyres he heard about him. For Ann Wroe, this seems a good reason to write his life in songs. It is also an excuse to record, in songs, the many ways his presence and his music still linger round us. They surprise us in chance encounters in city streets; they waylay us amid the humdrum banalities of working life; they persist in the beauties of nature. Great spirits never leave us. They echo on and on.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Ann Wroe is the Briefings and Obituaries editor of The Economist. She is the author of six previous works of non-fiction, including Pilate: The Biography of an Invented Man, which was shortlisted for the Samuel Johnson Award and the W.H. Smith Award. She lives in north London.
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FOREWORD

There have been many lives of St Francis. My only excuse for this one is that it is written in songs; because it struck me, when I began to consider writing his biography, that his was a life lived in poetry rather than prose.

Each subject-heading falls into four parts. First come quotations from the earliest sources, and from Francis himself, to provide a narrative thread and to fix the mental context of the time. Two poems follow: the first an evocation of Francis at this point or in this aspect, the second a reflection of this aspect of him in the modern world. A short grace-note, a Franciscan echo in Nature that could be then, or could be now, links each subject to the next.

The metre of the poems that evoke Francis himself is deliberately four-beat on almost all occasions. This was a common rhythm for the troubadour songs he loved; and it is also a conscious evocation of the fourfold sign of the Cross which, after his conversion, was the immovable centre and structure of his life.


SCENE FROM CHILDHOOD

He was stamped with Christ’s brilliant seal.

Thomas di Celano, Life of St Francis 2, ix


 

Church of San Rufino, Assisi

Around 1190

Beneath this wall of sainted stones

you stop, look up. You know just where

a tremor starts along your bones—

where ghostly fingers lift your hair.

An angel stands at Heaven’s gates,

his robes stiff-pleated like a fan

by far-off winds. And as he waits,

with one straight hand he brands a man.

Ferociously he stares at you—

but sometimes, in a different sun,

as lovingly as mothers do

when their commands are left undone

but they forgive you. With his wings

close folded round, a feathered shawl,

his thumb digs in. Meanwhile, he sings.

His victim makes no cry at all.



CONVERSION




THE CALL

[As the son of Pietro Bernadone, a rich cloth-merchant of Assisi], Francis was the ringleader of Assisi’s frivolous young crowd. He once gave a sumptuous dinner … and while the others dirtied the streets with their drunken songs, he followed them, carrying a staff in his hand. But gradually he withdrew bodily as he had already turned deaf mentally to those things, while he sang to the Lord in his heart.

So much divine sweetness poured over him … that he was struck dumb and could not move. A burst of spiritual energy rushed through him, snatching him into the unseen …

Celano, Remembrance of the Desire of a Soul 1, iii

‘If I had been pricked all over, as if with knives, I couldn’t have moved from the spot.’

Francis in The Legend of St Francis by the Three Companions, 7


The message came in bales of cloth.

You packed those up in sacking bags,

trussed them with rope,

sent them away.

You’d open them another day.

The message came in clash of arms,

that moment when your heart flew up

with your home flag.

You fought it off.

War-cries were ordinance enough.

The message came in dregs of wine

knocked over on a linen cloth,

crimson on white.

You broke your song

an instant, then you carried on.

But now in drunk stone-stumbling dark

it grabs your feet, and drives your staff

deep in sweet ground.

And so, staved through,

you ask Him what to do.


São Martinho, Portugal

The day it happened, friends at a café table

waited with glasses filled as I came in

dazzled with light, but not from the road or the sand,

dry as a traveller from the desert, but not for the drink

they laughingly pushed towards me; parched, desperate, famished,

but not for that—

only for ink, wine-sour and black enough

to mark my pulses down before they vanished,

only for paper, pure, white, cool,

sheet upon crisp sheet, empty, or any scrap

pulled from a saving pocket like bread, or life.


 

The call

without words

is one

the feet obey

even

before

the heart


LEPERS

Francis was converted around 1207, when he was twenty-five.

While still in the clothes of the world, he met a leper one day. Made stronger than himself, he dismounted from his horse … and ran to kiss him.

Celano, Life 1, vi; Remembrance of the Desire of a Soul 1, v

‘When I was in sin, it seemed too bitter to me to see lepers, and the Lord himself led me among them … And when I left them, what had seemed bitter was changed for me into sweetness of body and soul. And afterwards I remained a little and I left the world.’

Francis, Testament


Your horse left on the grassy verge

crops unconcerned,

reins loose. In an adjoining field

earth’s overturned;

a ploughman whistles careless songs,

his hat tipped low.

And you, what are you doing here?

You hardly know

where in this scene you should belong,

distant or near,

staying or fleeing; fending off

contagious fear

with both imploring hands, or else

embracing it;

fainting at leper-stink, or else

hard-chasing it—

But now you kiss that rotting flesh

slow, stomach churned.

Now you press close His bandaged love

stunned, silent, burned.

In an adjoining field

earth’s overturned.


St James Street, Brighton

He’s given wide berth in the checkout queue

at Morrison’s; the stench of ancient piss

makes the girl sniff. Lank threads of greying hair

straggle from underneath a Russian hat;

his jeans fray to the floor, and every ripped

vent in his coat shows lining poking through,

curiously clean. Puddings are all he’s bought:

jam mini-sponges, Danish cherry slice,

fruit-corner yogurts, finding sweetness there

he won’t get otherwise. Job done, he goes

shakily, stiffly out, pausing with care

to count his change into a banker’s bag.

Within the beard, his delicate small lips

murmur a silent word—might take a kiss—


 

Thrown out,

the flour-sack

scarecrow

spreads ever-open arms;

wears

resurrection

white


AT SAN DAMIANO

With his heart already completely changed … he was walking one day by the church of San Damiano near Assisi, which was abandoned by everyone and almost in ruins. Led by the Spirit, he went in to pray and knelt down devoutly before the crucifix. Then … with the lips of the painting, the image of Christ crucified spoke to him. ‘Francis,’ it said, calling him by name, ‘go and rebuild my house; as you see, it is all being destroyed.’ Francis was like a man out of his senses … but pulled himself together to obey …

From that time on, compassion for the Crucified was impressed into his holy soul, and the wounds of the Passion were stamped deep in his heart. He could not hold back his tears … but went through Assisi begging for oil to fill the lamps in San Damiano.

Celano, Remembrance of the Desire of a Soul 1, vi, viii

‘In pictures of God and the Blessed Virgin painted on wood, God and the Blessed Virgin are honoured … yet the wood and paint ascribe nothing to themselves, because they are just wood and paint…. So the servant of God is a kind of painting … that is, a creature of God who can ascribe nothing to himself.’

Francis in Scripta Leonis, 104

‘Most High and Glorious God, enlighten the dark places of my heart.’

Prayer of Francis before the crucifix of San Damiano
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