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Dramatis Personae

PRINCESS KATHARINA VON HOHENZOLLERN-SIGMARINGEN

A German aristocrat. Spends fifteen months as the novice Luisa Maria in the convent of Sant’Ambrogio, where her knowledge of convent secrets puts her life in danger.

GUSTAV ADOLF ZU HOHENLOHE-SCHILLINGSFÜRST

The titular archbishop of Edessa and a confidant of Pope Pius IX. Also Katharina’s cousin and her savior.

MARIA AGNESE FIRRAO

Founder of the convent, whose inhabitants honor her as a saint. Convicted by the Holy Office of false holiness.

MARIA LUISA

The convent’s beautiful young novice mistress and madre vicaria. Has visions and is regarded as a saint.

MARIA VERONICA

Abbess of Sant’Ambrogio, thanks to Maria Luisa.

LUIGI FRANCESCHETTI

The lawyer responsible for the convent’s legal affairs.

AGNESE ELETTA

The niece of Agnese Firrao, a nun who shares Maria Luisa’s bed.

MARIA GIACINTA

Franceschetti’s sister, a nun who also shares Maria Luisa’s bed.

AGNESE CELESTE

A novice and a doctor’s daughter, who knows about medicines and poisons.

MARIA FRANCESCA

A novice with heavenly handwriting.

MARIA GIUSEPPA

A nurse with the keys to the convent dispensary.

MARIA IGNAZIA

A novice and Maria Luisa’s accomplice.

MARIA FELICE

A novice and another of Maria Luisa’s accomplices.

PETER KREUZBURG

“The Americano.” Possessed by the devil (and by Maria Luisa).

GIUSEPPE LEZIROLI

A Jesuit priest, the spiritual director and principal father confessor of Sant’Ambrogio; believes in both its saints.

GIUSEPPE PETERS

A Jesuit priest and the second father confessor of Sant’Ambrogio; admirer of Maria Luisa. Is more than he seems.

KARL AUGUST, COUNT REISACH

Cardinal and sometime spiritual guide to Katharina; has a weakness for women with stigmata.

MAURUS WOLTER

A Benedictine priest and Katharina’s new spiritual guide; persuades her to submit a complaint to the Inquisition.

COSTANTINO PATRIZI

Cardinal protector of the convent; cardinal vicar of the Roman Curia; keeper of secrets.

VINCENZO LEONE SALLUA

A Dominican; investigating judge of the Roman Inquisition.

PIUS IX

Pope from 1846 to 1878; believes the Virgin Mary does intervene in the world.

MARY

The mother of Jesus Christ; supernatural manifestation and correspondent.


Prologue

“Save, Save Me!”

“Shortly after eight o’clock on Monday, July 25, the Archbishop of Edessa—sent by the Lord—finally came to me. There was no time for waiting; this was the one and only time to get saved. To him, I had to reveal everything and had to implore him to help me escape the convent as swiftly as possible. It all went well: my prayers were fulfilled, and I was understood.”1 These dramatic words were set down by Princess Katharina von Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen in a complaint she submitted to the pope in summer 1859. They were written barely five weeks after her escape from the convent of Sant’Ambrogio in Rome—or rather, after her cousin, Archbishop Gustav Adolf zu Hohenlohe-Schillingsfürst, managed to secure her release—and they describe the sensational conclusion to her adventure inside the walls of a Roman Catholic convent. It was an adventure for which she had narrowly avoided paying with her life.

She had been humiliated, isolated from her fellow nuns, cut off from the outside world, and—since she was party to the convent secrets and therefore regarded as a danger—somebody had tried to silence her. They had even made several attempts to poison her. At half past three in the afternoon on July 26, 1859, after almost exactly fifteen months, she finally left Sant’Ambrogio della Massima. Her life as Sister Luisa Maria of Saint Joseph, a nun in the Regulated Third Order of Holy Saint Francis in Rome, had begun so promisingly. And now here she was, being saved in the nick of time, rescued from imminent danger of death.

In her written complaint, the princess gave her failure as a nun and her thrilling escape from the convent a typically pious interpretation, casting it as salvation by Christ the Lord. This somehow made the experience bearable for her. But the final dramatic episode, and the preceding months she had spent under the constant fear of death, would come to define her whole life. After July 26, 1859, nothing would ever be the same again. Her plight had been genuinely existential: her life really was threatened in Sant’Ambrogio. Even years later, she was still traumatized by the attempts to poison her. This is all brought vividly to life in her Erlebnisse (Experiences), a book written by her close collaborator Christiane Gmeiner in 1870, more than a decade after the terrible events in Rome.2 According to this autobiographical source, Katharina had managed to smuggle a letter out of the convent during the night of July 24, 1859. This was handed to Archbishop Hohenlohe in the Vatican.


The princess waited in a state of great anxiety until she was called into the parlor at half past seven in the morning. Fearful and almost breathless, the princess hurried downstairs to the archbishop, to whom she called out in great agitation: “save, save me!” At first, he did not understand her, and was almost afraid his cousin had run mad, but by and by she managed to convince him that she was mistress of her senses, and that her fear was not unfounded. Now he understood her pleas to leave the convent, and he promised to do everything in his power to arrange this as soon as possible—though the first appointment he was able to make was not until the following day.



The words are Christiane Gmeiner’s, recounting in the third person what the princess had told her in her own words.3

Katharina von Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen’s account sounds like a story from the depths of the Middle Ages, and confirms many of the common clichés and prejudices about life in Catholic convents and monasteries. But this story takes place in the modern world of the mid-nineteenth century. And the setting isn’t a secluded mountain convent at the world’s edge, but the center of the capital city of Christianity, little more than half a mile from the Vatican—home to the representative of Jesus Christ on earth.

What really happened in Sant’Ambrogio? Were these poisonings simply the fantasy of a highly strung aristocrat, or were they genuine attempts on Katharina’s life? She was a princess of the house of Hohenzollern and a close relative of Wilhelm I, the man who would later become king of Prussia and the German emperor. So how did Katharina come to take her vows in such a strict religious order in the first place—and why in Rome?


[image: ] CHAPTER ONE [image: ]

“Such Turpitudes”

Katharina von Hohenzollern Complains to the Inquisition

ROME AS A HEAVENLY JERUSALEM

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe and Johann Joachim Winckelmann both longed for Italy, intoxicated by the idea of Rome, the stronghold of classical antiquity. But it wasn’t this idea that drove Katharina there.1 Nor was she following in the footsteps of the great German royal houses, from the Karolingers to the Staufer Carolingians, who had come to the city on the Tiber to take the emperor’s crown. Katharina’s destination was an order of pious women, so her motivation for coming to the pope’s city must have been largely religious.

But, starting in the mid-eighteenth century, Rome had undergone a dramatic decline as a religious center.2 Situated in the middle of Italy, the Papal States covered at least a quarter of the Apennine Peninsula, and, as their secular prince, the pope was increasingly drawn into political and military conflicts to protect his rule. This left him less and less able to take care of his duties as spiritual head of the Catholic Church. Toward the end of the century, religious respect for papal authority sank to an all-time low. In 1773, the European powers even managed to force Clement XIV to dissolve the Jesuit order, his most important political supporters within the Church. Napoleon Bonaparte annexed the pope’s lands, and forced Pius VII into French exile. Following the pope’s return, the 1815 Congress of Vienna restored the Papal States as an independent entity. But although Cardinal Secretary of State Ercole Consalvi promised the Congress that in return, reforms would be implemented in the areas of governance, legislation, education, and the economy, these never materialized.3 The Papal States remained the most backward political entity in the whole of Europe.

However, following the Wars of Liberation, the Restoration had become a dominant movement in Europe, and the pope was able to regain the people’s respect for him as a moral and religious authority. He had suddenly become the only monarch in Europe to have defied the beast Napoleon, earning a spell in exile for his convictions. All the other rulers had made deals with the French emperor. To the Romantic mind, papal authority was a guarantee of eternal values, in particular of the divine right of kings. It was a protective force against the chaos and uncertainty of the French Revolution, with its liberal understanding of constitutional law and human rights. Leo XII was particularly adept at utilizing this desire for security. The Eternal City would once again become the most sacred place on earth.

German Catholics were increasingly turning toward Rome in the wake of secularization and the destruction of the old Imperial Church with its prince-bishoprics. Most had become the subjects of Protestant princes, and were seeking salvation through a closer connection with the pope. After the July Revolution of 1830, there was a phase of growing Ultramontanism within the Catholic Church. Catholics were starting to look ultra montes, beyond the mountains, to Rome. Roman piety, Roman liturgy, and Roman theology were increasingly regarded as the only true realizations of Catholicism, legitimated by the pope in his role as Vicarius Christi.

With this movement in full swing, the Catholic press began to style Rome as the bride of Christ, the holy city, a heavenly Jerusalem on earth. This religious elevation of the papacy didn’t stem from the popes and the Roman Curia itself: it was brought to the pope from outside. The pontiff became the surface onto which people could project their need for religious security in an age of upheaval, doubt, and revolution. During this period, people began to rediscover the idea of making a pilgrimage to Rome. Having a personal encounter with the pope, praying over the graves of the apostles Peter and Paul—and the religious self-assurance this brought with it—became markers of a genuine Catholic faith.

The members of the Roman Curia utilized this new orientation toward Rome in very different ways. The College of Cardinals split into Zelanti and Politicanti. The first group, the zealots, wanted to use the new enthusiasm for Rome to suppress any kind of reform in the Church and the Papal States, increasingly absolutizing the pope as the infallible sacred monarch. The other members, the pragmatists, were rather more skeptical, seeing that this represented a threat to their program of reconciliation between the Church and the world. There were mighty clashes between “hawks” and “doves”—particularly when it came to electing a new pope. Hard-liners and moderates scored alternate victories in the conclaves.

Katharina von Hohenzollern and her mother also headed for Rome, as part of a procession of pilgrims largely drawn from the higher echelons of society. They entered Rome for the first time in 1834, during the pontificate of Gregory XVI, who was a Zelant. The pope and his circle harbored a general mistrust of the modern world, with all its progressive political ideas, scientific discoveries, and economic developments.4 During his reign, he built the holy city into a kind of spiritual fortress against the diabolical powers of liberalism, since the repercussions of the French July Revolution hadn’t spared the theocratic Papal States. Gregory XVI was deeply traumatized by the revolution, and consequently persecuted all innovators within the Catholic Church. For this pope, anything that looked remotely like freedom, reform, or modern education had a whiff of brimstone about it. He believed the Catholic Church should be concentrated on Rome, and furnished as a “house full of glory.” The Church would stand up to modernity and would eventually emerge victorious against it, through the Triumph of the Holy See—as the title of a book written by the pope would have it.5

Following on from this Restoration pontiff, Giovanni Maria Mastai-Ferretti was elected pope on June 16, 1846. He was a moderate Politicant, and consequently took the name of his predecessor’s predecessor, becoming Pius IX.6 The new pope, a man of great personal charm, began his pontificate by pushing through a series of reforms. He decreed an amnesty for political prisoners, set up a civilian government, and promised his subjects a constitution that would give them a say in the political life of the Papal States. This liberal stance met with broad approval from the Roman population. But sparks from the 1848 March Revolution in the German states landed in the pope’s city: people became radicalized, and Pius IX was ultimately forced to flee to Gaeta, in the Kingdom of Naples. It was only after French troops had put down the uprising that the pope was able to return to the Vatican, in 1850.

The trauma of the 1848 Revolution shaped his pontificate from then on. All reforms were rescinded; policy in the Papal States, and the Church’s magisterium, became distinctly reactionary. Like his predecessor, Gregory XVI, the pope felt persecuted and threatened from all sides. He developed an almost apocalyptic fear of the Papal States’ occupation by Italian nationalist troops. Only foreign troops could secure Pius IX’s temporal power in the Papal States against the Risorgimento, the national unification movement that saw Rome as the natural capital of a new Italian nation-state.

This siege mentality extended to the religious sphere.7 At the start of Pius IX’s pontificate, he had listened to liberal cardinals and prelates as well as hard-liners and intransigents, but now the balance shifted toward the latter. In the first half of the nineteenth century, Rome had been a city of religious pluralism. The various factions and theological movements that existed in Germany and France, for example, were reflected in the offices and congregations of the Roman Curia. Some members of the Curia sought reconciliation between Church and world, modern philosophy and Catholic faith; others were Romantics and new scholastics, who saw the only conceivable basis for Catholicism in the philosophy of Saint Thomas Aquinas. The Jesuit order and the Collegio Romano, whose faculty it dominated, increasingly became a stronghold for hyper-orthodoxy and Rome’s new scholastics, while the Benedictine abbey of Saint Paul Outside the Walls prescribed a more open, pluralistic model of piety and theology, incorporating newer philosophical approaches.

From 1848, the pope increasingly came down on the side of the conservatives, ordering the Inquisition and the Congregation of the Index to pursue any divergent theological opinions. Numerous modern theologians found themselves on the Index of Forbidden Books. During the time of Pius IX, the Index went from being a means of controlling the book market to a means of disciplining independent thinkers within the Church.

Different theological and political orientations within the Church corresponded to quite different religious practices and mentalities. The reactionary, Romantic faction sought to restore Baroque Catholicism’s exalted forms of devotion. They rediscovered mysticism, which had been discredited during the Enlightenment, and looked for miracles at every turn. The liberal elements of the Curia preferred a more sober piety: a faith that could endure the demands of the modern age of reason. Here, too, Pius IX’s preferences were very clear: the pope firmly believed that heavenly powers could intervene in the here and now. As a child, he had fallen into a raging river, and he attributed his rescue directly to a helping hand from the Mother of God.8

This was the environment that Katharina von Hohenzollern entered when she finally decided to move to Rome in 1857. At this point, the city of Rome was small and manageable. When Gregorovius, the city’s chronicler, arrived at the Tiber for the first time in 1852, he noted in his diary: “Rome is so entirely silent that one can live in heavenly tranquility and think and work.”9 Gregorovius’s impression is unsurprising, given that the city had just 180,000 inhabitants.10 Of these, around 7,500 were priests and nuns. There was no compulsory education, though the elementary schools ensured that roughly a third of the population could read and write. Of the five and a half square miles of the city that lay within its fourteen miles of ancient walls, a good third was built up. The remaining land was given over to farming—the Forum Romanum was used to pasture cattle. There were 14,700 buildings, housing 39,000 families who belonged to fifty-four different parishes. Gas lamps weren’t installed on the streets until 1854, and there was no railway. The nineteenth century’s industrialization and subsequent economic boom had touched neither the Eternal City nor the sixteen thousand square miles and 3.2 million inhabitants of the Papal States.

The disparity in income was immense. A high prelate in the Curia earned just under 2,000 scudi per year, while a middle-class family of six needed around 650 scudi, and a farming family of the same size survived on 250 scudi. An agricultural laborer earned 72 scudi a year, and a shepherd boy received 32 scudi.

A ROAD-TO-DAMASCUS EXPERIENCE AND ITS CONSEQUENCES

Katharina’s first encounter with Rome, in the year 1834, represented a crucial turning point in her life.11 She had been born in Stuttgart on January 19, 1817, to Prince Karl Albrecht III zu Hohenlohe-Waldenburg-Schillingsfürst, and his second wife, Leopoldine zu Fürstenberg. Her parents had her baptized into the Catholic faith.12 They separated a few years after her birth, her father withdrawing to live on his Hohenlohe estates, and the princess spent most of her childhood in Donaueschingen, with her mother and her Fürstenberg relatives. Her strictly orthodox biographers speak with deep regret about a very liberal upbringing in Baden, lamenting that she had no “real religious guidance” throughout her childhood and youth.13

When the seventeen-year-old Katharina traveled to Rome with her mother in 1834, she had a road-to-Damascus experience. In the pope’s city, Katharina embraced the Catholic faith in its strictest form, and the liberal young girl became a pious Catholic noblewoman. The transformation was due in no small part to Karl August, Count von Reisach.14 Reisach, born on July 6, 1800, was a member of the Swabian-Franconian nobility, like Katharina von Hohenlohe-Waldenburg-Schillingsfürst. He had had a difficult start in life. His father, who was constantly on the brink of financial catastrophe, had been accused of misappropriation of funds, and had relieved himself of his responsibilities by committing suicide in 1820. This must have been a formative experience in the life of the young count. Reisach studied law, but his hopes of a professorship in Landshut were dashed, and his marriage plans also came to nothing. Reisach, searching for orientation, and a foothold in the world, then fell under the influence of two men. The first was Clemens Maria Hofbauer,15 a Redemptorist Catholic priest who had converted from Protestantism. The second was Adam Müller,16 a professor of constitutional law in Göttingen, who advocated a Romantic, corporative model of society, with the pope at its head. Reisach decided to head for Rome, to take refuge from the uncertainties of his life. He wanted to become a priest, and went to study theology in the only place where, in his view, he would receive orthodox tuition. In October 1824, he became the first German to enter the Collegio Romano since German secularization. The college had recently been reopened by Leo XII, and later became the Pontifical Gregorian University. Reisach moved into the Collegium Germanicum, the Roman seminary for German candidates for the priesthood.17 Under the influence of the Jesuits, Reisach developed into a zealot. Ordained in 1828, he was also awarded a doctorate in theology, and became rector of the Propaganda Fide College, part of the Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith. He formed a particularly close and faithful relationship with its prefect, Cardinal Mauro Cappellari. The two men were united by a strictly restorative orientation, and a rejection of all reforms, which Reisach viewed as a “tightly woven conspiracy of liberal theologians and philosophers, with the aim of abolishing the Catholic Church.”18 After Cappellari took the papal throne as Gregory XVI, Reisach became his closest ally in the struggle against Church reformers, particularly those in the southwest of Germany, Katharina’s home.

[image: ]

This portrait was painted in 1848, when Katharina was thirty-one. She married Prince Karl von Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen the same year. (illustration credit 1.1)
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Katharina must have been fascinated by this young priest. Reisach immediately became her father confessor and spiritual guide, thereby gaining a decisive influence over her future. The princess not only promised to open her soul to him in the sacrament of confession, but from thenceforth to turn to him for advice and guidance in all things. An intense correspondence developed between confessor and penitent. In her youthful exuberance, Katharina was eager to follow Reisach into the battle for the Church, and expressed her desire to enter a Dominican convent in Rome. But Reisach seems to have opposed this idea. He probably saw it as the whim of a seventeen-year-old, rather than a mature religious decision. She should do her duty as a wife and mother first—as befitted her status as a young noblewoman.19

And Katharina von Hohenlohe duly put on a wedding dress instead of a nun’s habit. Her niece, Marie von Thurn und Taxis-Hohenlohe,20 later wrote that Katharina had “fallen passionately in love with a Count Ingelheim, whom my grandparents would not countenance as a husband: the young man, who was otherwise very agreeable, was thought to be a consumptive. But Aunt Katharina got her way, and married him in spite of all resistance.”21 The wedding took place in 1838. Count Erwin von Ingelheim22 really did die young, in 1845, and the marriage remained childless. Three years later, Katharina entered the state of holy matrimony once more, though this time it seems to have been a marriage of convenience. In 1848 she married Prince Karl von Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen,23 who was thirty-four years her senior. His first marriage had been to Antoinette Murat, a niece of Napoleon Bonaparte’s brother-in-law. Prince Karl brought several stepchildren to the marriage, almost all of them older than his second wife. But this marriage didn’t last long, either. The prince contracted typhus on a journey through northern Italy, and died in Bologna on March 11, 1853. After only five years of marriage, Katharina, who was now thirty-six, had been widowed for a second time. From her husband’s family, she received an estate in Bistritz, Bohemia, as her dower residence, and a pension of 12,000 Rhenish guilders, which later rose to 15,000. There was also a lump-sum payment of 100,000 guilders. She used this to set up a fund from which she intended to finance the founding of a convent later in life.24

But first, she fulfilled her heart’s desire, the ambition she had first expressed in Rome in 1834. Katharina became a nun. On December 18, 1853, she entered the community of the Dames du Sacré-Cœur in Kintzheim, Alsace. In many ways, the nuns of the Sacred Heart were like the English Ladies. Their congregation was also dedicated to the education of girls, inspired by a Jesuit concept of pedagogy, and people thought of them as a kind of female equivalent of the Jesuits.25 On March 11 of the following year, Katharina was clothed as a novice. However, it soon became clear that the princess was neither physically nor mentally equal to the strains of serving in the school. She felt overtaxed and, with her dream of cloistered life shattered, she reacted by falling ill. Medical treatments and rest cures brought her no relief. Was this reaction a typical pattern of behavior for the princess, when faced with failure? Might this not suggest she could have made up a story about poisoning a few years later in a Roman convent? This would mean she wouldn’t have to confess that, once again, she had failed as a nun and become seriously ill.

In any case, her spiritual guide, Reisach, consulted with her doctors and suggested that she withdraw immediately from the convent in Alsace. In the nineteenth century, during Germany’s “convent Spring,” many women joined religious orders and congregations in order to become teachers or nurses—jobs from which they would otherwise have been barred. But this clearly wasn’t the right path for Katharina. Reisach, who had become bishop of Eichstätt in 1836, and archbishop of Munich and Freising in 1846, thought her “not inclined to or trained for the educational profession.” In his view, this teaching order was simply unsuitable for a “sickly widow, doubly bowed by her life’s tribulations.”26 The sources don’t clarify exactly what the princess’s health problems were. In his 1912 biography of Katharina, Karl Theodor Zingeler speaks of a “dropsy”—an abnormal collection of fluid in the body—from which the corpulent princess suffered all her life.27

Following Reisach’s advice, Katharina left the Sacred Heart convent in November 1855, and spent the winter in Kupferzell and Baden-Baden. She then returned to Bistritz, her widow’s seat. In summer, her disease led her to seek out the convent of Lichtenthal, near Baden-Baden. Her health stabilized somewhat over the following year, and she recalled Reisach’s words to her, written from Rome following her departure from Kintzheim. Pius IX had made him a cardinal of the Roman Curia on December 17, 1855. “In a few years, come to Rome, when your health has improved.”28 In summer 1857, the princess moved to the Eternal City. She took up residence in the Palazzo alle Quattro Fontane, right next to the Quirinal Palace, the pope’s city residence outside the Vatican.29

In contrast to her first visit to Rome in 1834, there were now plenty of German speakers in the Curia for Katharina to approach. Many candidates for the priesthood left Germany for Rome’s Collegium Germanicum to study theology, and the Vatican offices employed an increasing number of Germans. Most important, a close relative of Katharina’s, Gustav Adolf zu Hohenlohe-Schillingsfürst, had been a member of Pius IX’s entourage since 1846.30 Born on February 26, 1823, he was the product of an interdenominational marriage. His father, Prince Franz Joseph, was a Catholic, while his mother, Constanze, Princess zu Hohenlohe-Langenburg, was Protestant. According to the Prussian Civil Code of 1794, the daughters inherited their mother’s faith, while the four sons—among them the future imperial chancellor Chlodwig zu Hohenlohe-Schillingsfürst31—followed their father’s religion. In spite of his liberal upbringing, Gustav Adolf fell under the influence of the Breslau Prince-Bishop Melchior von Diepenbrock32 and chose to enter the priesthood. He first studied Catholic theology in Breslau and Munich, and was possibly influenced by an encounter with the Munich church historian Ignaz von Döllinger.33 Gustav then decided to begin his ecclesiastical career in the Roman Curia, as befitted his status—a choice that met with vehement resistance from his Protestant mother. She was afraid her son would be spoiled by the Jesuits who dominated the Curia. But Gustav’s brother Chlodwig was able to reassure their mother: a spell in Rome wouldn’t automatically make him a Jesuit. And in fact, Gustav managed to resist the charms of the Society of Jesus. The open-minded, irenic education he had received in Breslau and Munich won through.

Hohenlohe quickly ascended through the Roman Curia. In 1847, he entered the Accademia dei Nobili, the training institute for the Curia’s leaders and prospective papal diplomats. In 1848, he accompanied Pius IX as he fled to Gaeta. There, he was ordained as a priest and succeeded in building a friendship with Pius IX. The pope, who “loved him personally and had him as his favorite companion” set great store by Hohenlohe’s opinion.34 He took on the function of a Secret Chamberlain participating, and being a member of the pope’s household gave him direct access to Pius IX. When Katharina came to Rome in 1857, she was able to witness her cousin being consecrated as a bishop in the Sistine Chapel. Hohenlohe rose to become the titular archbishop of Edessa. As the pope’s almoner, he administered the pontiff’s alms fund, and coordinated his charitable work.

Even so, Katharina remained true to her long-standing spiritual guide and confessor, Cardinal Reisach, and didn’t consider Hohenlohe for this role. By staying with Reisach, she was allying herself to a particular theological and political orientation—though without really being aware of the nuances of the different philosophies for which Reisach and Hohenlohe stood.

We can’t be certain which of the two arranged Katharina’s first meeting with the pope. In any case, Katharina was intrigued to find him charming and likable. He invited Katharina to see him on numerous occasions, and granted her several private audiences. Pius IX was clearly gratified even by the fact that she was closely related to the Protestant king of Prussia, and he hoped to influence Berlin’s religious policy through her.

In one private audience, the pope is said to have made a joke about her extremely stately appearance, which was due to her tremendous girth.35 The Italians referred to her in mocking tones as a matrone. Her niece, Marie von Thurn und Taxis, also spoke of her aunt’s “shocking corpulence.” She described Katharina as a “peculiar, engaging and awe-inspiring character,” who was “tall and very fat.” Her rosy face was “broad and bloated,” though it retained “traces of great beauty” and lent her a “serene and regal” air. “Her wide light blue eyes looked directly at you; they spoke of a quick, lively mind, absolute correctness, and a masterful, passionate will. [She had] thick, blond eyebrows, a straight, pretty nose, a small mouth which could smile so gently, showing small, white, regular teeth, and dimples in her cheeks.… She had a strong Swabian accent, with a quaint, sing-song tone. Out of this imposing body came a very high, soft, almost childlike voice.” To Marie, her aunt seemed a “confident woman with a burning faith, never afraid to draw her sword to defend her rights.”36

A ROMAN CLOISTERED IDYLL

Katharina and her spiritual guide, Cardinal Reisach, began the search for a suitable convent as soon as she arrived in Rome. The pope himself seems to have made the first suggestion, directing Katharina toward the Visitandines.37 Central to their devotional practice was the worship of the Sacred Heart of Jesus—a cult that had declined during the Enlightenment, but underwent a revival in the nineteenth century. Pius IX encouraged the worship of the Sacred Heart, turning it into a beacon of his crusade against modernity. The Sacred Heart cult became a symbol of Catholics’ retreat inward, toward a self-ghettoization into the countersociety of the Catholic milieu. It became a “symbol of identification for Catholics’ contemporary sufferings.” The Catholics had lost the battle against the modernization processes of the modern era.38 While modern science declared the brain to be the most important organ in the human body, Catholics clung to the idea of the heart “as the central organ of physical life, and the bearer of moral life.”39

But urgent repairs to the Visitandines’ recently purchased convent buildings made it impossible for the princess to join their order. This meant that Reisach was able to redirect Katharina’s interest to a convent that he may well have had in mind for her from the beginning: Sant’Ambrogio della Massima. This was an enclosed convent of the “strictest order,” which led Marie von Thurn und Taxis to describe its inhabitants as sepolte vive—buried alive.40 Reisach’s suggestion is surprising, given that he had considered the much less strict setup of the convent in Alsace too taxing for the sickly, unhappy princess. One would rather have expected he would suggest that Katharina seek spiritual refuge in an independent religious community for noblewomen.

But the cardinal gave Katharina the impression that he believed the piety and strict discipline that ruled Sant’Ambrogio would suit her very well. And Katharina duly undertook a retraite at the Franciscan convent over Easter 1858. Her first impression was overwhelmingly positive. It was “a place of cloistered peace and holy order,” and she was convinced she had reached “the goal of her fierce longing for convent life.” To make absolutely sure that this was somewhere she could achieve the long-sought-after “undisturbed union with her soul’s bridegroom,” Jesus Christ, the princess asked permission to extend her stay in Sant’Ambrogio by becoming a postulant. This meant she wouldn’t yet formally enter the convent, or have to wear the convent habit.41 A number of people warned her against this, particularly those allied to her cousin, Archbishop Hohenlohe, who doubted that the sickly princess would “survive in a strict convent.” But Katharina remained there, wearing her own clothes, for several more months.42

During this time, Reisach also introduced her to a new confessor, as his many duties left him with no time to continue looking after Katharina. He remained her spiritual guide, but handed over day-to-day matters and regular confession to a close Jesuit acquaintance of his: the forty-seven-year-old Padre Giuseppe Peters. Peters had, in any case, some years ago begun taking confession from other nuns in Sant’Ambrogio to relieve the pressure on the convent’s spiritual director his fellow Jesuit Giuseppe Leziroli, who was sixty-three and in poor health. This way, the princess could continue to receive spiritual guidance from the Jesuit order.

Later, Katharina had the highest praise for her trial period in Sant’Ambrogio. According to her Erlebnisse, “Life in the convent … left nothing to be desired, and seemed exemplary.” Rules were followed to the letter; there was a good balance between work and prayer, with prayers starting at four o’clock in the morning; the clausura was strictly maintained. The princess was also pleased with Sant’Ambrogio’s architectonics: “Hardly a sound from the city at whose center it lay penetrated this quiet, private world.” She was particularly taken with the Franciscans’ poverty and simplicity. The majority of their income came from gardening and “artistic embroidery for church decoration.” The nuns were completely sealed off from the world; even the priests who came to give Communion or take confession were not permitted to enter the enclosure. As is usual in a strictly enclosed order, they remained separated from the nuns by iron bars.43

The princess was also more than satisfied with “the people who managed and led this quiet, well-ordered, unworldly community.” In particular, she thought the abbess, Sister Maria Veronica, was “a fine example of obedience to the sacred rules, and a woman of gentle, quiet character,” who inspired in her a sense of great trust from the very beginning. It was easy “to obey her like a child,” and Katharina felt “very drawn to her.” But she was still more fascinated by the novice mistress, who was also the abbess’s deputy: Madre Vicaria Maria Luisa of Saint Francis Xavier. “This young nun (she was still only twenty-seven years old) possessed a striking physical beauty and grace, and such a lovely, winning nature that all hearts soon felt drawn to her.” The princess, too, willingly gave in to the “magic of her loveliness”; she was truly “enchanted by [this] likable nun.”44

As a member of the German aristocracy, however, Katharina felt a clear division between her own mentality and education, and those of the Italian nuns, who mostly came from simpler stock than herself.45 To her mind, they were women “without knowledge of the world or its people,” with no “refined education, or even some knowledge that would have been imparted by the most rudimentary schooling.” As the princess recalled, they had never even seen a toothbrush before.46 At the time, there was a widespread belief that the devil and evil spirits tried to force their way in through a person’s orifices, in order to take possession of him. The nuns were baffled by Katharina’s toothbrush. They worried that it might be the work of the devil, and debated whether Katharina should be allowed to carry on using it. After consulting the abbess and the father confessors, the princess was permitted to keep the toothbrush, which was deemed spiritually harmless. The cotton that Katharina used for her needlecraft was also completely unknown to her Roman sisters.47 They earnestly believed, as they told Katharina on several occasions, that “such stuff grew on the heads of Germans.”48 But the princess interpreted this cultural ignorance as sancta simplicitas. And holy innocence was a very becoming trait in humble nuns, particularly the daughters of the Poverello, Saint Francis of Assisi.

After a trial period of just over six months, Katharina came to a firm decision. She believed she had found the end point of “her fierce longing for convent life.”49 On September 29, 1858, having contributed a dowry to the convent, she was officially clothed as a novice.50 Cardinal Costantino Patrizi performed the liturgical ceremony, and Cardinal Reisach “gave an address on withdrawing from the world.”51 This marked the princess’s admission to the convent of Regulated Franciscans of the Third Order.52 Katharina was now ruled by the abbess and the novice mistress, who was her immediate superior, and had to follow their instructions with absolute obedience.

When the princess entered the convent, it was home to around three dozen nuns.53 Most of them came from Rome itself, or the surrounding area of Latium. A few were from other parts of the Papal States. Katharina was the only foreigner in Sant’Ambrogio. The princess was also an exception in terms of her social background. The German noblewoman was now living with women who came mostly from the middle classes, and whose families were able to raise the substantial dowry necessary for their daughters’ admission. All the sisters could read and write; one was a lawyer’s sister, another the daughter of a surgeon; at least one of them could speak French. The forty-one-year-old Katharina found that they were divided into three age groups. A handful were in their early sixties, having lived in the convent since it was founded. Then there were a dozen or so sisters of around forty years old. But life in Sant’Ambrogio was shaped by its numerous younger sisters. About twenty of them were aged just twenty, or even younger; their presence was mostly down to a successful recruitment drive by the novice mistress, Maria Luisa.

SALVATION FROM A CLOISTERED HELL

But the idyll of Sant’Ambrogio proved deceptive. The little piece of paradise inside the convent walls must quickly have become hell on earth for Katharina. There is no other explanation for her desperate call for help, her cry of “save, save me!” to her cousin, Archbishop Hohenlohe, on July 25, 1859. Even getting him to Sant’Ambrogio had involved taking a huge risk: she had smuggled a letter to the Vatican out of the enclosure without the knowledge of the convent’s superiors, which was against the rules. Less than a year after entering the convent, there seemed to be nothing left of her “childlike obedience” to the abbess.

What happened inside the walls of Sant’Ambrogio, in the ten months from September 1858 to July 1859? The archbishop couldn’t make head nor tail of what his cousin said when he met her in the convent on July 25. He thought she had become confused and was talking nonsense—at least, Katharina’s Erlebnisse describes his reaction in these terms.54 At first, he could see no danger to the princess’s life. Hohenlohe seemed convinced that Katharina had overtaxed herself again, just as she had at the convent in Kintzheim, and was seeking some way of extricating herself from the situation. It was no coincidence that he had written to her at the start of July 1859, urging her “to show perseverance in her chosen profession.”55 To his mind, it was simply out of the question for her to leave another convent. He had, of course, been against her entering Sant’Ambrogio in the first place. He knew what a delicate state her health was in, but she had listened to her spiritual guide, Reisach, instead of him.

In spite of all his persuasion, Hohenlohe was unable to reassure his cousin, and when she carried on talking about poisoning and how she feared for her life, he reluctantly decided to help her. He went to the pope and begged permission for the princess to leave the convent the following day, on grounds of ill health. Pius IX granted his wish immediately.56 This speedy solution was only made possible by the direct access to Pius IX that Hohenlohe was granted as a Secret Chamberlain. Anyone else would have had to set in motion a lengthy process in order to fulfill the requirements of canon law for being released from a convent.57

On July 26, 1859, Archbishop Hohenlohe collected Katharina von Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen from the convent and had her taken to his estate at Tivoli. In these rural surroundings, she would be at peace, and then they could see what was to be done. Katharina believed she had managed to convince her cousin “that her fears were not unfounded,” and that there had been real attempts on her life.58 However, it isn’t certain whether Hohenlohe grasped the true extent of the scandal that had played out in Sant’Ambrogio. It may merely have been pity that prompted him to let Katharina draw a line under her second attempt at convent life.

The Villa d’Este, Hohenlohe’s summer residence in Tivoli, lay some eighteen miles northeast of Rome. Its gardens, with their fountains and sprawling parklands, were an ideal place for Katharina to recover from the tribulations of her life in the convent. Here, she could finally bring the Sant’Ambrogio chapter of her life to a close. But she needed to get back on her feet in more than the physical sense. She also had to work through what had happened to her inside the walls of the Roman convent from a spiritual point of view. Although Cardinal Reisach visited Hohenlohe in Tivoli at the end of July, Katharina didn’t open up to her long-term spiritual guide.59 Instead, she started talking to a Benedictine padre from Saint Paul Outside the Walls, a Catholic abbey in Rome. He was taking a rest cure in Tivoli, to escape the heat of the Roman summer. Rudolf Wolter had been born in Bonn in 1825, obtained his doctorate in philosophy from the university there in 1849, and was ordained in 1850.60 In 1856, he followed his brother Ernst61 into the abbey of Saint Paul Outside the Walls, taking the religious name Maurus. The abbot at the time, Simplicio Pappalettere, was very receptive to modern ideas.62 His aim was to create a synthesis of Benedictine spirituality and contemporary philosophy within Saint Paul Outside the Walls, a counterbalance to the Jesuit-dominated Gregorian University. He was guided in this by the thought of the Viennese priest and philosopher Anton Günther.63

Maurus Wolter clearly made a big impression on the princess. His spirituality, and his exuberant enthusiasm for the cause of Saint Benedict, the “flame that consumed him,” was as great a source of fascination for Katharina as the young Reisach had been in 1834.64 Wolter became her new spiritual guide and confessor almost overnight. When his rest cure in Tivoli came to an end, the princess wrote to his superiors “with the urgent plea to grant an extension to Don Mauro Wolter’s holiday with us.” It had been a great comfort to her to have found a countryman, whom providence had “delivered for my spiritual guidance.” She implored them “not to rob me of such a father confessor.”65 And a month later, she thanked the “sons of Saint Benedict” for “graciously listening to the humble pleas of a poor Franciscan child.” They had, she said, “shown a deep understanding of her painful orphaned state, kindly [allowing her] to find her homeland in the hearts of German priests.”66

During these pastoral conversations, which sometimes took place in the sacramental context of confession, the idea took shape in Katharina’s mind that—as she reported in her Erlebnisse—she “should not be content with her own rescue from Sant’Ambrogio.” It was her duty to bring “the abuses there to the attention of the Holy See.”67 A few weeks after Archbishop Hohenlohe had rescued her, Katharina von Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen contacted the Holy Tribunal of the Sanctum Officium, and made serious allegations against the nuns of Sant’Ambrogio.

DENUNCIATION AS A MORAL DUTY

The first files in the case of Sant’Ambrogio date from August 23, 1859.68 On this day, Katharina von Hohenzollern appeared in person before the investigating judge of the Roman Inquisition (known as the Sanctum Officium, or Holy Office), First Socius Vincenzo Leone Sallua. Sallua, a highly experienced inquisitor, accepted the denunciation and questioned the “denunciator” about her allegations.69 The interview took place in Archbishop Hohenlohe’s apartment in Rome.

The princess first placed her hand on the Gospels, and swore to tell the truth. Then she said: “It is out of a moral duty, imposed by my current father confessor, that I turn to this holy tribunal.” She explained that the German mother tongue she shared with her new spiritual guide, Padre Wolter, had allowed them to discuss at length all the “doubts and anguishes” that had plagued her during her stay in Sant’Ambrogio. With his help, she had finally managed to impose a degree of order on the confusing events of that period. As Katharina told the inquisitor, four issues had taken shape in her mind during these discussions, and she wanted to bring them to the attention of the highest tribunal. First, there was the forbidden cult of the nun who had founded the Franciscan community of Sant’Ambrogio, Maria Agnese Firrao. She had been found guilty of “false holiness” by the Holy Office at the start of the nineteenth century. Despite this, the nuns doggedly persisted in venerating her as a saint, both while Firrao was still alive, and to an even greater extent after her death. The second issue was the highly suspect relationship that the young novice mistress and madre vicaria, Maria Luisa of Saint Francis Xavier, had conducted with “Pietro N., called the Americano,” under the pretext of attempting to free him from demonic possession. The third was this same Maria Luisa’s claim to sainthood. She gave the appearance of having an “extraordinary soul.” She was said to be capable of “supernatural things,” and to possess “heavenly gifts.” Katharina’s fourth point encompassed all the things that had “befallen” her in the convent, up to and including the attempts on her life.

Following “careful consideration” and “thorough reflection,” her confessor had declared it her absolute moral duty “to denounce everything to this Supremo Tribunale.” She therefore sat down and wrote about her experiences in German, “in modo narrativo,” before translating this into Italian. The princess added that she wanted to submit her denunciation in written form, since she would find it “far too oppressive and complex to do this verbally.”

The incendiary power of this Denunzia was not fully revealed in Katharina’s verbal complaint. Clandestine relationships between attractive men and beautiful young nuns—women whose parents or guardians had often forced them to enter a convent against their will—were, after all, a classic and frequently aired rumor. The Nun of Monza from Alessandro Manzoni’s The Betrothed, and Denis Diderot’s novel The Nun are probably the best known literary examples of these stories.70 And Katharina was a “stately” matron, making allegations against an attractive young novice mistress with “angelic looks”: Sallua couldn’t entirely rule out envy as a possible motive.

But the allegation of “pretense of holiness” against Maria Luisa must have made the inquisitor prick up his ears. Combating women who claimed to be living saints, or were honored as such by their devotees, was one of the Holy Office’s “sacred duties.” And Katharina was making a double accusation: first against the dead founder, and secondly against the young madre vicaria. The Inquisition had to act on this. Katharina’s use of the words affettata santità, for the religious offense of feigned holiness suggested she had received professional advice. This must have come from either Hohenlohe or Wolter. If the princess hadn’t been able to name a specific offense against the Faith—if she had continued to focus on the poisoning attempts—then her complaint wouldn’t have fallen within the Inquisition’s remit. Her cousin and her new spiritual guide had considered this carefully. They also seem to have coached Katharina on the reason for making her complaint, which she cited several times: she was simply fulfilling the moral obligation that had been laid out for her in confession.

THE SECRET OF SANT’AMBROGIO

Sallua was confronted with the monstrous scale of Katharina’s accusations against the convent only on careful reading of her written denunciation. It must have taken his breath away.

Sant’Ambrogio had a secret. At first, Katharina had no idea what this might be. But three months after she entered the convent on March 27, 1858, she knew that something that “frequently occupied the community” had been kept from her.71 Through her conversations with the madre vicaria, she became aware of the existence of “some kind of secret.” “She led me to understand that the father confessor had decided it was not yet time to reveal it to me.” She soon sensed this was somehow connected with “influences of a supernatural kind,” but comforted herself with the thought that “such naïve souls” as her new Roman sisters could more easily obtain their spiritual edification from those miraculous tales than from abstract theological tracts.72

Of course, had she been able to interpret Reisach’s cryptic remarks, she might have been forewarned about this, as Katharina remarked self-critically in her Erlebnisse. Before she entered the convent, the cardinal had explained to her that in a southern country such as Italy one was frequently confronted with unusual or supernatural occurrences. “Strange and remarkable things might take place around her.” The Italians’ lively characters would make things seem very different from what she was used to, coming from cool, rationalist Germany. But in a place like Rome, where a “living faith grasps and maintains everything with a freshness and strength that we Germans can hardly conceive of … there also exist struggles and temptations quite alien to our experience.” Reisach had warned Katharina not to let herself “be unsettled or disturbed by such things.”73

The cardinal’s words reveal his own enthusiasm for Latin European sentimental forms of Catholic devotion, and his rejection of an Enlightened, rational religious practice that was common in Germany. He was particularly fascinated by transcendental religious phenomena: in every single hour he was prepared for manifestations of the Sacred, especially in Rome. There was no doubt in his mind that “poor souls,” the spirits of the dead, could take up contact with this world from the other side at any time.74 So the princess saw nothing unusual in the fact that the refectory readings in Sant’Ambrogio often mentioned “ecstasies, miracles and apparitions.” Admittedly, she criticized these readings for overstimulating the imagination of her fellow nuns, and would have preferred solid “religious instruction.” This might have imparted the necessary basic Christian knowledge that the nuns of Sant’Ambrogio were wholly lacking—as the princess soon noticed.75 But, following Reisach’s advice, she put their enthusiasm for supernatural religious phenomena and miracles down to their southern mentality and their lack of educational achievement. At first, she didn’t see anything dangerously heretical. And her new father confessor, Padre Peters, managed to allay the princess’s “first serious concerns.”76

However, the nuns were still hiding something from her: they would stop talking abruptly when Katharina approached them; they would slip into a Roman dialect that the princess didn’t understand; they dropped obscure hints. It was only after she was admitted as a novice on September 29 that Padre Peters and Cardinal Reisach were finally prepared to come clean and lift the veil of secrecy. They had kept from her the fact that the founder of the Franciscan community of Sant’Ambrogio, Mother Agnese Firrao, had been condemned as a false saint by the Roman Inquisition, and sent into exile. They evidently feared that this revelation would have kept the princess from entering the convent.

This secret was the first point of Katharina’s denunciation. She complained that despite her conviction, Agnese Firrao was still being honored as a real saint in Sant’Ambrogio. The nuns, and in particular Padre Peters, had played down the implications of the Holy Office’s verdict on their mother founder. Once Katharina had become a novice, they referred to Firrao in her presence as La Beata Madre and venerated her as a saint, even though the Church stipulated that this kind of cult was only for people it had officially beatified. “They showed me her scourges, and other instruments of mortification, and told me of the three pounds of raw flesh that fell from the Mother after a single flagellation. They always praised her extraordinary virtue,” the princess noted in her report. “In this convent they don’t even blush when they proclaim the holiness of Sister Maria Agnese; she surpasses almost all other saints.” In Sant’Ambrogio, the Inquisition was criticized for having passed a clearly wrong judgment when it found Agnese Firrao guilty of false holiness. According to Katharina, the nuns regarded numerous items owned by their “saint” as contact relics: clothes, embroidery, and in particular three portraits done in oils. The confessors were working on a “saint’s life” of Firrao, which would be read aloud to the community once it was finished. The founder’s prayers, mottoes, letters, and messages had been painstakingly collected. On high feast days, “poems were recited, glorifying the blessed Maria Agnese, depicting her surrounded by angels, and nuns who had passed on.” On these occasions, “words of praise for the current madre vicaria were put into the mouth of the ‘Beata Madre,’ calling her ‘her joy, her treasure, the brightest of her stars.’ ”

A POSSESSED SEDUCER OF NUNS

The second of the princess’s allegations came under the mysterious heading “Report on the Possessed Man.”77 Maria Luisa, the novice mistress, had told stories about an attractive man whom she called Pietro, or just “The Americano.” This man, who had apparently been educated at a Jesuit school in Fribourg, Switzerland, had been close to the convent’s second confessor, Padre Peters, since his early youth. The mysterious American was actually a native German speaker, as Katharina discovered, and was probably from Tyrol. He was said to be in his mid-thirties, and a doctor by profession. He had come to Rome to rid himself of five demons, which Peters could “clearly distinguish,” as he had given them names. Maria Luisa was convinced that, once the Americano had been healed (through tough penance and fasting), he could do a great deal of good for the Jesuits, and would “convert thousands of people.” “On July 11, 1858, the madre vicaria told me he had prayed for 11 hours at the grave of St Ignatius, where the saint had appeared and praised the madre vicaria, expressing his joy that Pietro was under her guidance.”

This last phrase caught the princess’s attention. It seemed to be Maria Luisa, and not one of the confessors, who was undertaking the exorcism to free him from his demons: an unheard-of idea for Katharina. According to canon law, exorcisms were only to be performed by very experienced clerics. Under no circumstances should they be carried out by women, whom the Church had regarded as particularly susceptible to the temptation of evil ever since the fall of Eve. And in fact, on several occasions the novice mistress told her how much she had suffered because of this possessed man. In her written complaint, Katharina reported several meetings between Maria Luisa and the American. “One day, when she came back from a meeting with him, she limped into my cell, her eye closed up, her tongue swollen, her head covered in bruises. She announced that she had fought him and had eventually emerged victorious, forcing him to make five signs of the cross on the ground with his tongue.”

The whole thing seemed highly suspicious to Katharina. As she tried to explain to the inquisitor, whenever she saw the novice mistress, she did her best to avoid this delicate subject. However, Maria Luisa wanted to impress her new novice with this exorcism, and on several occasions she showed Katharina letters from Pietro, composed in bad Italian. A letter in German at the end of October was addressed both to Maria Luisa, and to Luisa Maria (Princess Katharina von Hohenzollern). It made a play on the similarity of the two nuns’ names, and used lewd terms to suggest that Luisa Maria could become a “mother without a husband” like Maria Luisa. Maria Luisa didn’t speak German, so she gave this letter to the princess to translate. Katharina was “highly indignant” at its many erotic innuendos and “extremely obscene expressions.” Pietro more or less explicitly asked both nuns to engage in sexual acts with him. The letter concluded by saying that the madre vicaria would be tormented by one of the American’s demons—“the demon of impurity”—for seven months; she would “suffer so much that she would have to seek his help as a doctor, though she wouldn’t have to lose her virginity.”

Katharina was shocked, and her trust in the novice mistress was shaken. She told her confessor, Padre Peters, that she was “astonished to see a young nun’s chaste eyes under threat of reading such turpitudes.” Peters, as Katharina recalled in her Denunzia, admitted to her that Maria Luisa had also shown him a letter of the Americano. “But he claimed that he either didn’t read Pietro’s letters, or destroyed them immediately.” The princess ended her remarks on the “Possessed Man” with the cryptic assertion that following the “sad events” that had taken place as a result of her informing the confessor about this, Peters and Maria Luisa had stopped mentioning Pietro in her presence. These words contained at least an indirect accusation that the Jesuit had reported to the novice mistress everything Katharina had told him in their pastoral conversations.

A FALSE SAINT

The princess’s third allegation related directly to Sister Maria Luisa, whom she accused of nothing less than “false” and “feigned holiness.”78 But first, she presented a very interesting character sketch of this young nun.


Maria Luisa is 27 years old and has been in the convent since she was 13. She has a very pleasant physiognomy and an almost irresistible charm—which, however, is rather more like that of a worldly person than of a virgin dedicated to God. In addition to this quality, she is constantly busy and thinking about everyone and everything. She has a superior elegance and ease in conversation, and displays the utmost delicacy in her dealings with others, along with a sharp wit and cunning—though without any sententious affectation—and a tense, composed manner. You can hear the madre vicaria chatting away in the convent almost all the day; she is quite incapable of staying quiet or keeping a secret. The consequence of this is garrulity, volatility, a tendency to lie easily, alongside extreme cunning, an intriguing mind, jealousy and effrontery. But all this seems to vanish beneath a mysterious allure, a sweet lovability and a kind of affected ingenuousness and liveliness. Among all the offices she holds—though she is far too young for them—are the important positions of cellarer, vicaress and novice mistress. She pays hardly any heed to the convent rules. She seldom shows her face in the choir, the refectory or at the daily devotions. In addition to this she has access to all the keys, and to all the convent’s rooms during prayers and mealtimes, in which she almost never participates. Her duties make it very easy for her to spend long periods in the parlatory, conducting long, confidential conversations with outside persons, and gaining her impressive knowledge of all that is going on in politics and in the city. She is able to satisfy her boundless passion for control and command over everything. This ambitious pride drives her to use everyone as an instrument for her projects to diminish the authority of the mother abbess, even to remove it, by speaking ill of her and countermanding her instructions with orders of her own.



The princess added an observation that sounds very much like the “crushes, ‘breakdowns’ and exuberance” typical of a girls’ boarding school in the nineteenth century—ways in which young girls expressed their enthusiasm for a teacher or more experienced pupil, while also channeling their “erotic desires.”79 Maria Crocifissa, a twenty-year-old novice, followed the novice mistress everywhere, “as if drunk with love. She is always caressing her, kissing her hand, laughing and doing a thousand crazy things without the madre vicaria stopping her. The tender, jealous affection most of the novices display towards their mistress is also reprehensible: they frequently gather round her bed until late into the night. I cannot and must not make an ultimate judgment on her methods of educating the novices. But what I do know is that the novices are largely left to their own devices.”

After this, Katharina von Hohenzollern raised her real allegation: the madre vicaria’s pretense of holiness. Maria Luisa enjoyed “the reputation of an extraordinary penitential spirit. In the convent she is known for hardly ever taking sustenance.” The confessor had told Katharina that “there was no natural explanation for how little she ate.” Katharina was not convinced: “Outside the refectory, I have seen otherwise.” She must have observed Maria Luisa eating between the official mealtimes. “She also gives the appearance of spending her nights in prayers, meditations, and in terrible privations and sufferings, emerging from these mysterious nightly struggles with her tongue swollen and of different colors. And here I must sadly confess that in 16 months I never saw her pray during the day before the Blessed Sacrament, or in any other place.”

The way Maria Luisa spoke about senior figures in the Catholic Church struck Katharina as high-handed, and out of keeping with the humble bearing of a nun. Still, Maria Luisa had “the reputation, particularly with the father confessor, of possessing unusual and wonderful graces, which showed themselves in a heavenly wisdom, a superhuman knowledge of secret things, both inside and outside the convent …[and] through miracles, namely the ability to heal the sick. The madre vicaria also often prophesies, with an indifferent expression on her face, that at a certain hour her guardian angel would leave something for her in the rota at the convent gates80—sometimes sweets, or other things. And the items she mentioned really did appear at the appointed hour, to the great wonderment of the novices, who would eat them with great reverence and devotion.”

After a refectory reading on the life of a saint who exuded a pleasant, sweet fragrance for three weeks, the madre vicaria smelled so strongly of rose essence “that it induced a headache, because the whole convent was filled with it.” The princess didn’t share the opinion of many in the convent that Maria Luisa was able to draw the pain and suffering of other nuns to herself with an almost magnetic force, and could even heal the sick using a ring of “mysterious power.” She didn’t know how the vicaress had come by this ring, but one of the nuns who had supposedly been healed by it later said: “It is certainly a strange thing that our madre vicaria received a ring of such extraordinary size, when the ring Saint Catherine received from the Savior was so small and hardly visible.” Katharina went on: “After I had complained about all this to the father confessor, she stopped wearing the ring when I was there. This ring is about an inch and a half in size, and they say it is made of diamonds and rubies! And here I cannot conceal the suspicion that this mysterious ring came from the possessed Pietro.”

It was impossible for anyone in Sant’Ambrogio to express doubts about Maria Luisa’s holiness. The abbess and the convent’s spiritual director, Padre Leziroli, always had explanations at the ready. “The fragrance of sainthood which surrounds the madre causes people to associate her authority with a particular hatred of the devil—as if any skepticism about her perfection were inspired by Satan.” For many years, the confessors had been rebutting any doubt about Maria Luisa’s virtues, calling it “diabolical machination.” The novices in particular felt they were “placed under a good deal of pressure” by the madre vicaria. But Leziroli and the abbess had explained to them that if they thought they had seen Maria Luisa doing anything unjust, this was in reality “a manifestation of the devil, who took on the appearance of the madre vicaria.”

Katharina’s father confessor, Padre Peters, also rejected her doubts about the madre vicaria’s “truthfulness” and her “character.” He believed Maria Luisa completely incapable of “deception.” This prompted a confrontation between the novice and the novice mistress, during which Maria Luisa denied ever having spoken to Katharina about the possessed Americano, let alone having shown her a letter from him, “and certainly not the above-mentioned German letter.” Both confessors declared “that what had happened was impossible to explain, unless by a most frequent apparition of the demon in the guise of the madre vicaria.” Katharina could “give no credence” to this explanation. In her view, all the facts fitted “very well with the character and the behavior of the madre vicaria.” She had become well acquainted with these over fifteen long months, during which: “I can say with the greatest certainty that I did not see her perform a single virtuous deed.”

To Katharina’s mind, the only plausible explanation was the obvious one: Maria Luisa was pretending a holiness she didn’t deserve. She was a false saint, and thus a heretic. But how had she managed to convince the other nuns and the confessors of her holiness? Katharina’s denunciation also provided an answer for this. She took the confessors’ diabolical explanation, and turned it around: Maria Luisa was no victim of Satan; she was in league with him. “Considering all of this together, I feel obliged to express my most painful concern that the above-mentioned madre vicaria, Maria Luisa, was only able to achieve her reputation for extraordinary holiness in the convent of Sant’Ambrogio with the help of the devil. In the future, she could call up endless misery not only for this convent, but for more distant regions too.” Katharina also put the attempt on her own “poor life” down to this.

POISONING

The princess began to feel increasingly isolated in the convent. The nuns viewed her as an unbeliever, for her lack of faith in the “convent saint.” And this, as she soon learned, was a dangerous thing to be. In a letter she submitted to Sallua, Katharina gave a detailed description of how the madre vicaria’s “whole hatred” increasingly fell on her; how Maria Luisa’s “impassioned tone” and her “screeching voice” “froze the marrow in [her] bones.”

Katharina reported that on December 8, 1858, she finally confronted the novice mistress. “When I was alone with her, I threw myself at her feet and begged her to honor the Lord and retract.” But Maria Luisa refused. She demanded absolute faith and obedience from Katharina. She told the princess she had to accept her supernatural gifts as genuine, and above all believe that the devil repeatedly took on her form. It had been Satan, and not her, who had shown the princess the Americano’s obscene letter. Now it was Katharina’s turn to refuse. The abyss seemed unbridgeable the madre vicaria told her: “Your behavior shows that you are not guided by the spirit of God. You will always be one among us who doubts.”81

Katharina’s predicament now became a matter of life and death: immediately after the abortive conversation on December 8, she fell gravely ill, and it seemed likely she would die. Was this a coincidence? Was there something more behind it? Or had the princess simply become overexcited?

Katharina herself blamed her sudden illness on several attempts to poison her. And she believed the person behind these attempts was none other than the madre vicaria. She laid out this belief at some length in her fourth and final allegation, in which she accused Maria Luisa and her accomplices of attempting to murder her on several occasions.82

The princess told the inquisitor that her argument with Maria Luisa had badly unsettled her stomach. On December 9, she was therefore grateful when somebody brought her a cup of black tea after lunch, supposedly on the abbess’s instructions. She drank it down and was immediately gripped by severe “stomach pains, dizziness and vomiting.” She was too weak to stand, and had to take to her bed. In the evening, two novices brought her a cup of chamomile tea, which she hoped would alleviate her symptoms. But she was put
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