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Medieval autobiographical w r i t i n g  i n  The 6ook o f  Margery Kemge. 

Abstract  

~ h e  ~ o o k  o f  Margery Kempe has been studied extensive1 y f o r  the 

view i t  gives o f  an unusual woman i n  the  f i f t e e n t h  century, bu t  less  so 

f o r  the nature o f  autobiographical w r i t i n g  i t  exh ib i ts .  Th is  thes is  

examines the charac te r i s t i  CS o f  medi eval autobiographi ca l  w r i  ti ng as i t 

appears i n  the ~ o o k ,  by looking a t  t h e  autobiographical forms prevalent 

i n the medi eval period, such as confessions, hagiography, and r e l  i gious 

t reat ises,  and by comparing Margery's wr i t i ngs  w i t h  t h e  works o f  other 

re1 ig ious  mysti CS. tience, I a l  so exami ne O f  S. fheodora, A virgin who 

i s  ~ 7 s o  ca 77ed chr i s t ina ,  the biography o f  ch r i s t i na  o f  Markyate 

(c.1096-c.1160), t h e  Mernoria7 i n  rhe Book o f  87essed Ange7a of  Fi7ign0, 

by Angela o f  FOI igno (c. 1248-c. 13O9), The ~ e r a 7 d  o f  D i v i ne  Love 

(Legatus ~ i v i n a e  P ie ta t i s )  by ~ e r t r u d e  the Great, a1 so known as 

Gertrude the Great Cc. 1256-c. l298), and The Fiowing ~ i g h t  o f  the 

Gadhead ( D ~ S  f7ieBende L i c h t  der  c o t t k e i t )  by Mechthild o f  Magdeburg 

CC. 1208-C. 1282) . 
I s t a r t  w i  t h  autobi ographi cal  t heo r i  es formul ated by Georges 

Gursdorf and ROY pascal, and review some o f  the current  theor ies  on 

women's autobiography. ~utob iography,  1 argue, contains th ree  

i den t i f y i ng  features: 1) the impulse t o  w r i t e  about t h e  p r i v a t e  l i f e  

f o r  the publ ic ,  2) the  use o f  a l i t e r a r y  form derived from e a r l i e r  

genres, and 3) the aesthet ics o f  shaping a persona1 account. I show 

t h a t  medi eval autobi og raphi cal w r i  ti ng contai ns many characte r i  s t i  CS 

derived from the confession, the  hagiography , and re1 i g i ous  and 

devoti onal works . ~ e d i  eval women 1 i ke Margery Kempe, ~ n g e 1  a o f  

Foligno, and Gertrude o f  Heï f ta  were p a r t i c u l a r l y  adept a t  a7 t e r i n g  

these l i t e r a r y  forms t o  create an autobiographical t e x t .  

I n  many cases, these women's mysticism motivated thern t o  w r i t e ,  

and 1 argue t h a t  t h e  autobiographical mode was i n  p a r t  formed by the 

need t o  express t h e i  r re1 ig ious experiences. For Margery, Ange1 a, 
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MEDIEVAL AüTOBIOGRAPHICAL WRITING I N  77fE BOOK OF MRGERY KEMPE 

chapter 1 

rnt roduct ion t o  medi eva l  autobi ographi ca l  w r i  ti ng 

of S. Theodora, A vfrgin who i s  A 7so Ca 7 7ed christina, o f  

ch r i s t i na  o f  Markyate (c.1096-1160) , i s  a biography, o r  more 

spec i f i ca l l y ,  a hagiography. The ffera7d o f  Divine Love, Book 2, by 

Gertrude o f  He1 f t a  (c. 1256-1298), i s a spi r i  tua1 memori a l  about her 

mysti cal  1 i fe .  The ~ 7 0 w ~ f f g  Lfght of the ~odhead, by Mechthi 1 d o f  

Magdeburg (c. l208-1282), contai  ns myst i  cal v is ions,  poetry, d i  scussions 

between e n t i  t i e s  ca l  1 ed Love o r  t h e  sou1 , and i s her sp i  r i t u a l  

t reat ise .  ~ h e  ~emor ia i ,  i n  ~ h e  Book of ~7essed Ange7a o f  Fo7igno 

(c. l248-1309), d i  ctated by ~ n g e ï a  of Foligno t o  her confesser , i s a 

book o f  myst ical  revelat ions. The 8ook o f  Margery K e m p ,  by Margery 

Kempe (c.1373-1440), i s  an autobiography. Except f o r  the l a s t ,  none o f  

the above t e x t s  i s an obvious exampl e o f  medieval autobiographical 

wr i t ing .  Even t h e  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  of ~ h e  ~ o o k  o f  Margery Kempe as an 

autobiography i s compl i cated by i ts  heavy use o f  hagi ographi ca l  

conventions and i t s  d ic ta ted nature ,  leading us t o  question i t s  

authenti c i t y .  Yet i t  remains an autobiographi ca l  work; i t i s  persona1 , 
i ndi v i  dual and o r i  g i  na1 . 

For t h e  purposes o f  discussion, we may sa fe ly  assume t h a t  an 

autobiography i s  a self-authored work tha t  takes i n  t h e  events o f  one's 

l i f e  a t  one o r  a few s i t t i ngs ,  attempting t o  shape i t  i n t o  a coherent 

whole. ~ h i s  working d e f i n i t i o n  serves t o  descri  be t h e  wr i t i ngs  o f  t h e  

medieval woman mysti CS mentioned above, and enables us t o  study them. 

Currently, the re  are few studies o f  the autobiographi ca l  q u a l i t y  o f  t h e  

tex ts  o f  Margery Kempe and those o f  other women w r i t e r s  i n  the medieval 

age, and m i  n i  ma1 i nqui r y  i n to  t h e i  r cont r i  but ion t o  medi eval 



autobiographical w r i  t i n g  as a whol e.1 i n  many ways, however, I f i n d  

tha t  women's autobiographical w r i  ti ng i n  the medi eval age--a most 

prominent example being The 6ook o f  Margery Kempe--appears t o  be a t  the 

foref ront  o f  the genre o f  autobiography, f a r  more than men's wr i t ing.  

AS a consequence, 1 argue tha t  women wr i t e rs  i n  the medieval period 

were more adept a t  autobi ographi cal w r i  ti ng , and expressed the i  r 

i ndiv i  dual i t y  more seriousl y than men did.  we f i  nd autobiographi cal 

w r i t i n g  not only i n  Margery's Book, but  also i n  tex ts  where the wr i ter  

has had occasi on t o  w r i  t e  personal , i nd iv i  dual and convi nc i  ng 

narratives, such as t h e  texts o f  ~ n g e l a  o f  Foligno, ~ e c h t h i l d  o f  

Magdeburg, Gertrude o f  Hel f t a ,  and t o  a 1 esser extent , c h  r i  s t i  na o f  

Markyate. These t e x t s  derive from other l i t e r a r y  forms (such as the 

hagiography) tha t  o f t e n  do not share the  same l i t e r a r y  emphasi s as 

autobi ographi es ; they are thus bet ter  descri bed as autobi ographi cal 

works than as autobiographies . 2  

I n  her discussion o f  the autobiographical genre, El izabeth W. 

6russ sets out three rules t o  define the  autobiographical act: fi r s t l y ,  

t h a t  the autobiographer i s  the source o f  the subject matter, and claims 

i nd iv i  dual responsi b i  1 i t y  f o r  i t; second1 y, that  events reported by the 

autobiographer are asserted as being t rue;  and t h i  r d l y ,  t h a t  the 

autobiographer admi t s  t o  bel ieving what he has reported (10-11). These 

ru les are not i ronclad, but the i  r presence provides "a f i e l d  w i th in  

which the task o f  se1 f-imaging and self-evaluation i s understood t o  

take place, maki ng whatever does take place recognizable as a form o f  

l Most discussions have been about 1 i t e r a r y  author i ty ra ther  than 
autobi ographi cal w r i  ti ng . ~xampl es o f  such essays inc1  ude Karma 
Lochrie s ' rhe B O O ~  o f  Marger Kempe:  The Marginal woman's Quest f o r  
L i te rary  ~ u t h o r i t y , "  Lynn s ta 7 ey ~ohnson's "The Trope o f  the scribe 
and the Question o f  L i  terary  uth ho ri t y  i n  the works o f  Ju l ian o f  
Norwich and Mar e ry  KeM e ,"  and Sarah seckwith's "Problems o f  ~ u t h o r i t y  
i n  r a t e  Medieva? Eng1 t s i  ~ys t i c i sm:  Agency and nuthor i  t y  i n  The ~ o o k  of 
Mar ery Kempe." ~urthermore, I t h ink  t h a t  Margery's Book requi res 
r a t  il er  1 ess pub1 i c. j u s t i  f i ca t i on  ( fo r  i t s  ex1 stence i n  the  fourteenth 
centur ) fo r  the stmple reason tha t  except f o r  the pamphlet Cexcerpted i from t e ~ o o k )  A shorte treatyse of contem Iacyon prinfed by wynkyn de C worde i n  1501 and repr inted by tienry Pepwe 1 i n  1521, 1 t d id  not 
c i  rcu1 ate pub1 i c l  y u n t i  1 1934. (~eech and A l  1 en x1 v i  - x l v i  i i . ) 



se1 f -eval uation" (sruss 13). what i s s t r i  k i  ng about t h i  s expl anat i  on 

i s  t h a t  the autobiography i s  recognised as a publ ic genre; i t  must be 

seen t o  be performing an autobiographical act. This pub l i c  nature o f  

autobiography i s  a1 so discussed by Georges Gursdorf. He comments, 

The author o f  an autobiography gives a sor t  o f  r e l i e f  t o  h i s  

image by reference t o  the environment wi th  i t s  independent 

existence; he looks a t  himself being and del ights i n  bei ng looked 

at--he c a l l s  h imsel f  as witness f o r  others; others he cal1 s as 

witness f o r  what i s  i rreplaceable i n  h i s  presence. (cursdorf 29) 

The autobiographer i n ten t i ona l l y  makes pub l i c  that  which i s p r i va te  and 

i n d i v i  dual .  hi s i s an intent ion t h a t  i s made expl i c i  t f rom the  onset 

o f  w r i  ti ng, u n l i  ke i n  d iar ies or  l e t t e r s .  Consequently, t he  pub l i c  

nature o f  i t s  presentat ion distinguishes the autobiography from other 

forms o f  1 i f e -wr i  t i ng.  hi s feature, whi ch 1 cal 1 the autobiographical 

impulse, i s  the impulse f o r  public se l f - re f l ec t i on  on one's l i f e .  

The autobiographer i s  not only compelled by t h i  s impul se t o  w r i t e  

about h i s  or her l i f e ,  but also t o  do i t  publ ic ly ,  i . e . ,  i n  a pub l i c  

genre, and f o r  the publ ic .  Hence, no matter how much someone f i  ke 

Angela o f  Foligno protests  that  she was encouraged by her confessor t o  

d i c t a t e  the events o f  her l i f e ,  or  c h r i s t i n a  o f  Markyate protests t ha t  

she was plagued by sicknesses sent by ~ o d  u n t i l  she agreed t o  d i c ta te  

her l i f e ,  or ~ e r t r u d e  o f  Hel f ta claims tha t  she was ca l led by God t o  

w r i  t e  about her v is ions,  individual wi11 was requi red f o r  them t o  agree 

t o  compose the i  r thoughts f o r  publ ic d i  splay. Louise c o l l i s ,  who bases 

her biography o f  Margery Kempe on The ~ o o k  o f  Margery Kempe, notes tha t  

Margery had the "i ndustry , sel f -conf i  dence, and w i  11 -powerW t o  descri  be 

her l i f e  (258). ~ h e  autobiographical impulse present i n  works such as 

rhe t?ook o f  Margery Kempe, o f  S. Theodora, a Vi rg in  who i s  A 7sa Ca 7 7ed 

chr ist ina,  rhe Heraïd o f  ~ i v i n e   ove, the  Mernoria 7 i n  rhe s7essed souk 

o f  ange7a o f  ~ 0 7 i g n 0 ,  and The ~7owing L ight o f  the Godhead def ines them 

2 tience, a11 autobio raphies are autobiographical works, bu t  not  a l1  
autobiographi cal wor 9, s are autobiographies. 



as autobiographical works, and i t  i s  the reason these texts were 

chosen. ~ h e y  a11 r e f l e c t  the impulse f o r  publ ic ,  retrospective 

recol 1 e c t i  on of persona1 narrat ives. These persona1 narratives a re  no t  

simply the  rec i t a t i on  o f  past events, but a1 so s to r ies  about past 

experiences when those events occurred.  ut t h i s  impulse does not  

consei t u t e  the  whole o f  the  autobiographical a c t i v i  t y .  ûther processes 

are a lso a t  work. James olney questions a l 1  three parts o f  the word: 

'auto-', 'b io- ' ,  '-graphy'--and what we mean by the s e l f  (the autos), 

the l i f e  (bios) and the ac t  o f  wr i t ing  (graphe)--in order t o  ancllyze 

the autobiographical ac t  ("~utobiography" 6). The desi re  t o  te11 o f  

the autos, the conception o f  one's bios as a whole, and the act  o f  

w r i  ti ng (graphe) form the e n t i  r e t y  o f  the autobi ographi cal enterpr i  se. 

r w i l l  show t h a t  Margery i s  engaged i n  the autobiographical mode; she 

i s w r i  ti ng 'autobiographi cal 1y'  when she i ndiv idual  izes her account 

wi th  f rank de ta i l s  o f  her 1 i f e ,  her conversations w i th  God, and t h e  

people she meets. This allows a serious evaluation o f  the nature o f  

autobiographical w r i t i ng  i n  the  BO&, other than regarding i t  merely as 

an example o f  women's autobiography,4 o r  as an account o f  Margery as a 

madwoman, a mystic, or  the subject o f  a manipulative scr i  be5 (as have 

been previousl y done). d ut obi ographical w r i  ti ng i s nei ther s t a t i  c nor 

simple, but  takes place w i t h i n  a compiex process o f  composition. 

3 This i s t r u e  even. o f  autobiographies tha t  are no t  w i  de1 y c i  rcu l  ated . 
44 Studi es o f  autobiograph have usually l e f t  out Mar ery Kempe, o r  F 4 dismi ssed her i n  favour O more complete t ex t s  (usua l y  by men) such as 
those by Augustjne o r  Rousseau. I n  contrast, studies that  concentrate 
on women's w r i t i n g  and women's autobiography almost never f a i l  t o  
mention and descri be Margery's achievements i n  depth. see Janel M. 
Mue1 1 er ,  "Autobiograph o f  a New 'Creatur' : ~ema1 e spi r i t u a l i t y ,  
selfhoood, and Authors 71 i p  i n  ' ~ h e  6ook O f  ~ a r  ery  Kempe' , " i n  ~ b e  8 Fema 7e ~utograpb:  rheory and Pract ice o f  Auto iography from the ~ e n t b  
to  the m e n t i e t h  Century, ed. Domna c. Stanton, (chi cago and  ond don : U 
o f  Chicago p, 1987), pp. 57-69; sidonie Smith, A Poetics o f  women's 
autobiography, (especi al 1 y chapter 3) ; Mary G. Mason, "The other v o i  ce : 
~utob iograph i  es o f  Wornen w r i  te rs "  ; and Peter DorSEy, "Wornen's 
nutobi ography and the Herrneneuti CS o f  conversion. 
5 John c.  H i  rsh believes t h a ~  Margery's scribe, and not Margery, should 
be given c r e d i t  f o r  the w r i t i n g  o f  the souk: see "Author and scr ibe i n  
The Book o f  Mar ery  Kempe," Medium Aevum 44 (1975): 145-150; s t i 11  C other scholars ave taken t o  re fer r ing t o  the subject and the author-of 
the Book separately, i . e. , as Mogery and Kempe respective1 y, e. g .  , 1 n 
Margery Kempe 's D~ssent ing  F lc t~ons ,  by Lynn ~ t a l  ey . 



I n  an a r t i c l e  t i t l e d  "F ic t ions o f  the s e l f :  ~ h e  End o f  

~utob iography,  " M i  chael s p r i  n k l  e r  descri  bes t h i  s s t a t e  o f  compl ex i  t y  i n  

h i s  conclusion: "no autobiography can take place except w i t h i n  the 

boundaries o f  a w r i t i ng  where concepts o f  subject, s e l f ,  and author 

col lapse i n t o  t h e  ac t  o f  producing a tex t "  (342). H i  s i s one o f  

numerous t h e o r e t i  ca l  forays i n t o  t h e  d e f i n i  t i on ,  t h e  w r i  ti ng process, 

and the psycho1 og i  cal  i mpetus behi nd autobi ography i n Autobiography: 

Essays ~heoretica 7 and Criticd. W i  11 i am C. Spengemann ' s comment, " the 

more the genre gets wr i t ten  about, the less agreement there seems t o  be 

on what i t  proper ly  includes" (xi) appl ies more than ever t o  the sheer 

number of t heo re t i ca l  frameworks t h a t  are mutating i n  the scholar ly  

world. Mary Sue Carlock i n  "Humpty Dumpty and t h e  ~utobiography,"  and 

Spengemann i n h i  s b i  b1 iographi ca l  essay i n The ~ o r m s  o f  Autobiography, 

review the parade o f  de f i n i t i ons  t h a t  has appeared s ince Misch and Anne 

Robeson ~ u r r  , both poi n t i  ng ou t  t h a t  d e f i  n i  ti ons o f t e n  change accordi ng 

t o  the purpose scholars wish t o  achieve. spengemann points out: 

[whi le]  these de f i n i t i ons  usual ly  purport t o  be statements o f  

f ac t ,  they are r e a l l y  explanations o f  how t h e  word 

'autobiography' w i l l  be used i n  par t i cu la r  instances . . . . 
 h ho se] who wish t o  demonstrate the a r t i s t r y  o f  autobiography 

have no d i f f i c u l t y  inc lud ing  poems and novel s i n  t h a t  genre. ~ n d  

o f  course, those who maintain t h a t  w r i t i  ng r e f e r s  p r imar i l y  o r  

s o l e l y  t o  the s e l f  w i l l  f i n d  a l 1  - wr i t i ng  t o  be autobiographical 

by d e f i n i t i o n .  (185-6) 

~ h e  d e f i n i  ti ons become wider and more general as t h e  genre becomes more 

studied, and t h i  s presents a substant ia l  probl em t o  t he  study o f  

medi eval autob i  ographi cal w r i  ti ng : i t seems t o  be impossi b l  e t o  

determine what i t i s  u n t i l  a consensus can be reached on the d e f i n i t i o n  

o f  autobiography, but surely our view o f  autobiography must a lso be 

shaped by what we know o f  medieval autobiographical w r i t i ng .  



w r i  ti ng autobiographi cal 1 y--bei ng i n  the autobi ographi ca l  mode-- 

not only i n c l  udes 1) the autobiographi cal impulse, 2) the consideration 

o f  the l i t e r a r y  form, but also includes 3) the act o f  c r a f t i n g  one's 

l i f e :  how concerned the  wr i t e r  i s  w i th  del iberately shaping the past, 

the creative ski11 w i th  which t h i s  i s  done, and how previous mistakes 

and inner conf l  i c ts  are deal t with . An autobiographi cal  nar ra t i ve  can 

be d i  spassionate--as the description o f  Chri s t ina o f  ~ a r k y a t e '  s t r i  a1 s 

a t  the hands o f  her fami ly  is--or intense--as are Angela o f  Foligno's 

d i  ctated revel at ions o f  her divine v i  sions--but autobiography and 

autobiographi ca l  w r l  t i ng are always personal , subject t o  the  author's 

prejudices, judgement , and strength o f  recol 1 ection. Gursdorf puts i t 

t h i s  way: " i n  autobiography the t r u t h  o f  fac ts  i s  subordi nate t o  the 

t r u t h  o f  man, f o r  i t  i s  f i r s t  o f  a l1  the  man who i s  i n  question" (43). 

I n  f a c t  , the th rea t  o f  autobi ography becomi ng ' f i  c t i  onal i sed ' i s a1 ways 

present. ~ h e  autobiography i s characteri sed by the precedence i t gives 

t o  the evaluation o f  s e l f  and persona1 i d e n t i t y .  It i s a persona1 

narrat ive t h a t  i s h i  s to r i ca l  . 
TO put i t  another way, an autobiography i s  always a h i s t o r i c a l  

account, ob ject ive i n  in tent ion but i nevi t ab l y  subjective i n  execution, 

a document t h a t  serves ul t imately t o  j u s t i f y  the moment o f  composition, 

o r  more s t r i c t l y ,  the subject a t  the moment o f  composition. ~ h i s  i s  a 

main reason why l e t t e r s  and diar ies are not considered t o  be 

autobiographical texts:  not only are they usually p r iva te  

communications, but they are often composed a t  various stages 

throughout a person's l i f e ,  and are f i l l e d  wi th  momentary concerns 

rather than w i th  the re f l ec t i ve  viewing o f  the past. ~utobiography 

thus "assumes the task o f  reconstructing the uni ty o f  a l i f e  across 

time" (Gursdorf 37). ~t does not por t ray the  quintessence o f  the 

personality--as shorter accounts such as obituaries of ten do--but the 

sum o f  it, a task t h a t  i s  both monumental and f u l l  o f  d i f f i c u l  t i e s ,  f o r  

Her study, The Autobiography: A critica7 and Comparative Study, 
C B O S ~ O ~  and New York, 1909) , and M i  sch ' s The History o f  ~utobiography 



every persona1 i t y  contai ns contradi  ct ions and i r r a t i  onal compul sions . 
Autobiographi cal  w r i t i  ng i s necessari 1y an imagi n a t i  ve enterpri  se. 

~t a time when there were ready substi tutes f o r  the 

autobi ography, such as the confession o r  the apol ogy, autobi ography was 

slow t o  develop. However , the dec l ine o f  medieval forms, such as 

conversi on narrat ives or the conf essi on due t o  , f o r  exampl e, i ncreasi ng 

secular izat ion o f  society, meant t h a t  autobiography soon became the  new 

form f o r  the  w r i t i n g  o f  persona1 h is to r ies .  Because o f  i t s  h is to ry ,  

t he  autobiography remains an e lus ive  genre. On the  one hand, it i s  

d ist inguished by the persona1 vo ice o f  the author. on the other hand, 

i t derives i t s  form both f rom soci  e ta l  norms about se1 f-representat i  on 

and from l i t e r a r y  trends. For example, the emphasis on adherence t o  

c l  assi cal  and b i  b l i  cal  forms o f  exegesi s i n  the medieval period 

resu l ted i n  wide respect f o r  precedent, which appears i n  each w r i t e r ' s  

attempts on ly  t o  'improve' o r  'add' t o  the knowledge remaining from the  

past, and not  s t r i c t l y  t o  show innovation or o r i g i na l  i t y  (as we va1 ue 

it today) . A. 3 .  ~i nnis says , " [i t j  i s possi b7e t o  speak o f  ' theory'  

o f  authorship rather than ' theor ies '  because o f  the  high degree o f  

consi stency w i  t h  whi ch medi eval schol ars treated the  sub j e c t  and 

empf oyed i t s  character is t ic  vocabulary . . . . hard ly  surpr is i  ng i n  an 

age whi ch was obsessed w i  t h  c l ass i  f i ca t i on ,  va1 u i  ng the universal over 

t h e  pa r t i cu la r  and the typ ica i  over the indiv idual"  (2). Aware o f  t h e  

need f o r  respectab1 e pub1 i c reception , medi eval w r i  t e r s  of ten resorted 

t o  por t ray i  ng themsel ves i n  t y p i  ca l  patterns : the  peni ten t  s i  nner , t h e  

p i lg r im,  the sa in t ,  o r  the ~ h r i s t i a n  warr ior.  

whi le autobiographical forms have been around f o r  a long tirne-- 

t h e  l e t t e r ,  the confession, o r  t he  apology--the autobiography d id  no t  

d is t ingu ish  i t s e l f  as a genre u n t i l  o r i g i n a l i t y  and persona1 voice 

became valued i n  society, especi a1 1y i n  the nineteenth and twent ieth 

centuries. Bruss points out t h a t  though autobiography acqui res the  

a re  landmark studies o f  the genre. 



character is t ics  i t  now possesses as a resu l t  o f  changes i n  the  1 i t e r a r y  

system--as genres developed (such as the l y r i c )  o r  became obsolete (the 

1 i t e r a r y  epi st1 e) -4 t s  p r a c t i  t ioners a l  so appropriated techniques f rom 

other  types o f  discourse, such as the apology, which i s  no longer i n  

popul a r  use (8-9). These actjons a11 a f f e c t  the way we view 

autobiography today. For instance, the autobiography i s  seen t o  have 

taken over the ro le  o f  a genre 1 i  ke the ep is t le ,  but  a t  other t imes, an 

autobiographer may also choose t o  adapt the features o f  other genres, 

perhaps the t rave l le r ' s  account, i n t o  his or her narrat ive. ~ h i s  was 

a l  ready occurring i n  the  ear ly  medieval period.8 Many forms used a t  

t h i s  t ime allowed the w r i t e r  t o  describe l i f e  events and expla in  them-- 

the  apol ogy , the hagi ography , the b i  ography , the confession, t h e  

exempl ary  1 i fe--but they d i  d not always express persona1 assert ions 

e a s i l y  when wr i ters  attempted t o  adapt them f o r  autobiographical 

purposes. ~nstead, medi eval w r i  te rs  usual l  y ran ' nto d i f f i  cu l  ti es o f  

' i n d i v i  dual i s i  ng ' the i  r 1 ives tha t  have 1 ed modern schol ars t o  suspect 

the s incer i  t y  and verac i ty  o f  the i  r accounts. These wr i te rs '  e f f o r t s  

are o f ten  seen as inadequate o r  eccentric (also a common complai n t  o f  

The sook o f  Margery ~empe) where autobiographi cal  qua1 i t y  was 

concerned. i n  addition, the autobiography i s  unique i n  being an open- 

ended narrat ive tha t  forces the reader, not  the author, t o  g i ve  closure 

t o  t h e  account. ~t the  end o f  The Book o f  Margery Kempe, the  reader i s  

conf ronted wi th  Margery i n  her o ld  age, 1 i v i n g  alone, s t i11  f a c i  ng the 

suspicions o f  her neighbours. It i s  a p ic tu re  t h a t  s i  t s  uneasi ly w i  t h  

the  continua7 reminders i n  the Book t ha t  ~argery--assured by Cod from 

7   hi s was especial l y  so f o r  women wri ters.  Re1 ig ious w r i  t e r s  a1 so had 
t o  avoid charges o f  heresy. 
8 See Paul ~ehman, "~u tob~ograph ies  o f  the ~ i d d l e  Ages," rransactions o f  
the Roya7 ~ is tor ica7  society (5th series), 3 ( 1 9 5 3 ) :  41-52; ~ona than  
coldber "Cel l i  n i  's v i ta  and the Conventions o f  Early ~ u t ~ b i o g r a p h y ,  " 
MN 89 qi974) : 71-83; and A l  brecht classen, "nutobio raphy as a Late 
Medi eva1 phenornena, " ~ e d f e v a  7 Perspectives 3 . 1  (19883 : 89-104. ~hough  

The BOO& o f  uargery Kempe, 
t o  l a t e  medqeval t ex t s  t h a t  can 
es and autobi ographi ca l  

e as autobiographies and 
respecti ve1 y. 



begi nni ng t o  end--i s bound u1 t imate l  y f o r  heaven . I n  an autobiography, 

the author i s  forced t o  review h i s  o r  her l i f e  as a compl ete narrat ive 

even though h i s  l i f e  i s  not ye t  completed. HenCe, as Gursdorf notes, 

"autobiography i s condemned t o  subst i  t u t e  endlessl y the  compl e te l  y 

formed f o r  t h a t  which is i n  the  process o f  being formed" (41). r h i  s 

creates a s i t ua t i on  where the autobiographer i s  forced t o  construct a 

persona i n  order t o  wr i te  the autobiography, a task t h a t  i s  complicated 

by the f a c t  t h a t  "no t r i c k  o f  presentation can prevent the narrator 

from always knowing the outcome o f  the story he te1 1 s" (Gursdorf 42). 

The narrator i s  placed i n  the pos i t i on  o f  pretending t o  be objective 

(though he i s u l  t imatel y doomed t o  f a i  1 ure) , i . e. , by not comrnenti ng on 

the impact o f  events encountered w i th  the sub jec t iv i t y  o f  hindsight. 

The w r i t e r  has t o  narrate h i s  o r  her s tory  f rom an unstable platform 

that  i s  both f i c t i t i o u s  and t r u t h f u l  a t  once. 

~t i s  precisely t h i s  i n s t a b i l i  t y  t h a t  provides the 

autobiographi cal  enterpri se w i  t h  i t s  inner tension, f o r c i  ng the 

autobiographer t o  atternpt an object ive stance where i t  i s  not possible, 

and compell i n g  him or her t o  de1 i berately c ra f t  the t e x t .  6ut t h i s  i s  

not a negative aspect. un1 i ke automati c w r i  t i ng  , as favoured by 

psychologi srs  t o  reveal the se1 f, autobiography succeeds preci sel y 

because i t has a creative aspect. The s e l f  that i s  revealed i s  very 

much the work o f  the wr i ter .  ~utobiography cannot be objective: 

"[even] when what they [the autobiographers] t e l l  us i s  not factual ly 

true, o r  only p a r t l y  true, i t  always i s  t rue  evidence o f  t h e i r  

personali ty" (Pascal 1). ~t the  same t h e ,  the form of the 

autobiography demands an aesthet ic attempt t o  review and formulate the 

events o f  one's l i f e  i n t o  a semblance o f  unity, or  a t  h a s t  o f  

coherence.  hi s ru le  i s  not absolute, but  1 speculate t h a t  even a work 

that  appears i ncoherent may contai n idiosyncrati  c forms o f  

organizatlon. ~ h e  reconstruction o f  a l i f e  i s  i n  f a c t  "a shaping o f  

the past," which "estab1 i shes ce r ta in  stages i n  an i n d i v i  dual li fe, 

makes l i n k s  between them, and defines, imp l i c i t l y ,  o r  expi iç f  t l y ,  a 



ce r ta in  consi stency of r e l  at ionshi  p between the s e l f  and the outs i  de 

world"  a as cal 9). The author i s  driven by the autobiographical 

impulse, a considerat ion of the  genre's l i t e r a r y  requirements, and the  

a r t  behind h i s  o r  her work. The form o f  the account depends on the 

t rad i t i ons  he o r  she i den t i f l es  w i t h ,  e.g., the confession, or  the 

hagiography, o r  even the  l e t t e r .  The wr i ter  then takes t h e  past events 

i n  l i f e ,  as seen by the  s e l f ,  and attempts to  re-create them i n t o  the  

account o f  a person t h a t  best re f l ec t s  the enti  r e t y  o f  t h e  personal i ty. 

Hem, the w r i t e r  i s  no t  re la t tng  h is to r i ca l  events (which are factual  

and ve r i f i ab le  by an outside source), but the experiences o f  them, 

which are persona1 and--dependhg on the bel iefs o r  prejudices o f  the  

subject--not necessari l  y factua l  . 
This feature--that the autobiography purports t o  be ' t r u t h f u l '  

bu t  cannot de i i ve r  t ru th - - i s  a unique characterist ic o f  t he  genre. The 

s i t ua t i on  becomes more involved when we consider t ex t s  such as rhe ~ o o k  

o f  Margery Kempe. For medieval re l ig ious w r i  ters,  the autobiographi cal  

t e x t  i s  of ten complemented by the evangelising urge t o  te17 others 

about the i  r myst ical  experiences, which was often described Cto them by 

God, o r  by t k e i r  confessors) as a way t o  encourage others t o  l i v e  a 

pious l i f e ,  o r  t o  spread orthodox be l i e f s  i n  society. ~ e d i e v a l  

autobi ographi ca l  w r i  ti ng thus exhi b i  t s  a coup1 e o f  speci f i  c i n f l  uences 

from other l i t e r a r y  forms: the re l ig ious  treatise, the hagiography and 

the  confession. one o f  the e a r l i e s t  forms, the confession, can be 

regarded as a d i r e c t  parent o f  the autobiography. It was an ear ly form 

o f  autobiographi cal  w r i  ti ng, providing autobiography w i  t h  three 

i dent i  f y i  ng character i  s t i  CS : the  c rea t i  on of a pub1 i c, ye t  p r i  vate 

d i  scourse; the  tendency f o r  sel f-examination; and the expectation o f  an 

account o f  one's act ions and sins. 



~ a r 1  y ch r i  s t i  ani t y  seems t o  have p rac t i  ced open confession, 9 and 

i f  so i t s  completely publ i c character must have tested the sinner 

severely; the admission of g u i l t  was public, as was the exclusion from 

t h e  body o f  the  fa t th fu l  , t h e  performance o f  arduous peni tent ia l  

exerc i  ses, and the  reconci 1 i a t i o n  wi th the body o f  the f a i  t h f u l  . 
Moreover, each Chr ist ian could undergo confession on ly  once i n  h i s  o r  

her 1 i f e  ( ~ e n t l e r  4-5). These features--the publ i c  character, t he  

r i  gour o f  the resul t an t  peni t e n t i  a1 process, and the  s i  ngl e opportuni t y  

f o r  confession--would have a11 contributed t o  the  development o f  t he  

medi eval autobiographi ca l  form, the most we7 1 known exampl e bei ng 

~ u g u s t i n e '  s Confessions. ~ e d i e v a l  autobiographi ca l  w r i  t i n g  can be said 

t o  have gained i t s  skeleton formula from the p rac t i  ce o f  confession: 

~ a c h  man i s  accountable f o r  h i s  own existence, and in ten t ions  

weigh as heavi ly as acts--whence a new fascinat ion w i th  the 

secret s p r i  ngs o f  persona1 1 i fe. The ru1 e requi r i  ng confession 

o f  s ins gives t o  self-examination a character a t  once systematic 

and necessary. ~ u g u s t i n e ' s  great book i s  a consequence o f  t h i s  

dogmatic requi rement: a sou1 o f  genius presents h i s  balance sheet 

before Cod i n  a1 1 humi l i ty--but  also i n  f u l l  rhetor ica l  splendor. 

( ~ u r s d o r f  33) 

w e  tend t o  read the  onf fessions as an autobiography because a la rge  

sect ion o f  i t  f i t s  conveniently i n t o  t h i s  category, but  i t  i s  a 

confession--personal nar ra t ive ,  medi tat ions, and al 1. Karl 3 .  

~ e i  ntraub notes: " [ for ]  ~ u g u s t i  ne's enterpri se a1 1 shades o f  meani ng o f  

'confessi ng ' were central , and w i  thout a ~ o d  as t he  a l  1 important 

r e c i  p i  ent the book woul d be use1 ess" (22) . He i s , as Wei ntraub 

emphasises , "confess in# (23, emphasi s on the con t i  nuous action). I n  

t h e  same way, the  open confession questioned the ind iv idua l  ' s p r i v a t e  

consci ence, but  took place i n  publ ic:  "men were bound t o  br ing t o  1 i g h t  

p a r t i c u l a r  elements o f  t h e i  r inner  l i f e  f o r  pub l i c  judgment" ( ~ i s c h  



580). ~ h o u g h  he was one of t h e  fi r s t  wr i te rs  t o  w r i t e  f u l l y  about the 

inner l i f e ,  Augustine "d id  i n  f a c t  bel ieve i n  the  p r a c t i c a l  re l ig ious  

useful ness o f  congregational confession, " and i n  t he   onf fessions 

retained t h e  rhe to r i ca l  character o f  the form ( ~ i s c h  583). For 

Augustine, t h e  confession was not merely a rec i t a t i on  o f  s ins,  but an 

account o f  t h e  inner  consciousness. walter J .  ong remarks, 

" int rospect ion and greater and greater  i nternal i zat ion o f  conscience 

mark t he  e n t i  r e  h is to ry  o f  c h r i  s t i a n  asceticism" (Ora7ity 153).  This 

i s  t r ue  n s t  o n l y  o f  ~ugus t i ne ,  bu t  a lso o f  Margery Kempe and other 

mystics, who were motivated t o  w r i t e  autobiographi ca l  t e x t s  due t o  a 

need t o  examine t h e i  r conscious minds so as t o  confess t h e i  r thoughts. 

The examination o f  one's conscience was crucia l  t o  a good confession, 

since only an honest, persona1 account could a l low t h e  pen i ten t  t o  

' s t a r t  over . ' Perhaps no t  s u r p r i  s i ng l y  , t h i  s i s  a1 so one o f  Our 

expectations f rom autobiographies ; we expect the autobi ographer t o  

'confess' t o  us, the publ ic ,  h i s  o r  her innermost thoughts. c lear l y ,  

the confessi onal procedure c o n t r i  buted great ly  t o  the 1 i t e r a r y  

s t i pu la t i on  t h a t  an autobiography be a pub1 i c, ye t  p r i va te ,  document. 

~i ke Peter    bel ard ' s ~ f s t o r i c a  ca 7amftatum, whi ch was w r i  t t e n  

l a t e r ,  the confessions also f u l f i l l s  many o f  the requi rements f o r  an 

autobi ography by modern d e f i  n i  ti ons. These requi rements , o r  steps, 

include 1) t h e  viewing o f  one's l i f e  as whole, 2) the  use o f  t h i s  

process of r e f l e c t i o n  t o  i n t e r p r e t  the past and so 3) t h e  c l a r i f i c a t i o n  

the development o f  the se1 f .Io ~ h e  confessions i nc1 udes ~ u g u s t i  ne' s 

1 i f e  before ch r i  s t i  ani t y  , h i  s conversion experi ence, and h i  s search f o r  

se l  f-knowl edge. ~ h e  1 as t  par t1  y expl a i  ns books 10-13, i n whi ch 

~ u g u s t i n e  breaks away from persona1 narrat ive t o  meditate upon three 

9 This i s  a sub 'ect  o f  debate among hi.stori.ans. whi le  open confession 
existed f o r  a s o r t  period, t he  p rac t i ce  died out by t h e  t w e l f t h  
centu r y  . i 
10 These p o i n t s  are made a t  1 ength by Roy Pascal i n  chapter 1 o f  h i s  
Design and ~r uth i n  ~ u t o b  iography. 



t o p i  CS : memory, t irne and the creat ion .= ~ h i s  meditat ion , however, 

foreshadows one of the most i d e n t i f i a b l e  characteri s t i  CS o f  the 

autobiography: sel f - ref lect ion upon t h e  past so as t o  understand the 

present. Misch argues tha t  the confessions "belonged t o  an epoch i n  

which the i n d i v i d u a l  had l o s t  t h a t  natura l  confidence i n  act ion and 

judgement, and could only a t t a i n  i t  by making an i n t e l l e c t u a l  e f f o r t "  

(633) . Thi s i n t e l l  ectual e f f o r t  emerges i n Augusti ne' s shapi ng o f  h i  s 

autobiographical t e x t .  Discussing t h e  di f ference between o ra l  and 

p r i n t  cultures, Ong notes, "[the] very ref lect iveness o f  w r i t i n g  . . . 
encourages growth o f  consciousness ou t  o f  the unconsciousness" (0ra7ity 

150). The w r i  ti ng o f  the confessions i s possi b1 e because o f  

Augustine's conscious e f f o r t  towards i n t e l l  igent  s e l f  - r e f1  e c t i  on, and 

i s a d i  r ec t  resu l  t of i t s  der ivat ion from the confessional experience. 

i n  addi t ion,  the  confessions i s  made up o f  a series o f  confessional 

acts a t  f i r s t - - t h e  conceptual ac t  (of  arranging events i n t o  a 

sequence) , the peni t e n t i a l  act ,  the a c t  o f  thanksgivi ng t o  Cod-- 

fol lowed by  the act o f  se l f - reve la t ion t o  the s e l f  and f i n a l l y  the 

assert ion t h a t  f a i t h  brings t r u t h  and knowledge (~pengemann 5). For 

~ u g u s t i n e ,  the a b i l i t y  t o  d i f f e r e n t i a t e  between these acts--conceptual, 

peni t e n t i  a l  , and thanksgivi ng--shows t h a t  contemplation and narra t ion 

o f  the past i nvol  ves the negoti a t i  ng o f  chronologi cal  , ph i  1 osophi cal 

and persona1 l i m i t a t i o n s .  These acts  o f  confession show t h a t  he was 

aware o f  the need f o r  premeditation; books 1-9 are d e l i  berate ly  

arranged t o  g ive  a p ic tu re  o f  h i s  l i f e ,  whi le the remaining books 

record h i s  periods o f  se l f - r e f l ec t i on  on more abstract  matters, but a11 

r e f l  ec t  per i  ods o f  Augusti ne's i ntrospect i  on. 

~t can be seen tha t  the  c h r i s t i a n  confession encouraged a 

cornplete accounting o f  one's l i f e  by creat ing "a forma1 system o f  

int rospect ion,  " and t h i  s was "probabl y the cruci a1 c o n t r i  but ion o f  

confession t o  autobiography" (zimmerman 122). This aspect has o f ten 
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been i gnored i n  d i  scussions o f  autobiographi cal  theory--probabl y 

because o f  i t s  obvious re1 ig ious associations, since autobiography i s 

now regarded as a secular genre--but i t i s  o f  some importance hem. 

~ e d i e v a i  female mystics o f ten created t h e i  r autobiographi cal tex ts  v i a  

confessions ( o f f i  c i a l  o r  not) . ~ n g e l  a o f  ~ o l  igno, f o r  example, 

d ic ta ted  the ~emoria7 and the rnstructions on the urging o f  her 

confessor , confessi ng and reveaii ngu her mysti ca l  experi ences a t  the 

same time. Chr is t ina o f  Markyate's v i t a  was created from her own 

recounting o f  the t r i a l s  she had undergone. Even rhe sook o f  mrgery 

Kempe i s  a d i rec t  r e s u l t  o f  Margery's confession o f  sins and her 

experiences t o  an amanuensis. For someone l i k e  Margery, i l l i t e r a t e  but  

a r t i cu la te ,  the arrangement o f  the confession would be seen as the 

natural  means by which she could narrate her l i f e .  ït helped t o  g ive 

an aesthet ic shape t o  her account. The confessional form-40th i n  the 

ear ly  and medieval church--thus helped t o  shape the pract ice of s e l f -  

exami n a t i  on i n  the cornposi ti on o f  autobiographi cal  texts.  

~evelopments i n  the confessional procedure a l  so conti  nued t o  

i n f l  uence the autobiographi cal genre. 6y t he  t w e l f t h  century, p r i va te  

penance had la rge ly  replaced publ ic  penance. ~ h i s  was a necessary 

development as ~ h r i s t i a n i  t y  was no longer conf i  ned t o  "zealous and 

se1 ec t i ve  communi ti es, " as i n  the ~ a r l y  Church (Tentf er  5). rhe 

peni t e n t  was also a l  fowed t o  confess secre t l y  and p r i va te ly ,  and was 

allowed t o  do so more frequently, rather than once o r  twice i n  a 

1 i fet ime (McNei 11 and Garner 20-23) .  The Lateran Council o f  1215 even 

requi red each Chr is t ian t o  go t o  confession a t  l eas t  once a year. This 

increased emphasis meant t h a t  e t iquet te  f o r  conducting a confession 

(whi ch had a l  so been gradua1 1y formul ated s i  nce the ear l  i er centuries) 

U Thi s f rustrated scholars attempting t o  c l  a s s i 9  h i s  works. ~ h e s e  
scholars saw tha t  books 1-9 were about ~ u g u s t i n e  s autobiographical 
enterpr i  se, but t h a t  t he  remaining four books were not. 

These two actions are d i f f e ren t  i n  t h a t  confessmg puts ~ n g e l a  i n  the  
pos i t i on  o f  the penitent,  and revealing puts her i n  t h a t  o f  a teacher 
o r  advisor; she uses both i n  her book, and each has d i f fe ren t  
i m  l i c a t i o n s  i n  the make-up o f  her autobiographical stance (see chapter 
2 E elow) . 



came i n t o  greater  use, e t i q u e t t e  t h a t  helped t o  encourage the t e l  1i ng 

o f  a complete confession. For example, confessors were advised t o  

begin by asking the pen i ten t ' s  occupation and mar i t a l  status so as t o  

be t te r  understand t h e  confession, and not  t o  look  d i r e c t l y  a t  the 

penitent,  s ince t h i s  might confuse o r  discourage t h e  t e l l i n g  o f  s ins  

(Tent1 e r  83-4) . ~ n s t r u c t i o n a l  manual s , o r  summae cunfessorum, whi ch 

summari sed t he  in format ion needed by a p r i e s t  t o  ca r r y  out  the 

confession, becarne popul a r  . Ofien, they al so p rov i  ded formul ae t o  

teach and remind confessors what elernents were required o f  a 

confession. one such formula went: " ~ t  [the confession] shoufd be 

simple, a good confession, humble, pure, f a i  t h f u l  , t rue ,  f requent , 
naked, t e a r f u l  , rapid, whole and prepared beforehand" (quoted i n  

ïimmerman 123). The 1 a s t  requi rement, p r i o r  preparat ion, a l  so became 

more heav i l y  emphasised as members o f  the c lergy urged the  l a i t y  t o  

attempt some so r t  o f  se l  f-exami nat ion before confessi ng. Jacopo 

~assanvant i  , a ~ o m i  n i  can preacher , even recornmended b r i  ngi ng w r i  t t e n  

notes t o  t h e  confessional (Zimmerman 124). A good confession a lso had 

t o  be a complete one; t he  author o f  a manual , f o r  exampl e, might 

"commend a general exami n a t i  on o f  one's whol e 1 i fe"  (Tent1 er 110) . I n  

addi t ion,  d i  scussions o f  t he  'good' confession by c l  e r i c s  suggest t h a t  

a confession should be "produced by the so r t  o f  r e f l e c t i o n  impl ied i n  

premedi t a t i  on" Czimmerman 123).   hi s need f o r  ret rospect ion i s one o f  

the character is t ics  o f  autobiography. As a r e s u l t  o f  these 

developments, the d i  rec t ions  given by confessors t o  the  publ ic  

i nf1 uenced t he  way persona1 narratives--such as autobiographi ca l  

wri t ing--were composed. Even the insistence on t he  relevance o f  t he  

peni t e n t  ' s account--to confess on1 y matters re1 a t i  ng t o  s i  n--i ncul cated 

the idea of a f i xed  p r i n c i p l e  (or rule) f o r  reviewing one's l i f e ,  

creat ing a sense o f  organizat ion and purpose, which became important i n  

the  development o f  t h e  autobiographical form 1 a te r  . 
However, under t h e  more reassuring and f a m i l i a r  se t t i ng  o f  the  

secret confessional , i t a1 so became easier t o  be 1 ess declarat ive about 



one's wrongdoings than would be accepted i n  the open confession. The 

open confession had been possi b l  e on1 y because e a r l  y Chri  s t i  ani  t y  

f1 our i  shed i n small, dedi cated (and o f ten  persecuted) cornmuni ti es, but  

such keen devotion was d i f fused as t he  re l i g i on  became increasingly 

accepted a l 1  over the continent. ~ h i s  meant t h a t  medieval men and 

women were no longer inc l ined  towards open confession and the sever i ty  

o f  the experience. Margery Kempe, f o r  example, af-ter the  b i  r t h  o f  her 

f i r s t  ch i ld ,  when she thought t h a t  she might not  l i v e ,  became desperate 

t o  eonfess "a thyng i n  conscyens whech sche had nevyr schewyd beforn 

t ha t  tyme i n  a l 1  e hyr  1yfe"u (21; 6). ü n t i l  then, she had kept the  

deed a secret  even from her p r i e s t .  I n  other cases, t h e  secret 

confessional seemed i nsu f f i  c i  ent  t o  address the need f o r  pub1 i c 

c o n t r i t i o n  for  some o f  the f e r ven t l y  r e l  igious. For example, medieval 

female mystics were we17 known f o r  t h e i  r eagerness t o  go t o  confession, 

some going several times i n  one day. such a fe rven t  p rac t i ce  suggests 

t ha t  perhaps t h e  closed confessional d i d  not adequately s a t i  s f y  these 

women ' s urges t o  unburden themselves . pub1 i c d i  sp1 ays o f  devotion were 

prominent among women mystics, as seen by Margery's open f i t s  o f  

weeping. ~ n g e l a  o f  Foligno admits she even enjoyed imagining how she 

could make p u b l i c  her sins, and confessed tha t  she wished t o  parade 

naked through p u b l i c  w i th  pieces o f  meat hanging f rom her neck and t o  

proclaim her many vices. This admission i n d i  cates her  desperation t o  

pub l i c l y  s t a t e  her sins, perhaps even a desi r e  f o r  open confession. we 

can see t h a t  A U ~ U S ~ ~  ne's Confessions derived i t s  conception from the  

enormi t y  of t h e  open confession, bu t  Angela no longer  had such a mode1 

t o  work from. The impact o f  the  confession on t he  development o f  the 

autobiographi ca l  form i s  undeni ab1 e, bu t  by the t h i  r teen th  century 

there were ind ica t ions  t h a t  the  confession--the p r i v a t e  confession 

avai 1 ab1 e t o  peni tents--was no 1 onger sui  tab l  e f o r  f u 1  f i  11 i ng the 

* ~ l l  quotes a re  taken from The ~ o o k  o f  Margery Kempe, edi  ted  by Lynn 
sta ley (~alamazoo: TEAMS, 1996). The f i r s t  page number re fe rs  t o  t h i s  
edi t i on ;  t he  second t o  the Meech-Allen edi t ion,  whi ch I have i ncl uded 



autobiographical impulse of women mystics and they began t o  se t  t h e i r  

thoughts on paper. It i s  for t h i s  reason t h a t  the autobiographical 

tex ts  o f  women mystics are so extraordinary; they made use o f  but  d i d  

not  f o l  1ow b l  i nd1 y or  sha7 lowl y the 1 i tera ry  requi rements shaped by the 

confession. Instead, medi eval women mysti CS sought i nspi rat4 on f rom 

other l i t e r a r y  forms, such as the hagiography or  the mystical t rea t i se ,  

and adapted them t o  create personalised texts .  

~l though women mysti cal w r i  t e r s  i n  the  medi eval per i  od possessed 

the advantages o f  a having a 'set '  form f o r  autobiographical w r i t i ng ,  

as derived from the confession, these l i t e r a r y  requi rements d i d  not 

seem t o  have deal t f u l l y  w i  t h  the i  r autobiographical impulses. This 

p a r t l y  explains why there were so few im i ta t ions  o f  the confessions, or  

more preci  sel  y, im i ta t ions  o f  i t s  autobiographi cal mode i n  the M i  dd1 e 

Ages. Part o f  the  reason probably has t o  do wi th  the decl ine o f  publ ic  

confession, a pract ice t h a t  Augustine based h i s  work on, but whj ch was 

not  ava i lab le  t o  medieval wri ters. weintraub also argues t h a t  u n l i  ke 

medieval chr is t ians,  Augustine had been brought up as a c l  assical  man, 

and "the conditions i n  which Che] came t o  an understanding o f  h i s  own 

experi ence were radi cal  1 y d i  f fe ren t  from those faced by medi eval 

autobiographers. " augusti ne underwent a "profound and conscious 

reor ientat ion o f  h i s  l i f e "  when he became a Christ ian (weintraub 49). 

The Confessions resul ted from an urge t o  present himself no t  as a 

learned Pagan, but as a Christian. H ~ S  i s  the  sort  o f  autobiographical 

narrat ive few medieval Chri stians, who d i  d not  make the same 

t rans i  ti on, woul d fee l  compe't 1 ed t o  w r i  te .  Hence, though A U ~ U S ~ ~  ne's 

Confessions was widel y copi ed and read i n  the medieval period, i t was 

never e f f e c t i v e l y  imi tated.  Instead, the  development o f  t he  

autobiographi cal form i n the medi eval pe r i  od depended on other 1 i terary  

forms, such as the conversion narrat ive, the  t ravel  account and the 

hagiography. Margery Kempe even makes e x p l i  c i  t the 1 i t e r a r y  forms f rom 

because i t remai ns w! del  y used . Stal ey ' s edi ti on, pub1 i shed by TEAMS , 
i s  a modernised vermon o f  the ~ o o k .  



which her book derives: "[a] schort t r e t y s  o f  a creature 

[autobi ography--one depi c t i  ng the  f a i  1 ures and t r i  umphs o f  one's 1 i fe]  

s e t t  i n  g r e t t  pompe and p r i d e  o f  the world, whech sythen was drawyn t o  

ower t o r d  [hagiography] be g r e t  poverté, sekenes, schami s, [conversion 

and myst ical  accounts] and g r e t  reprevys i n  many d ivers  contres and 

places [ t r ave l  accounts] " C21; 5-6). Conversi on nar ra t ives ,  especi a1 l y  

those by women mysti CS t h a t  nar ra te  the sub j e c t  ' s spi  r i  tua1 i n i t i a t i o n  

i n t o  t h e  contemplative l i f e ,  a re  probably t he  most s im i l a r  t o  the 

confessions i n  terms o f  i n t e n t ,  bu t  are qu i t e  d i ss im i l a r  i n  terms o f  

composi t i o n a l  s t rategy , b e i  ng mode1 ed a f t e r  devot ional t e x t s  or  

hagiographi es, and no t  t h e  confession. The medi eval t r ave l  account , 
espec ia l ly  t o  t he  ~ o l y    and (a journey t h a t  Margery a lso  undertook), 

was a good form f o r  persona1 narrat ive,  wh i le  t he  hagiography was more 

o f ten used t o  narrate the  l i f e  o f  a t h i r d  person. 

~y t he  four teenth century and especial l  y i n  The Book o f  Margery 

Kempe, t he  hagiography had become a s i gn i f i can t  in f luence i n  

autobiographical wr i t i ng ,  help ing t o  shape i t s  l i t e r a r y  form. One o f  

the reasons f o r  t h i s  involvement was t he  increasing popu lar i ty  o f  

hagiographies among t he  1ay community. Even an i l l i t e r a t e  woman 1 i  ke 

Margery Kempe knew o f  many such accounts by l i s t e n i n g  t o  them being 

read by others.  The c lergy  o f t en  saw hagiographies as an important 

means o f  t ransmi t t i ng  and enforc ing t he i  r teachings. For example, as 

monks and f r i a r s  (especia l ly  i n  I t a l y )  came t o  r e a l i s e  t h a t  the 

accounts o f  women mystics echoed the i  r own ideas t h a t  holiness was 

centered on myst ic i  sm and contemplation, they wrote l a rge  numbers o f  

v i t a e - w i  t h  " recurtent  hagiographical themes such as f l i g h t  from the  

world, refusa1 o f  marriage, v i  r g i n i t y ,  extreme ascet i  cism, devotion t o  

the  s u f f e r i  ng ~ h r i  s t ,  and a preoccupation w i  t h  exceptional mysti ca l  

statesW--as a means o f  preserving the memory o f  these women (~achance 

41). Among t he    ranci scans, as i n  the case o f  nngel a o f  FOI igno, such 

v i tae  served as i n s p i r a t i o n  f o r  the  f a i t h f u l  (Lachance 41-2). ~t t he  

same t i me, these vi tae cou1 d strengthen Franci scan teachi ngs , 



especial ly those t h a t  encouraged devotion t o  the humani t y  o f  Chr is t  and 

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w i  t h  him, p a r t i  c u l a r l y  through the cross and the 

Passion. I n  addi t ion,  the v i tae c l e a r l y  a l  so appealed t o  the  secular 

clergy. Because they were w r i t t e n  w i t h  orthodox teachings i n  mind, 

t h e i  r popul a r i  t y  d i  scouraged t h e  c l  ergy f rom t u r n i  ng t o  potent i  a1 1 y 

heret ica l  be l ie fs ,  such as ~ o l l a r d y .  Devotion t o  these ho ly  women--who 

were sanctioned by the church--thus helped t o  focus t he  a t ten t ion  o f  

t he  people on these o f f i c i a l l y  accepted f igures and the  orthodox 

teachings they represented. The use o f  hagiographical themes i s  o f  

speci a1 i nterest  i n the devel opment o f  autobi ographi ca l  w r i  ti ng i n the  

medieval period, given i t s  prominence i n  the make-up o f  t he  tex ts  by 

femal e mystics mentioned above. The Book o f  Margery Kempe, i n  

p a r t i  cular  , combines conversion narrat ives,  devotional works, and 

t r a v e l l  ers'  accounts w i  t h  hagi ography. w i  t h  other simi 1ar1 y conceived 

tex ts  , i t acqui res the pecul i a r  1 abel o f  'autohagiography , ' "an account 

of a holy person's l i f e  w r i t t e n  o r  t o l d  by i t s  subject" (Greenspan 

218). ~ h i s  designation i s  i n i t i a l l y  puzzling, f o r  t r a d i t i o n a l l y ,  a 

hagiography can onfy be a type  o f  biography: a sacred biography, "a 

narra t ive  t e x t  o f  t he  vira  o f  t h e  sa in t  wr i t ten  by a member o f  a 

communi t y  o f  bel i ef ,  " w h i  ch operates by provi d i  ng "a documentary 

witness t o  the process o f  s a n c t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  the community and i n  doing 

so becomes i t s e l f  a pa r t  o f  t h e  sacred t r a d i t i o n  i t  serves t o  document" 

(tieffernan sacred 16) . The hagiography i s a narrowl y d e f i  ned genre, 

subject t o  conventions and expectat ions, a t e x t  t ha t  i s  accepted by 

many i n  the  church t o  be i n h e r e n t l y  sacred, a t e x t  t h a t  teaches the  

t r u t h  o f  the f a i t h  through example, and a t e x t  t h a t  celebrates the 

sa in t ' s  int imacy w i  t h  God. 

The socia l  demands o f  t h e  hagiographical t e x t  would be impossible 

i n  an autobiographical work, because t h i s  form i s  p r i m a r i l y  focused 

towards pub l i c  acceptance, w h i l e  an autobiographical work, i f  i t  i s  to 

succeed i n  unve i l ing the sub ject  f o r  the reader, cannot be more 

concerned about mass acceptance than i t i s  about presenting the self .  



~ h e  hagiography i s  a pub l i c  t ex t  (wr i t ten by a member o f  the public) 

made public, but the autobiography i s  a pr ivate tex t  made publ ic .  Even 

the social o r i  g i  ns o f  the hagiography are diametrical 1 y d i  f f e r e n t  f rom 

those o f  autobiography . Earl y hagiographi cal accounts r e i  i ed on 

s tor ies tha t  came from the audience, who acted as witnesses, whi le  

autobiography, even e a r l y  autobiography, came from the author. 

Moreover, the autobiographi cal t e x t  cannot funct i  on as an exempl um f o r  

the l a i t y  any more than i t  can serve as a barometer o f  social 

acceptabi l i ty .  A hagiography i s  based on the shared values o f  the 

community, but the autobiography i s not.  More speci f i  cal l y ,  the 

hagiography i s  based on the desired shared values o f  the communi ty ,  but 

the autobiography i s based on an i ndi v i  dual ' s posi ti on w i  t h i  n soci ety ' s 

spectrum o f  accepted values. The autobiographical work can "o f fe r  an 

unparalleled ins igh t  i n t o  the mode o f  consciousness o f  other men," as 

Pascal puts i t (1) , bu t  i t has no other social 1 y redeemi ng va1 ue.  et , 
the t rad i t i ona l ,  social  functions o f  the  genre aside, the thematic 

concerns o f  hagiography can, and do, enter the composition o f  such 

autobiographical tex ts  as The Book o f  Margery Kempe, and other texts  by 

female mystics. Clar issa W. Atkinson points out that  i t  was the 

presence o f  simi 1 ar  hagi ographi cal de ta i  1 s (especially f rom the  v i t a  o f  

Mary o f  Oignies, such as the weeping) i n  Margery's account t h a t  

convinced the scribe t o  take her ser ious ly  (31-33). ~agiography 

obviousl y played a cruc i  a l  ro le  i n  ~ a r g e r y ' s  medieval autobiographi cal 

t ex t .  chr i  s t ina  o f  ~ a r k y a t e ' s  vita i s meant t o  be her hagiography, but 

as I w i l l  show, the frankness o f  t h i s  account, as we11 as the re la t i ve  

lack  o f  hagiographical cl ichés i n  it, also seem t o  show tha t  the v i t a  

i s the resu'l t o f  ch r i  s t i  na's own autobi ographical assertions . ~ t s  

edi tor  c. H. Taï bot comments, "[the] usual desire t o  edify, t o  speak 

only o f  the supernatural qua l i t ies  o f  the Saint, t o  borrow from or  draw 

para l le ls  w i th  the l i v e s  o f  other s a i n t i y  persons i s  conspicuous by i t s  

absence" (6). H e  points t o  these features t o  j u s t i f y  the opinion tha t  

"the whole tone o f  the story i s  autobiographical rather than 



h i  s t o r i c a l  " (Ta1 bot 6). ~erhaps  i t i s autobiographical , not f rom the  

veraci t y  of the actual events depicted, but  certa in ly,  from the  attempt 

t o  i nd i v i dua l i se  ch r i s t i na  as a unique fernale mystic. The a l t e r e d  

hagiography thus provides a persona1 account o f  chr is t ina 's  l i f e .  

~ h e  medieval form o f  autobiography made use o f  characteri  s t i  CS 

from e a r l i e r  l i t e r a r y  forrns, the most prominent being the confession 

and the  hagiography. HOWeVer, these forrns o f  expression were often 

1 i m i  t ed  f o r  autobiographi ca l  purposes i n tha t  they usuall y requi red 

conformi t y  o f  some s o r t  t o  the  dictates o f  the chosen genre, e . g .  , a 

hagiography could not  be too id iosyncrat i  c l e s t  i t detract from i t s  

overa l l  message o f  re1 i gious p i  ety, and a confession mua1 1 y emphasi sed 

the s ins being revealed ra ther  than extraneous de ta i l s  about t h e  

sub j e c t '  s 1 i f e .  ~ h i s  s i t ua t i on  i s in tens i f i ed  i n  medieval 

autobi ographi cal  w r i  ti ng because the requi rement o f  shapi ng one' s 1 i f e  

i nto a whol e also derived mai n l y  f rom the  t rad i t i ons  o f  the 

confessional, the hagiography and f o r  mystics, the  mystical t r e a t i  se. 

AS such, t he  autobiographical work i s  seen (consciously o r  

unconsciously) as an accounting o f  the subject 's sins, and as a 

commentary on the sub j e c t  ' s worthi ness (or sai n t1  i ness) . ~ h e  va1 ue o f  

the subject 's  l i f e  value as a teaching example i s also considered. 

~ h u s ,  when rnedieval w r i t e r s  attempted t o  ignore the dictates o f  

l i t e r a r y  noms and place content before form, they often ran t h e  r i  sk 

o f  rendering the form - which, as I mentioned, o f ten has pub l i c  

funct ions - i rrelevant. 1t must have been d i f f i c u l t  f o r  a medieval 

w r i t e r  t o  declare ou t r i gh t  t h a t  she was creat ing a new form, e.g., an 

autobiography, a t  a t ime when form (and even content) seemed t o  be pre- 

d ictated,  w i t h  expectations o f  generic conventions t o  l i v e  up t o .  

saints ' 1 ives,  fo r  exampl e, f requently i nc l  ude m i  racles and other  

supernatural phenornena as a matter o f  course (whether o r  not  such 

actual 1 y happened) . what a w r i t e r  can do i s t o  work on a known , 
accepted genre--such as the hagiography--and modi f y  i t s  features f o r  

persona1 e f fec t .  sut because t h i s  t e x t  s t i l l  contains the tex tua l  
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features o f  the form i t  i s  derived from, i t  becomes sel f -contradictory 

i n  the ro les it  i s  supposed t o  play. For example, i n  The Book o f  

Margery  Kemge, pub1 i c hagiographi cal features contrast w i  t h  p r i  vate 

se l f - re f lec t ion;  i t i s p a r t i a l  1y hagiography, and pa r t i a l  1 y 

autobiography, and so the e n t i r e  t ex t  becomes suspect because i t  

appears t o  carry the label  o f  autobiography erroneously. The 

encounters w i th  ~ o d  are so d i f f e ren t  from what we usually expect from 

mystical t reat ises--at  one point ,  ~ o d  even thanks Margery f o r  her 

devotion, instead o f  the other way round (Kempe 201; 214)--that both 

her mysti c i  sm and her autobiographi cal passages become questi onabl e . 
A t  best, she i s  a 'minor' mystic; a t  worst,  her persona1 narrat ives are 

merel y der i  v a t i  ve o f  wel l  -known hagiographi es. 

Margery Kempe's ~ o o k  i nc1 udes conventions o f  the t rave l  account, 

the hagiography, and texts  o f  mystical contemplation, but these are, 

more of ten than not, a skeleton s t ruc tu re  f o r  her personali sed 

narrative. The use o f  hagiographical conventions, f o r  exampl e, i n  The 

Book o f  M W g e r y  Kempe, d i d  not l i m i t  Margery's urge t o  express herself  

as she re-created an account o f  her l i f e  as a testimony t o  her s a i n t l y  

status , but d i  d provi de a usabl e--and acceptabl e--structure i n whi ch 

she couïd i ndulge her autobiographical impulse. In addit ion, i t shoul d 

be noted t h a t  women wr i te rs  o f ten wrote fewer books--~argery Kempe 

wrote one, and even Gertrude o f  Helfta, who was educated, wrote on ly  

two--and some 'experimental ' w r i t i n g  would not be out o f  place i n  such 

a srna11 output (for men and women both) . This i s especiall y t rue  of 

the accounts o f  women mystics, who often fe1 t compell ed t o  reveal t h e i  r 

experiences as c lear ly  as possible, but were seldom able t o  undergo the 

' apprenticeshi p' o f  composition that  male w r i  t e r s  d id  through 

imitat ions, commentaries or  cr i t iques o f  e a r l i e r  texts. A reason f o r  

these experiments probabl y cornes f rom t h e  d i  ffi cul  t y  mysti CS (of  both 

sexes) faced i n  expressi ng the "i nexpressi b l  e"--they found i t d i  ffi c u l  t 

t o  give a "physi ca l l y  discerni Sle form . . . t o  a spi r i  tua1 1y perceived 

experience" (Stoudt 151-2)--and had t o  l o o k  f o r  new l i t e r a r y  forrns. A t  



t he  same time, perhaps because they were usually less educated and 

hence less fami l  i a r  wi th  scholar ly forms, women who chose a l i t e r a r y  

medium f o r  autobi ographi cal w r i  ti ng of ten caused these medi a t o  become 

destabi l ised and less r i g id .  women w r i  ters  could a1 so be less i nclined 

(either due t o  l a c k  o f  learning o r  lack  o f  desi re) t o  i m i  r a t e  scholarly 

forms i n  the i  r urgency t o  communicate persona1 thoughts. This 

' fa i l u re '  does no t  negate the i  r autobiographical mode--in many ways, I 

t h ink  tha t  women' s autobiographi ca l  w r i  t i ng  i n  the medieval period 

reveals a f a r  c l  earer example o f  the workings o f  t h i s  mode--but i t does 

help t o  explain the existence o f  current theories i n  the context o f  

women's wr i t i ng  and women's autobiography. 

The ear l  i e s t  theori es by c r i  ti CS o f  women ' s autobiographyl4 argue 

t h a t  women tend t o  wr i te  about domestic matters and persona1 

re1 a t i  onshi ps ra ther  than pub1 i c concerns. Other than i t s  overl y 

simpl i s t i  c overtones, these types o f  theories are m i  spl  aced i n  

descri b i  ng the w r i  ti ngs o f  medi eval women mysti CS.  Margery Kemp's 

Book and ~ e c h t h i  1 d o f  Magdeburg's visions are de f i  ned by the i  r 

' i nsul ar  ' concerns o f  p r i  vate devotions and mysti ca l  v i  si ons , but t h i  s 

i s not the same as a themati c d i v i  de on the  basi s o f  the wr i te r ' s  

gender. while ~ a r g e r y ' s  account i s f u l l  o f  descript ions of the people 

she meets (supposedly a 'womanly' preoccupation), her narrat ive shows 

t h a t  she regards these encounters as par t  o f  her re l i g ious  journey. 

There i s li t t l e  mention o f  domesti c l i f e  i n  ~ a r g e r y ' s  sook, or i n  tha t  

o f  chr is t ina  o f  ~ a r k y a t e ,  who l i v e d  as a recluse. ~ n g e f a  o f  Foligno's 

well-known assert ion that  she prayed f o r  the deaths o f  her family so 

t h a t  she would be f ree  t o  devote her l i f e  t o  Cod hard ly  upholds the 

assurned sanct i ty  o f  domestic l i f e  f o r  a woman. 

The theory tha t  women tend t o  w r i t e  about domestic matters i s  

dated, and has s i  nce been de-emphasi sed i n theoret i  ca l  d i  scussions . 
other theories der ive from a ferninist, rather than thematic, reading of 



women ' s w r i  ti ng . Este1 1 e  el i nek' s co l  1 e c t i  on o f  essays represents one 

o f  the f i r s t  atternpts t o  create a body o f  studies on the t r a d i t i o n  of 

women' s autobiography. 1 n her in t roduct ion t o  women 's Autobiography, 

she cornments, "i rregul  a r i  t y  rather than order l  iness i nforms the se l f -  

po r t ra i t s  by women, " and "the narrat ives o f  [thei r] 1 ives are of ten not 

chronologi cal and progressive but d i  sconnected, fragmentary, o r  

organi sed i nto se1 f-contai  ned uni t s  rather than connecti ng chapters" 

 di nek 17).  hi s i s t r u e  o f  Margery ' s Book, w h i  ch i s no t  

chronological (though possi b7y because her account was d i  ctated) , and 

cer ta in ly  t rue  o f  ~ e c h t h i l d  o f  Magdeburg's book, whi ch i s  made up o f  

short observations, poetry and songs . They are thus d i  f f e r e n t i  ated 

from male autobiographies f o r  " [un1 i ke] the rhetor i  cal 1y con t ro l l  ed-- 

and therefore s i  rnpl i f i  ed--narratives characteri sed by canoni ca l  male 

t rad i t ions,  women ' s se1 f -por t ra i  t s  tend t o  be focused on the  u n f i  n i  shed 

process o f  'dai 1 iness' and are i n  many cases ei ther d i a r i  es themselves 

o r  somehow modeled on the  diary form" (Dorsey 77). Let ters  and diar ies 

of ten give fragmentary, un-chrono1 ogi cal  narratives because o f  the i  r 

momentary nature. I n  contrast, autobiography aims f o r  a con t inu i ty  o f  

v i  s ion--~ursdor f  says i t  "recomposes and i nterprets a 1 i f e  i n  i t s  

t o t a l i  t y "  (38)--in order t o  give an account o f  not only t he  l i f e  (bios) 

but the s e l f  (auto) as wel l  . sut as I w i l l  show, t h i  s character is t ic  

o f  ' i rregul a r i  t y  ' appl i es on1 y rare1 y t o  t he  w r i  ti ngs o f  medi eva1 women 

mysti CS. Gertrude o f  i ie1f ia, f o r  example, notably gives an account o f  

her l i f e  as a mystic t h a t  i s  both chronologi cal and retrospect ive about 

her experiences. ~ h e  f i r s t  book o f  ~ h e  ~ o o k  o f  Margery Kempe, too, 

attempts (if unsuccessfu1 l y )  a cont i  nui  t y  o f  narrative: i t traces her 

l i f e  from her i l l n e s s  a f t e r  g iv ing b i  r t h ,  t o  her spi r i t u a l  conversion, 

and f i n a l l y  t o  her o l d  age i n  Lynn. I n  doing sol i t  provides a 

persona1 view o f  her and her l i f e .  

14 A typ ica l  approach 4s t ha t  taken by Domna C .  stanton i n  her essa , 
pp. 3-20. 

K "Autogynography: 1s the subject o i f fe ren t?"  i n  The Femaïe Aurograp , 



~ h e  above theor ies  have derived mainly from studies o f  secular 

autobiographies from t h e  seventeenth t o  t h e  present century, bu t  a 

t h i  r d  theory addresses re l i g j ous  women wr i t e r s  i n  par t i cu la r .  Mary G. 

Mason argues, " the sel f -d iscovery o f  femal e i d e n t i  t y  seems t o  

acknowl edge the  rea l  presence and recognit ion o f  another consciousness 

[usual ly  ~ o d ]  "; she proposes t h a t  Jul ian o f  Norwich's intense 

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  passion allows her t o  compose The showingrs i n  

her " v i v i  d l  uni que, even rad ica l  consci ousness" (210, 211) . ~ h u s  , 
Margery Kempe develops her autobiographical impulse because o f  her own 

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  wi t h  t h e  dual ro1 es o f  wife-mother and pi lgr im-mysti  c 

(Mason 211) . The se1 f i s not  "presented as t he  stage f o r  a b a t t l e  o f  

opposing forces and where a c l imact ic  v i c t o r y  f o r  one f o r ce - - sp i r i t  

defeat ing flesh--completes the drama o f  t he  s e l f "  (as apt a descr ip t ion 

of many men's autobiographies as any), but  as a series o f  

i dent i  fi cations between r o l  es (Mason 210). These i denti  f i  cat ions 

appear i n  autobi ographi ca l  w r i  t i ngs t h a t  contai  n conversi on nar ra t ives . 
I n  h i  s discussion o f  women ' s conversion nar ra t ives,  Peter Dorsey adds, 

"the hermeneutics o f  conversion i s  obviously centered much more on a 

re la t ionsh ip  and an i nterdependency (between s e l f  and Cod) than i t  i s 

concerned w i  t h  i ndi v i  dual i ty" (77-8) . ~ k e  f emal e autobi ographi ca l  

impulse i s  r e l y i ng  on an external focus t o  achieve inner consciousness. 

c lose ly  re lated,  r th ink ,  t o  the r o l e  o f  t he  external focus i n  

developing women's i nne r  V i f e  i s  the idea t h a t  tension ex i s t s  between 

the  p r i v a t e  and p u b l i c  selves. The ro les of dawghter, w i f e  or mother 

are a t  odds w i t h  t he  autobiographical s e l f  t h a t  would make i t s e l f  

pub1 i c, because the  woman w r i t i n g  excl us ive l  y as a mother or as a 

daughter can only present herse l f  w i th in  t h a t  ro le ,  instead o f  al lowing 

her whole personal i ty  and s e l f  t o  appear. ~ h e  woman w r i t i n g  on ly  as a 

w i  f e  o r  daughter makes t h a t  ro le ,  not her person, publ ic .  An extreme 

exampl e o f  t h i  s appears i n  books o f  advi ce by mothers t o  t h e i  r 

o f f sp r ing ,  such as s hou da's ~anua7 (c.841) f o r  her son, w i l l iam.  

s idon ie  Smith remarks, " [when a] woman chooses t o  leave behind cu l t u ra l  
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si lence and t o  pursue autobiography, she chooses t o  enter the pub l i c  

arena . . . . [and since] autobiography i s  a pub l i c  expression, she 

[the female autobiographer] speaks before and t o  'man' " (52, 49). I 

t h ink  t h a t  perhaps she does no t  speak s t r i c t l y  t o  'man, ' but ce r ta in l y ,  

t o  a pub1 i c  domain that  has been dominated by men.   hi s imp l i  es t h a t  

women ' s autobi ography must negoti  a t e  the b a r r i  ers  o f  publ i c a t i  on as 

well  as the  fear of 'going pub1 i c '  i n  such a dornain. Yet, medieval 

women mystics were the ones who found the prospect o f  portraying the  

s e l f  seeming'ly i r r e s i s t i  ble. The idea o f  being able t o  address the  

publ ic  not  simply as women, bu t  as representatives o f  ~ o d ,  encouraged 

them t o  make use o f  the autobiographical form i n  new ways. For 

medi eval women mysti C S ,  the tension between p r i  vate and publ i c se1 ves 

was there, but  the d i f f i c u l t y  o f  entering the pub l i c  sphere must have 

been m i  t i ga ted  pa r t l y  by the 1 arge numbers o f  women 's devotional works 

tha t  f lour ished pr ivate ly  and p u b l i c l y  i n  t h i s  period. 

Theories o f  women's autobiography are o f ten  based on the 

assumption tha t  because women o f ten  held an i n f e r i o r  posi t ion i n  

soci ety,  t he i  r w r i  t ings are--when compared t o  men ' s autobiography--1 ess 

concerned w i th  publ ic l i f e ,  more personal, more l i k e l y  t o  dwe71 upon 

fami ly l i f e  and relat ionships, more humble i n  tone, less chronologi cal  

i n  structure,  i n  a word, more 'a l ien.  ' I argue t h a t  t h i s  has less t o  

do w i t h  the 'a l ien '  nature o f  women's wr i t ing  than w i th  the d i f f e r e n t  

ro les they pl ayed i n  society. For example, women may have been 1 ess 

aware of the importance o f  f o l  1 owi ng 1 i terary conventions s i  nce they 

d id  no t  f u l l y  involve themselves i n  the l i t e r a r y  world, or  were no t  as 

fami l  i a r  w i th  l i t e r a r y  t rad i t i ons .  ~ h u s ,  they he ld  on t o  a less  r i  g id  

view o f  l i t e r a r y  forms. i n  addi t ion,  because medieval women were 1 ess 

concerned w i th  publ ic l i f e  and thus more i nc l i ned  t o  express t h e i r  

persona1 thoughts even though they might be considered 'womanly' f o r  

doing so, there was a greater tendency fo r  women t o  express more o f  

the i  r i nd iv i  dual thoughts than was ord i  nar i  1 y acceptable, whereas a 

male w r i t e r  concerned f o r  h i s  career was constrained by the need t o  
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fo l low l i t e r a r y  form and display h is  scholarship. r h i s  can be seen i n  

marked d i f ference i n  tone between male-authored t s x t s  and those of 

women mysti CS : few mal e-authored tex ts  , fo r  exampl e, exhi b i  t the 

rambl i ng , confused (if personal) vo i  ce found i n  ~ a r g e r y '  s sook. 

~t t he  same time, medieval women seldom had a l i t e r a r y  reputation 

t o  uphold o r  r i s k  and t h i s  gave them the l icense t o  manipulate or even 

d i  s t o r t  these schol ar1 y forms t o  t h e i  r sat is fact ion . Margery Kempe 

takes t h i  s 1 i cense f o r  composition wi th  her characteri  s t i  c d i  rectness. 

Unlike many other women autobiographers, she hardly mentions her 

domestic l i f e ;  there i s  l i t t l e  information about t h e  many children she 

has borne. rndeed, she seems t o  ignore them a11 except for Thomas. 

Her behaviour o f ten  seems i rra t i ona l  and extreme; even i f  these are 

' typical  ' femi n i  ne t r a i t s  then they are hardly the  pos i t i ve  ones we 

hope t o  f i n d  from a woman wr i t e r .  Yet, judging from the contents o f  A 

shorte treatyse o f  contemp7acyon taught by our 7orde zhesu cryste, or 

taken out o f  the boke o f  Margery kempe o f  Lynn, p r i  nted by Wynkyn de 

worde i n    on don i n  1501, i t  was Margery's spi r i t u a l  I i f e  tha t  was 

deemed worthy o f  considerati on, s i  nce the pamphl e t  contai ned on1 y 

extracts from the ~ o o k  t ha t  touched on her v is ions and her advice about 

re l  i g i  ous devot i  on. Meant as a "manual o f  p rac t i  ca l  mysti c i  sm, " the 

pamphl e t  i s as much ~ a r g e r y  ' s as the  en t i  re Book i s (Ho7 brook 42) . rf 

t h i s  f a c t  begs the question o f  t he  dictates o f  publ icat ion,  1 can only  

argue tha t  t h e  t r e a t i  se was among the many books and tex ts  related t o  

mysticism published i n  England a t  t h i s  time. AS a re l ig ious  t rea t ise  

i t  carr ies a t  l e a s t  as much weight as a male-authored devotional t ex t ,  

a t  l eas t  i n  the f i f t een th  century. ~ h e  reactions o f  modern readers, 

however, seem t o  indicate tha t  ~ a r g e r y ' s  tex t  i s s i g n i f i c a n t l y  i n f e r i o r  

1s ~ e e c h ' s  and ~ l l e n ' s  remarks t h a t  the pamphlet "give a very imperfect 
and one-sided impression o f  Mar ery's character and a rather 9 f lavourless one o f  the BOOK' (X v i  i) can be countered by sue Ellen 
Holbrook's opinion that  i t  "does not so much d i s t o r t  o r  marginalise 
Margery Kempe as i t  does transform o r  represent what she wrote" (42). 
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t o  mystical t e x t s  o f  the  l a t e  medieval period.16 since it was 

discovered, The Book o f  Margery Kempe has r i  sen slow1 y from the status 

o f  a male CO-authored t e x t  t o  the rav i  ngs of a hyster ical  woman, and 

f i n a l l y ,  has been acknowledged f o r  bei ng what i t  says i t  i s :  a 

persona1 , i f  rnediated, account o f  the 1 i f e  o f  Margery Kempe.   oui se 

col  l i s  States: " [~a rge ry ]  t e l l s  us i n  deta i  1 , what i t was 1 i ke t o  be an 

eccentri c medi evaï woman" (12) . A study o f  The Book o f  Margery Kempe, 

together w i th  the tex t s  of other women mystics, can reveal the  nature 

and characteri s t i  CS o f  medieval autobi ographi cal w r i  ti ng as p rac t i  ced 

by ear ly  developers--particularly re l i g i ous  women--of t h i  s form. 

l6 ~t has been unfavourably, and unfai r l y ,  I might add, cornpared t o  
~ u l i a n ' s  showfngs; Margery's mysticism, f o r  exampïe, i s  o e e n  held t o  
be shallow cornpared t o  her. 



Chapter 2 

~ e 1  at ionshi  ps W i  t h  Scribes and confessors 

O f  the three aspects tha t  make up the autobiographical mode--the 

autobi ographi cal impul se, the 1 i terary  form chosen (and adapted) , and 

the a r t i s t i  c composi t i o n  and shapi ng o f  a persona1 narrative--the t h i  r d  

i s  probably the most subjective i n  execution.17 This  i s  because the a c t  

o f  shaping a nar ra t i ve  not  only depends on the f i r s t  two aspects (the 

impul se and the form used) , but i s a1 so affected by the addi t ion o f  a 

col  laborator t o  t he  creat ive process. The mediated nature o f  The ~ o o k  

o f  Margery Kemp,  f o r  exampie, causes i t s  au thent ic i t y  t o  be 

cont inual ly suspect. scholars are uncertain as t o  the  ro le  Margery 

played i n  the wr-it ing o f  the Book, as well as the e d i t o r i a l  r o l e  played 

by her two amanuenses. The ~ o o k  -is popularly known as the fi r s t  

Engl i sh autobi ography , but i t s  creat ive process o f  composition has 

general l y  been overshadowed by discussions o f  Margery (wi t h  some 

overlapping) as a social  c r i t i c l8 ,  a mysticis, and as a medieval woman.20 

Margery's transformation o f  her experiences i n t o  narrat ives, her 

attempts t o  re la te  events as they unfold, and her del iberate creat ion 

o f  her l i f e  as a "merowr" (Kempe 178; 186) f o r  those around her are the  

actions o f  a person who i s w r i  ti ng autobiographi ca l  1y. 

17 This can be seen i n  the way varied texts, e. g . , Montaigne's Essays, 
poems, etc., are regarded as autobiographies by some scholars. 
18 See, f o r  exam l e ,  Lynn staley ~ohnson, "~a rge ry  Kempe: Soci a l  
c r i t i c , "  Journa o f  uedieva7 and Renal'ssance studies 2 2 . 2  (1992):  159- 
84. 

B 
19 See Carol n Cou1 son, "Mysti c i  sm, Medi t a t i  on, and Iden t i  f i  c a t i  on i n 
~ h e  Book O f" Marqery Kempe, ,, Essays in  Medieva 7 stutiies 12 (1996) ; 
Sandra 3 .  McEntl re, "The JOUrney i n t o  Selfhood: Margery item e and 
~ e m i n i  ne spi r i  tua i  i t y , "  i n  McEnri r e g  pp. 51-69; al so her "T I: e  oct tri ne 
o f  Compunctlon from ~ e d e  t o  Margery Kempe," i n  Glasscoe, pp.77-90; 
w i  11 i am B. ober , "Margery Kempe: ~ y s t e r i a  and ~ y s t i  c i  sm Reconci 1 ed , " 
L irerature and Medicine 4 (1985) : 24-40 ; and Sarah ~eckwi th, "A very 
Materi a1 ~ y s t i  c i  sm: ~ h e  Medi eva1 Mys t~  c i  sm o f  Mar e ry  Kempe. " 7 See wi l l iam Provost, "Margery Kempe and Her ca l  ing," i n  ~ c ~ n t i  re, 
pp. 3-15; Oeborah S. ~ l l i s ,  "Margery Kempe and ~ i n g ' s  Lynn," i n  
~ c ~ n t i  re, pp. 139-63; and James H. tandman, "The Laws o f  Communi t y ,  
Mar ery Kempe, and the 'Canon's Yeoman's Tale' , " Journa7 o f  ~ed ieva7  
anBEar7y ~ d ' e r n  Studies 28.2 (1998): 389-425. 



Autobi ographi cal  narrat ion i s a quasi -irnagi na t i  ve process ; i t 

uses an imaginative effort t o  re-create the remembered past, yet it 

cannot be f i c t i o n .  This aspect o f  autobiographi cal w r i  ti ng , the 

aesthetics, requires the shaping o f  l i f e  events i n t o  a coherent 

narrat ive,  but  assessi ng the autobiographi cal qual i  t y  i n  Margery ' s ~ o o k  

i s  o f ten  d i f f i c u l t .  One main reason i s  the d i f f i c u l t y  o f  a t t r i b u t i n g  

vo i  ce i n  the Book and other simi l a r l y  mediated texts. ~i ke Margery 

~empe, Angela o f  Foligno and c h r i s t i n a  o f  Markyate also created tex ts  

t h a t  were not w r i t t e n  personally bu t  through an intermediary agent. 

~ h e s e  agents helped them t o  transform ora l  recol lect ions i n t o  textual  

ones, from the vernacular t o  Lat in ,  and from potent ia l  heterodoxy t o  

orthodoxy. However, scribal in ter ference i n  these mediated texts  by 

these i ntermedi a r i  es a l  so d i  s t o r t s  the autobiographi cal  presence i n the 

tex ts ,  rnaking i t d i f f i c u l t  t o  judge the ro le  these women played i n  

composi ti on. 

 hi s d i f f i  cu l  t y  i s  exacerbated by the  fac t  t h a t  autobiographical 

w r i t i n g  i t s e l f  i s  a transforming process, seeking t o  tu rn  the subject 's 

experi ences i nto a constructed nar ra t i ve  w i  thout actual 1 y fa1 s i  f y i  ng 

the  past. Hence, autobiographi ca l  w r i  ti ng always i nc1 udes an aestheti  c 

component t h a t  con f l  ates the confusi ng , self-contradi c to ry  experi ences 

o f  one's l i f e  i n t o  an a r t i f i c i a l  whole. Autobiography, Louis A. Renza 

asserts, "trans-forms empirical f a c t s  i n t o  a r t i fac ts "  (2). Though 

excuses have been made f o r  the so-called weaknesses o f  ~ a r g e r y ' s  ~ o o k  

as an autobiography on the  basi s t h a t  i t  was dictated, 1 th ink  tha t  

o ra l  r e c o l l  ect ion provides an impetus f o r  a creative and imaginative 

imposi t ion o f  'mock' order on i t s  w r i t i n g  as a whole. Here ong's 

discussion o f  the psychodydamics o f  o r a l i t y  i s  invaluable. i n  oral  

cu l tures,  he says, "thought must corne i n t o  being i n  heavi ly  rhythmic, 

bal  anced patterns, i n repe t i t i  ons o r  a n t i  theses, i n a1 1 i t e r a t i  ons and 

assonances, i n epi  t h e t i  c and other formul ary expressions , i n standard 

themati c s e t t i  ngs . . . or i n  o ther  mnemoni c systems" (Ora 7ity 34) . 
~ h i s  i s  p a r t ï y  t r u e  o f  Margery Kempe, since hers i s  not a purely o ra l  



cul ture,  b u t  i t  shows tha t  o ra l  reco l lec t ion  often imposes a pattern or  

order on the  events being revealed. By nature, speech i s  more 

immediate than wr i t ing,  and tends towards the creation o f  sequential 

narrat ives, sometimes through over-simpf ifi cation. This immediacy, i f  

the nar ra t i ve  i s  t o  be comprehensible, forces the speaker t o  rearrange 

events t o  g i ve  the impression o f  cause and ef fect .  For example, i n  

order t o  avoi d confusi ng the 1 i stener w i  t h  i r r e l  evant or  copious 

de ta i l s ,  it i s  usually necessary f o r  someone narrating an account 

o r a l l y  t o  organize (or even s impl i fy )  the events and a r t i f i c i a l l y  

create a sequence where there might be none. several events t h a t  have 

occurred a t  once must be narrated i n  turn.  ~ h i s  does not mean tha t  

what i s  bei ng t o l d  i s  fa1 se; the aesthetics o f  autobiographical 

na r ra t i  on (even ora l  1 y) mean t h a t  past events , as they are recaf 1 ed , 
are i nev i tab l y  transformed by the  subject 's subjective v i  ew. The 

narrator reveals not t ru th  but experience.21 This i s  a creat ive aspect 

o f  the composi ti on process . 
I n  autobiographi cal narrat ion,  the author i s i n  f a c t  composing 

the circumstances tha t  brought him o r  her i n t o  the moment o f  

composition. He or  she occupies the  same creative space as the  

subject, descr i  b i  ng a persona1 i t y  t h a t  i s i t s e l f  being constructed. AS 

Pascal e l  aborates , 
~ h e  autobiographer has i n  f a c t  a double character. He ex is ts  t o  

some degree as an object, a man recognisable from outside, and he 

needs t o  give t o  some extent t h e  genetical story o f  h i s  person. 

 ut he i s  also the subject, a temperament whose inner and outer 

world owes i t s  appearance t o  the manner i n  which he sees it. (71) 

~utobiography attempts t o  j u s t i f y  both the subject and h i  s o r  her 

character .   ut i n mediated accounts , t h i  s real  i t y  i s sometimes 

ignored. For instance, the use o f  a third-person narrat ive i s  

i r r e s i s t i b l e  t o  those scholars who would see two agents (other than the 

21 Autobio raphy i s  remarkable because it attempts t o  d i s t i  ngui sh the 
i ndi v i  dua? from h i  s or her fe1 low readers by reveal i ng p a r t i  cu l  ar  
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scribe) i n  t h e  w r i t i n g  o f  The Book o f  Margery Kempe. Lynn Staley, 

commenting on the  r o i  e o f  Margery Kemp as a social c r i t i c ,  

d i  s t i  ngui shes between the subject (Margery) and the author (Kempe) : " ~ f  

t h e  Book, as has been argued, descr i  bes Margery as fashioning an 

i d e n t i t y  f o r  herself  or as s t ruggl ing t o  a r t i cu la te  a sub jec t i v i t y  seen 

as threatening the community, we must not  forget  t ha t  i t  i s  Kempe who 

so descri  bes Margery' s progress towards spi r i  tua1 and rhe to r i  ca l  

author i ty"  (~ issent fng  11). I n  other words, 'Margery' i s  the t imid,  

hys te r i ca l  woman created by the calm, observant 'Kempe' t o  describe the 

social  condi t ions o f  England and Europe. Rather ahan resor t  t o  such 

c r i t i c a l  sophistry, we can see i n  the  ~ o o k ,  fol lowing ~ p r i n k l e r , z *  the 

complex author ia l  stance employed by Margery Kempe as t h e  r e s u l t  o f  the 

col lapse o f  boundaries between subject,  where the s e l f  and author are 

generated by the act  o f  autobiographi ca l  w r i  t i n g  i t s e l f .  This act ,  

whi ch i s grounded i n the autobiographical mode, invo l  ves 1 ayered 

e l  ements such as the autobiographi cal  impulse, author ia l  control  , genre 

conventions, and creative and e d i t o r i a l  decisions as we11, a1 1 o f  which 

create na r ra t i ve  uncertainty o f  t h e  s o r t  found i n  Margery Kempe's 

narrat ive.  The mediated nature o f  her sookonly adds t o  t h i s  

compl ex i  t y  . 
I n  ~ a r g e r y ' s  Book, the  s e l f ,  t he  l i f e  and the (re)creative urge 

(the autos, t he  bios, and the graphe) combine t o  present not  merely a 

' m i  r r o r '  bu t  the en t i  re ty  o f  ~ a r g e r y ' s  l i f e ;  the book does not  merely 

rec i  t e  her sins and actions, bu t  a l  so i ncludes a retrospect ive look a t  

her experiences.   di an uates suggests t h a t  the book i s  "structured by 

two competi ng and compl ementary i mperatives , " the hagiographi cal  , whi ch 

"casts Margery as a ' s in fu l  wretch' whom God refashions through 

mysti cal  experi  ence, " and the autobiographi cal , "whi ch records the 

traces o f  everyday events and her react ions t o  them" (85). tience, as a 

re l i g i ous  account, Margery's t e x t  i s  authorised by the  passages o f  her 

biases o r  habi ts;  an ent i  r e l y  ob jec t i ve  account would bel I th ink ,  
undesi rab1 e. 
22 See above, p. 5 .  



d i rec t  experience w i th  God, but as an autobiographical narrat ive,  i t i s  

authori sed by a 7 7  o f  her recol lect ions.  Howeve r, Margery ' s t e x t ,  w i  t h  

i t s  use o f  the third-person narrat ive,  confuses the boundary between 

her voi ce and t h a t  o f  God, and t h i  s ambiguity " has led t o  the  constant 

accusations o f  Kernpe' s egocentri c i  ty" (seckwi t h  "Probl ems" 191) . 
Perhaps t h i s  i s  why so many c r i  t i c s  f i n d  her sob overpowering; she i s  

hyster i  cal  , vai n , down-to-earth , t r i v i a l  , mercenary , annoyi ng , and f a r  

too fomard i n  pushing her unfami l iar  ( to most o f  us) tendencies ont0 

her readers than other wornen mysti CS. Her f ran  kness i n  an 

autobiographical narrat ive i s  needed, but t h e r e  is the sense t h a t  she 

seems t o  Say too much--for example, we know o f  her anxiet ies about sex 

from the ways she dwells on the subject, not because she had t h e  

insîght  t o  discover t h i s  i n  herse l f  and re la te  i t  t o  the scr ibe.  AS 

Beckwith notes, "Cshe] i s  showy, she craves an audience and 7 i  kes a 

scene. she cornpetes with other saints,  she i s  too vain i n  her  p ie ty ,  

possessive about Jesus--too 1 oud, too boi sterotos, too noi sy" 

("Problems" 177) . There i s  even a curious i nci dent tha t  reveal s her 

disingenuous a t t i t u d e  ( in her w r i  ti ng process at least) , where Margery 

seems t o  have 'i nvented' an epi sode she was no- party to.  The Book 

relates an inc ident  that  occurred i n  ~ a r g e r y ' s  absence: 

whan sche [Margery] was gon, t he  preste seyed t o  hys modyr, 'Me 

marveylyth mech o f  t h i  s woman why sche wepith and c r y i t h  so. 

Nevyrtheles me thynkyth sche i s  a good wmman, and I desyre g re t l y  

t o  speke mor with h i r . '  ~ y s  modyr was w e l  plesyd and cownselyd 

tha t  he schuld don so. (~empe 141; 143) 

John A. ~ r s k i n e  c a l l s  t h i s  section an example of Margery's f i c t i o n a l  or 

creative mode, whi ch i s 'hot  un1 i ke t h a t  o f  t h e  novel i st "  (82) . He 

concludes, "[either] Margery and one o r  both OIT her clerks were unaware 

o f  t h e i r  mode o f  wr i t ing,  o r  they had a common awareness o f  t h e  

composed nature o f  the narrative, and d id  not ob jec t  i m p l i c i t l y  t o  

shari ng tha t  awareness w i  t h  the reader" (Erskine 83). ~t i s possible 

tha t  e i ther  Margery, or the scribe, o r  both p a r t i e s  included the  
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i n c i d e n t  as a c rea t i ve  e f f o r t ,  perhaps as a way o f  showing her 

acceptance by the  new p r i e s t .  Here, both t h e  process o f  sc r i ba l  

medi a t i o n  and the  autobiographî cal w r i t i n g  by Margery impl y an el ement 

o f  o u t r i  ght c r e a t i v i  ty - - '  i nvented' events 1 i ke the  one above, ra ther  

than descr ip t ion o f  r ea l  ones. Another aspect o f  Margery's c r e a t i v i t y  

can be seen i n  the  way she descri bes herse1 f as ' t h i  s creature. '   hi s 

n a r r a t i v e  strategy s h i  e l  ds Margery f rom c r i  ti c i  srn whi 1 e a l  lowi  ng her t o  

use t h i s  stance t o  author ize her account. On the  one occasion i n  which 

she s1 i p s  i n t o  the  f i  r s t  person, s ta ley  c o r r e c t l y  says, "the e f f e c t  i s  

e l e c t r i f y i n g "  (oissenting 79) . Her t h i  rd-person account o f  t h e  v i  s i t  

w i t h  her  husband t o  t h e  sishop o f  ~ i n c o l n  t o  make vows o f  marr ied 

c h a s t i t y  switches t o  a f i rs t -person account when Margery says, " the 

~ y s s h o p  dede no mor t o  us t h a t  day, Save he mad us rygth good cher and 

seyd we wer rygth wo1 corne" (Kmpe 46-7; 34, emphasi s added) . fler 

account, which has prev ious ly  appeared t o  be revelatory, narrows t o  a 

persona1 (and on ly  a personal) account w i th  t h i s  change o f  pronouns. 

p hi s i nc iden t  on1 y shows how e f f ec t i ve  ~ a r g e r y '  s t h i  rd-person na r ra t i ve  

has been t o  al low us read her mediated account as an authorised t e x t  by 

a re1 i g i  ous woman , reveal i ng her own composi ti onal strategy . 
Clar issa W. Atkinson points out t ha t  u n l i k e  other re l i g i ous  

accounts , Margery' s was w r i  t t e n  by a s c r i  be23--not a re1 i g i  ous 

biographer o r  a confessor--and hence was no t  bound by ru les f o r  t h e  

c l e rgy  (or f o r  t he  confessional) ; as a r e s u l t  "h is  threats, 

i ndeci siveness, and encouragement o f  her more sensati onal abi 1 i ti es 

show him concerned l e s s  f o r  her sou1 than f o r  h i s  own career and 

reputat ion" (31).  hi s scr ibe was re1 i a n t  on h i  s w r i  t i ngs  f o r  a 

l i v i n g .  rhus, he would see the need t o  create t ex t s  tha t  would no t  

b r i  ng unwel come a t t en t i on  from the authori  ri es, and cou1 d draw i nteres t  

from po ten t ia l  readers. He was i n t ' t i a l l y  wary o f  Margery's reputat ion 

and even a f t e r  he was won over, he needed continua1 reassurance--both 

23 Meech and Al len i d e n t i f y  t h i s  second scr ibe as a p r ies t ,  although 1 
t h i n k  what Atkinson has i n  m i  nd i s  t ha t  he 1 s ac t ing  mai n l y  as a 
scr ibe,  and not so much as a re l ig ious  advisor. 



t o  confi  r m  t h a t  her be l ie fs  were orthodox and t o  a l low him t o  

accentuate the more sensational sides o f  her mystici  sm, so as t o  

a t t r a c t  more readers. Margery t e l l s  the reader t h a t  he requi red her t o  

prove he rse l f  a mystic by reveal ing her prophetic feel ings:  " ~ h e  prest 

whech wrot t h i s  boke f o r  t o  prevyn t h i s  creaturys felyngs many tymes 

and dyvers tymes he askyd h i r  qwestyons and demawndys o f  things that 

wer f o r  t o  komyn, unsekyr and uncerteyn as tha t  tyme t o  any creatur 

that  schuld be the ende . . . . And e l lys  wold he no t  gladlych a 

wretyn the  boke" (~ernpe 64; 55) . H i  s ro le i n  the Book i s thus 

s i  gn i f icant .  Johnson adds , 
~ h e  very presence o f  a scr ibe a t  certain points i n  the ~ o o k  

heightens the bookish q u a l i t y  o f  t h i s  f i  r s t  autobiography i n  

~ n g l  i sh. W i  t h  i t s  a11 usions t o  other books o f  spi  r i t u a l  counsel , 

i t s  a t tent ion t o  i t s  own veraci ty as a wr i t ten  tex t ,  and i t s  

caref  u1 del i neati on o f  the  chrono1 ogi cal re1 at ionshi  p between 

experience and t ranscr ip t ion,  i t  seems t o  i n s i s t  upon i t s  own 

li tera ry  authority. I n  par t ,  t h i s  author i ty rests  upon the 

presence o f  a scribe whose fear,  skepticism, service, and emotive 

recognit ion duplicate perhaps any man or  woman's reaction t o  the 

ca re fu l l y  conceived protagoni s t  o f  the ~ o o k  of Margery Kemp& 

("Trope" 837) 

Margery's scr ibe thus ex is ts  as a witness t o  her extraordinary l i f e .  

~ t k i n s o n  a1 so argues tha t  i n  h i s  attempt t o  portray Margery i n  an 

orthodox 1 i g h t ,  the second s c r i  be--who before w r i t i n g  the second book, 

a1 so rewrote the f i r s t  book--may have influenced o r  even manipulated 

her account. For example, since he was convinced by reading the v i t a  

o f  Mary o f  Oignies that  ~ a r g e r y ' s  f i t s  o f  crying came from Cod, he may 

have attempted t o  emphasire t h e  occasions when Margery's actions were 

most i d e n t i f i a b l e  wi th those o f  Mary o f  Oignies, such as the atternpts 

t o  Wear whi te clothes (as Mary wore a white woollen coat and mantle) 

and a chaste marriage wi th  her husband (Mary's was a l  so named ~ohn) 

( ~ t k i n s o n  33). Af ter  he had read the l i f e  o f  Mary o f  Oignies and other 



continental mystics who also wept, the  scribe admits, " [then] he levyd 

we1 tha t  the good woman, whech he had beforn f e l t  meche mor p l  ente o f  

grace than evyr dede he wythoutyn any cornparison" (Kempe 149; 153). 

The cornpari son w i t h  other holy women not  only re l ieves h i  s mind o f  any 

possible associat ion w i th  the here t i ca l  , but also grants him the  

1 icence t o  make those cornparisons i n  the  Book. He i n t e r f e r e s  i n  her 

nar ra t ive  t o  s a t i  sfy h i  s own 1 i te ra ry  requi rernents . 
As i n  The Book o f  Margery Kempe, ~ n g e l a  o f  Foligno' s medi ated 

Book of s7essed Ange7a o f  F o 7 f g n S 4  contains several instances o f  

scr iba l  inter ference.  A b r i e f  study o f  t h i s  book thus al lows us t o  

compare the i nf1  uence tha t  r e l  at ionshi  ps between s c r i  bes and women 

mystics had on w r i t t e n  texts. ~ n g e l a ' s  re lat ionship w i t h  her 

confessor-scri be and h i s  rof e i n  t he  w r i t i n g  o f  her book can be read 

from the ~emoria7 i t s e l f .  ~ h e i  r associat ion begins soon a f t e r  he 

witnessed ~ n g e l a ' s  screaming fit a t  the  church o f  S t .   rancis of 

Assi s i  . curious , he begi ns t o  question her : "1 made a strong e f f o r t  t o  

arouse her suspicions because 1 myself had so rnany. I advised and 

compelled her t o  t e l l  me everything . . . . I t o l d  her t h a t  1 wished 

t o  do t h i s  so t h a t  she could i n  no way be deceived by an e v i l  sp i  r i t " z 5  

(87essed 1 3 7 ) .  ~ f t e r  bei ng convinced , he begins t o  record her words. 

~ h i s  scribe, known only as ~ r o t h e r  A. (often thought t o  be Brother 

Arnaldo) i n  the  t e x t ,  refers t o  h imsel f  throughout as '1, brother 

scribe, ' ('ego f r a t e r  scr iprur '  ; ' io, f rate  scriptore') bu t  t h i s  

assert ion o f  closeness does not de t rac t  from h is  e d i t o r i a l  r o l e  i n  the  

24 ~ h e  Book o f  B7essed Angeïa o f  Fo7fgno contains two sections: The 
Memoria7, which gives an account o f  her revelations and her inner  
journey (as t o l d  t o  Brother A.), and ~ h e  rnstructfons, a redacted 
vers i  on by unknown d i  sc i  p l  es, whi ch presents her as a sp i  r i  tua1 mother , 

si ng and teachin the reader. c i t a t i ons  r e f e r r i n  t o  The Book o f  7 B7esse Ange7a o f  FO igno ~ ~ 7 e s s e d  corne f rom the Eng 9 i sh t r ans la t i on  
by Paul Lachance, whi le c i ta t ions  ( i n  parenthesis) r e f e r r i n g  t o  1 7  
L fbro de 7 7a Beata AngeTa da FO 7igno ( 1 7  L ibro) corne f rom the  c r i  ti cal  
edi t i o n  prepared b ~udge r  Thi er, O. F.M. and ~ b e 1  e Cal u f e t t i  O. F.M. , x which contains bo t  Lat in  and I t a l i  an ( i n  i t a l i c s )  versions. 
25 "valde conatus fui reddere e i  ill ud suspectum quia e t  ego i l!ud 
suspectum habebam tunc. ~t consului e t  CO g i  eam quod toturn d i ce re t  
mihi [. . .] E t  hoc dicebam me ve1 l e  facere u t  ipsa nu1 I o  modo 
posset ab a l iquo ma10 spi r i t o  esse decepta"; "cornemai a forzarme de 
meter7f sosperto, inpero ch ' i o  a Tora sospeto aveva" (17 L ibro 170-1) . 



composition o f  the ~ e m o r i d -  catheri  ne M .  Mooney, who takes a c l  ose 

look  a t  h i s  re la t ionsh ip  w i t h  Angeïa, descr i  bes him as "chatty" and 

"immediately accessible t o  the reader" ( " ~ r o t h e r  A." 39). AS t he  

confessor-scribe i n  a devotional tex t ,  h i s  presence i s  welcomed by 

readers who might otherwise doubt the orthodoxy o f  Angela's 

revel  at ions , but there a re  a1 so several occasions throughout the  book 

that  show ~ r o t h e r  A. ' S  sc r i ba l  5nterferences as wel l  as e f f o r t s  (not 

un1 i ke those o f  Margery Kempe's scribe) t o  manipulate the tex t .  o f  

those who played a r o l e  i n  hel ping re1 ig tous women t o  wr i te  t he i  r 

"spi r i  tua1 1 i f e  h i s to r i es ,  " üte  stargardt  comments , " [these] c l  e r i  CS, 

i n  t h e i  r roles as mentors, were not on1 y i n t ima te l y  acquainted w i  t h  t h e  

spi  r i  tua1 i t y  o f  the women placed i n  t he i  r care through helpi ng t h e i  r 

charges develop the i  r sp i  r i t u a l  g i f t s ,  they aïs0 became thei  r most 

enthus iast ic  supporters, eager t o  expose the  f r u i t  o f  t he i r  own labours 

t o  pub1 i c scrut i  ny"  ale" 210-1) . ~ r o t h e r  A. ' s enthusi asrn apparent1 y 

al so manifests i t s e l f  i n  t he  way he a l t e r s  ~ n g e l  a 's  account. ~ h o u g h  

Angela's confessor asserts t h a t  he "did no t  want t o  w r i t e  down one 

s i  ng1 e word which was n o t  exact1 y as she had sai d i t " 2 6  (B7essed 125) , 
the  account cannot be read as en t i re ïy  hers. one reason cornes from the  

mix o f  f i r s t  and t h i  r d  person narrat ives i n  the bfemoria7, which 

resu l ted when Brother A. wrote i n  the t h i r d  person, although "she 

[ ~ n g e l a ]  always spoke t o  m e  concerning he rse l f  i n  the  f i  r s t  person"27 

(s7essed 137). However, i n  order t o  f i n i s h  the task more quickly,  he 

"sometimes 1 ef3 [hi  s] t e x t  i n  the t h i  r d  person, and [had] not ye t  

corrected i t,"28 even i n  t h e  f i n a l  version o f  the  t e x t  (~7essed 137). 

~ r o t h e r  A. also had t h e  pract ice o f  tak ing down her words i n  ~ a t i n ,  

26 " ~ t  ego nolebarn unam dictionem plus s c r i  bere n i s i  s i cu t  ipsa 
1oquebatur"- " E  io non vo7eva una adtifune piG scr7vere c m  essa 
par7ava" (I? ~ i b r o  134-5). 
27 " ~ t  i 11ud quod ego s c r i  p s i  i n  t e r t i a  persona, ipsa dicebat semper, 
loquendo de se, i n  prima persona"; "E que70 ch'io da 7ei scipsi conro de 
terza persona, senpre essa d7zeva in prima persona par7ando" (r7 L ibro 
172-3). 
z8 "sed accidebat mihi quod ego scribebarn i n  t e r t i a  persona propter 
fes t inat ionen e t  adhuc non correxi i l l u d " ;  "ma adivenïvame ch'io 70  
scriveva in  terza persona per 7a freza, e ancora no 7 0  coressi" C I 7  
L ibro 172-3). 
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even though ~ n g e l a  spoke t o  him i n  I t a l i a n .  But when pressed f o r  t ime, 

he would take down her words i n  the  vernacular, wai t ing u n t i l  l a t e r  t o  

t ranslate them. This s i t u a t i o n  raises the suspicion that  we do not 

always have ~ n g e l a ' s  word "exactly as she had sa id  it" (to use ~ r o t h e r  

A. 's phrase; ~7essed 125). once, a f t e r  hearing what he had w r i  t t e n  , 
~ n g e l a  t o l d  him that  he "wrote t r u l y  but i n  a s imp l i f i ed  and 

abbreviated form"29 (~7essed 138). Though he c l  aims t o  take down 

~ n g e l a ' s  words, he ofken ends up summarising what she has t o l d  him. 

~ h e s e  signs o f  scr iba l  in ter ference a11 a f fec t  t h e  veraci ty o f  voice i n  

Ange7 a' s autobiographi ca l  t e x t  . 
Ange1 a's autobiographi cal  work i s, i n  many ways , exempl i fi ed i n  

the f i r s t  chapter o f  her book, where she gives an account o f  the f i r s t  

twenty steps o f  her s p i r i t u a l  journey. ~ h i s  chapter contains many 

characteri s t i  CS found i n  the  Mernoria 7: Ange1 a's r e c o l l  ection o f  her 

revelations i n  both f i r s t  and t h i  r d  person narrat ives,  Brother A. 'S 

se l f - inser t ion i n  the narrat ive,  and her depth of fee l ing towards God. 

 esp pi te ~ r o t h e r  A. 's  s c r i  bal  interferences, t h i  s chapter presents her 

1 i f e  i n  a unique autobiographi cal fashion. ~ n g e l  a experi enced these 

steps before meeting ~ r o t h e r  A. Thus, when he began t o  record her 

ea r l i e r  revelat ions, i t  became necessary f o r  her t o  compose i n  t h e  

autobiographical mode. The impulse t o  confess her l i f e  was motivated 

by Brother A., and she chose the l i t e r a r y  form o f  the devotional t ex t - -  

or perhaps i t  chose her--by se t t i ng  out her journey i n  a series o f  

steps towards ~ o d .  This form provided the basi s f o r  her composition o f  

a persona1 narrat ive, where, i n  the midst o f  describing the steps t h a t  

she took, Angela also r e c a l l  ed incidents t h a t  occurred t o  her. For 

example, ~ n g e l a  f i  r s t  reveals t h a t  the second step i s  the confession o f  

sins, then describes the circumstances o f  her search f o r  a confessor t o  

whom she could confess a11 her sins. The n in th  step, meanwhile, i s  t o  

"seek the way o f  the cross" ("esset v i a  cruces"; "era  la vie de 7a 

29 " ~ t  i psa  dicebat quod ego vere. scribebam, sed detruncate e t  
diminute"; " E t  essa dfzeva, che 10 veraze cossa scriveva, ma 
ditroncatmente" ( 1 7  r ibro 172-3) 
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croxe") C~7essed 126;  1 7  ~ i b r o  136-7) and Angela reveals tha t  she "was 

inspired w i th  the  thought t ha t  i f  [she wants] t o  go t o  the cross, [she] 

would need t o  s t r i p  [herselfl i n  order t o  be l i g h t e r  and go naked t o  

i t " 3 0  (slessed 126). This, i n  turn ,  she i n te rp re t s  as s t r i  pping herse l f  

o f  a11 her possessions, as wel l  as o f  her fami ly;  she admits t o  having 

prayed t o  ~ o d  f o r  t h e i  r deaths, and a f t e r  i t  happened, she f e l t  "a 

great cons01 a t i  on" ("magnam cons01 a t i  onem" ; "grande conso 7azione") 

(B7essed 126; r7 Ll'bro 138-9). ~ f t e r  the eighteenth step, she reports 

that  she " f e l t  God so v i v i d l y  and f e l t  so much d e l i g h t  i n  prayer" t ha t  

she forgot  t o  eat,31 and whenever she "heard anyone speak about ~ o d  

[she] woul d screarn"32 (~7essed 131)  . It can be seen t h a t  the narrat ion 

o f  her s p i r i t u a l  journey i s  a lso Angela's narra t ion o f  her persona1 

l i f e .  AS her steps progress c loser and closer t o  ~ o d ,  ~ n g e l a  f inds 

herse1 f becoming more and more devoted, increasi  ng ly  aware of her own 

perceptions o f  the  world, and o f  her re la t ion  t o  God. f o r  example, i n  

the f i r s t  chapter (a f ter  the sixteenth step), she r e f l e c t s  upon the 

d i f f i c u l t y  o f  her journey: 

~t each o f  these previous steps, 1 l ingered f o r  a good while 

before r was able t o  move on t o  the next step. I n  some o f  the 

steps r l ingered longer, and f o r  a shorter t ime i n  others. ~t 

which po in t  [probably a t  the  point  o f  d ic ta t ion ,  and reported by 

~ r o t h e r  A.], c h r i s t ' s  f a i t h f u l  one also expressed her amazement: 

'oh! ~ o t h i n g  i s  wr i t ten  here about how sluggish the soul's 

progress i s! HOW bound i t i s, how shackled are i t s  feet ,  and how 

il 1 served i t i s by the world and the devi 1 . ' 3 3  (s7essed 129) 

30 " s i l i  cet  qu ia  i nspi ratum est  m i  h i  quod s i  volebam i r e  ad crucem 
expoliarem me u t  essem magis l e v i s ,  e t  nuda i rem ad crucem"; "zioè 
ch ' fo m i  spo 7giàse e fosse p iu i  7izera, e nuda a 7a croxa andàse" (r7 
Libro 138-9). 
3 1  "postea habui sent i  menta ~ e i ,  e t  habebam tantam delectationem i n  
orat ione quod non r-ordabar de comestione"; "ebi sentimenti de ~ i o ,  e t  
aveva tanta de 7ectz;rone ne 7 more che non me recordava da manzare" ( 1 7  
L7'6ro 152-3). 
32 "s i  audiebarn loqu i  de De0 stridebam"; "se o7diva par7are de Dio, i o  
strideva" (17 Lfbro 152-3). 
33 " ~ t  i n  quol ibet  praedictorum morata f u i  er  bonum tempus antequam 
possem me movere ad a l  ium passum; sed i n  a f iquo passu sum p l  us e t  i n  
a l i  quo minus. unde dicebat i11a anima, n i  hi7 h i c  s c r i  b i t u r !  I t a  habet 



Using the l i t e r a r y  form of devotional t ex t ,  she reconstructs her past 

by imposing a pat tern on her experiences. Each step i s  arduous, and 

~ n g e l a  f inds t h a t  she has t o  make a great  effort t o  go on t o  the  next 

step. ~ h i s  moment o f  introspect ion shows tha t  ~ n g e l a  thought o f  these 

f i r s t  twenty steps as part  o f  her past t h a t  had t o  be re la ted i n  

chronological order, w i t h  her purpose i n  l i f e ,  her triumphs and 

f a i l i n g s  elaborated and her own act ions i n  i t  expiai ned, a11 as par t  of 

coherent sequence. I n  many instances too, her inner l i f e  correlates 

w i th  events i n  her outer 1 i f e .  For example, when she considered 

surrendering a11 her possessions so as t o  devote her l i f e  t o  ~ o d ,  her 

mother, husband, and sons died, f ree ing her from fami ly  t i e s ,  and 

al lowing her t o  do as she wished. The fi r s t  chapter no t  only 

exemplifies the nature o f  Angela's book, but  also sets out  her method 

o f  composition, She shapes her 1 i f e  using the steps o f  her spi  r i  tua1 

journey, her creat ive a c t  i n  the w r i t i n g  o f  her autobiographical work. 

~ n g e l a ' s  creat ive ac t  i n  narrat ing her l i f e  using the frame o f  

the devotional t e x t  al lows her t o  shape her persona1 l i f e  i n t o  a 

r e l a t i v e l y  complete account. This i s  o f  special importance, f o r  the 

structure o f  the book--chapter one contains the f i r s t  twenty steps, 

whi le chapters three t o  nine contains contain the next ten34--shows tha t  

~ r o t h e r  A. preferred t o  emphasise the steps o f  her s p i r i t u a l  journey 

t h a t  occurred a f t e r  he met her, i .e. ,  from the twenty - f i r s t  step and 

beyond. As a resul t, on ly  Angela's autobiographical account i n  the 

f i r s t  chapter gives us a glimpse o f  the woman tha t  she wishes us t o  see 

from the moment she began her spi r i t u a l  l i f e .  ~f the  aim o f  an 

autobiography i s  t o  reconstruct the l i f e  of a person according t o  h i s  

fo r tes  pastoies, i d  es t  ligamina i n  pedibus; e t  i t a  malum adiutorium 
habet a mundo e t  a daemone!" (r7 f f b r o  148). 
" ~ t  i n  zascuna de 7e redite demora i per mo f to renpo inanri ch ' f a  m i  
putesse muovere ad a f trO passa; et in a fcuno paso sono .<imrata pi& e t  
in  a 7cuno meno. Onde essa fede 7 7e df c r i s t o  amerave 7g7andose d~zeva  : 
cusi èbe forte 7azi e 7fgam7 ne 7 i  piedi e s i  ma 7 e  ad iu to r i o  ebea da7 
monda e da7 demonio" ( 1 7  Libre 149) .  
34 The t h i r d  chapter gives Brother A. 'S account o f  h i s  rneetin w i th  

i: arranged and renamed by B r O t  e r  A. as the f i r s t  t o  seventh 
# Angela, and the next t e n  s te  s t h a t  Angela o r i g i n a l l y  planne are re- 

supplementary steps. 



or her persona1 perception up t o  a present moment (Pascal 9), then I 

woul d argue t h a t  t h i  s chapter successfu1l y g i  ves an autobiographi ca l  

account o f  ~ n g e l a ,  up t o  the  moment she meets ~ r o t h e r  A. 

  ut even the f i r s t  chapter does not escape Brother A.'S 

attention. I n  h i  s r o l e  as confessor-scribe, srother A. had the 

opportuni t y  t o  re-arrange Ange1 a's Book. The structure o f  t he  Memoria 7 

reveals Brother A. 'S hand. ~ n g e h ' s  screaming fit a t  the church o f  st. 

Franci s i n  A S S ~  s i  (the twent ieth step o f  her spi r i  tua1 journey) , whi ch 

roused Brother A.'S a t tent ion,  i s  described i n  chapter three, whi le  

chapters one and two are devoted t o  the f i r s t  nineteen steps and 

Brother A. ' s explanation f o r  the book respectively. Her subsequent 

steps are present, i n  a longer and more detai l ed  form, i n  chapters four  

t o  n i  ne. Thl s can be seen as one o f  Brother A. ' s edi t o r i  a1 deci sions , 

f o r  he "i nterpreted the ~ s s i  s i  event as a c r i  t i c a l  , centra1 po in t "  i n  

Angela's journey (Mooney "Brother A." 55). His ac t i ve  ro le  i n  re- 

arranging Angefa's account can be seen i n  t h i s  move, especiall y a f t e r  

he "i nadvertentl  y exal t s  a1 1 o f  Angela' s experi ences subsequent t o  h i  s 

entrance i n t o  the int imate de ta i l s  o f  her spi r i t u a l  l i f e "  by re-naming 

the twenty - f i rs t  t o  twenty-sixth steps as the second t o  seventh 

suppl ementary steps, repl a c i  ng her desi gnati ons w i  t h  h i  s own (~ooney 

" ~ r o t h e r  A. " 56). ~ r o t h e r  A. expl a i  ns, " [my] guiding p r i  nci p l  e was t o  

divide the subject rnatter according t o  the s tate o f  d iv ine grace 1 

perceived Chr is t ' s  f a i t h f u l  one t o  be i n ,  o r  according t o  what r 
perceived and learned o f  her spi r i t u a l  progress; and also according t o  

what seemed t o  me rnost f i  t t i n g  and appropriate"35 (~7essed 133) . s hi s 

could a1 so serve as an explanation for  h i s  a l  t e ra t i on  o f  ~ n g d  a's 

' t h i  r t y  steps t o  ~ o d '  t o  on ly  twenty-six steps. I n  addition, ~ r o t h e r  

A. a1 so seems t o  have consciously d i  rected the narrat ive: "ehroughout 

35 "i cut  eam, Chri s t i  f i  del em, v id i .  esse i n  doni s divinae g r a t i  ae e t  
s icut  eam v i d i  e t  d id i c i  crescere i n  donis e t  charismatibus gratiarum, 
nec non e t  s i c u t  cognitavi m i  h i  esse convenientius e t  aptius 

7a di ta  fede7 .de cr isto i o  vidie esser ne ne 7 i  
divfna, e como v7df e s q r  che cresea ne 77" doni e 
grazie, e c m  me pensa7 che me fosse piti 

convenevo7e et aconzio a fare" ( 1 7  L 7br0 160-1) . 



the hfemoria 7 we f i nd him constant7 y questioni ng, pressing f o r  c l  a r i  t y ,  

and even a t  ti mes us i  ng Scr i  pture, reprimandi ng h i  s peni ten t "  (~achance 

51). we can see tha t  he regards such questioning as pa r t  o f  h i s  duty 

as her confessor and spi r i t u a l  advisor, and these sessions are duly 

recorded i n  the ~ e m o f i d .  Hence, as Lachance fu r the r  notes, " [even] if 

h i s  i n t e n t  i s t o  report as f a i t h f u l l y  as possible what she t o l d  him . . 
. he nonetheless i s  responsible f o r  the interna1 organizat ion o f  her 

account, o f ten juxtaposing the material o f  h i s  notes without a c lear  

l i n k  among parts" (SI) - 3 6  ~requen t l y ,  he i s  the one ac t i ve l y  steering 

Angel a towards ce r ta i  n t o p i  CS through h i  s questioni ng ; f o r  exampl e, he 

often says, "1, brother scribe, interrupted a t  t h i s  po in t  t o  ask her . 
. . "37 (~7essed 158). AS a resul t o f  h is  questioning, "[the] t e x t  t h a t  

fol lows i s  sometimes so engrossing that  the reader eas i l y  overlooks . . 
. the fact t ha t  the scribe recording her teachings and experiences 

ins t igated the discussion i n  the f i r s t  place" (~ooney " ~ r o t h e r  A." 51) .  

His i n t e r e s t  can be explained by the  need t o  ensure t h a t  Angeïa was not 

misled i n t o  maki ng heret ica l  statements, but even then we f i n d  ~ r o t h e r  

A. t o  be heavi ly  involved i n  the transmission process o f  Angela's 

revel a t i  ons i nstead o f  a c t i  ng rnerel y as the sc r i  be. 

~ooney 's  argument f o r  the deeply col laborat ive ro1 e tha t  ~ r o t h e r  

A. p l  ayed i n the composition o f  rhe Book o f  B7essed ~nge7a o f  FO 7igno 

(part i  cul  ar1 y i n the ~emor ia  7) --an i nvolvement t h a t  , accordi ng t o  her , 
has been ignored by many scholars when they take Brother A.'S 

protestat ions o f  s i  nceri  t y  a t  face value-4s extremely convi ncing - 3 8  I 

36 ~t one po in t ,  ~ r o t h e r  A. reports tha t  he had been forbidden from 
d i rec t  contact w i t h  ~ n g e l a ,  and had t o  r e l y  on notes taken by a young 
boy. ~ h e  resu l tant  account was so badly wr i t ten  t h a t  when i t  was read 
t o  Angela, she wanted i t  t o  be destroyed. Brother A., however, kept 
the account i n  the  book-an example o f  the e d i t o r i a l  power he had. 
(B7essed 179; 1 7  L fbro 288-9). 
37 " ~ t  ego f r a t e r  sciptor  uaesivi  ab ea. . ."; " ~ t  io, f ra te  scriptore, 
adinrandai da 7ei. . ." (17 ~ f b r o  226-7). 

Mooney c i t e s  seven grounds o f  suspicSon f o r  Brother A.'s interference 
l n  the tex t :  one, h i s  frequent confessions o f  inadequac as a scribe T contrasts w i th  h i s  assertions t h a t  he was not always ab e t o  a r t i cu la te  
Angela's messa e; two, he t rans la tes her words ( i n  t he  vernacular) t o  
Latin; three, #e mixes f i r s t  and t h i  r d  person narrat ives;  four, Brother 
A. may have composed pa r t  o f  the  t e x t  from memory, no t  from d ic ta t ion  
(the double redaction theory put  forward by   hier and c a l u f e t t i ,  the 



agree wi th  her f indings, though 1 want t o  emphasi se a possible reason 

f o r  t h i s  s i tuat ion.  whi le we accept t h a t  Brother A. 's  inter ference i n  

Angela's t e x t  i s  the resu l t  o f  expected factors such as h i s  r o l e  as a 

p r i e s t l y  confessor t o  h i s  penitent, and as the scribe t o  the  re la t i ve l y  

unlearned ( i n  ~ a t i n )  narrator, there is also the problem o f  expressing 

Angela's visions.  hi s i s  a continual problem i n  the w r i  t i ngs  o f  

medieval mysti CS, and should be considered i n  the study o f  t h e i  r 

autobi ographi cal  mode. ~ n g e l  a, f o r  exampl e, worried about the best way 

t o  express her revelations, which were both persona1 and div ine.  on 

the one hand, she was the pr iv i leged rec i  p ient  o f  unique and persona1 

mysti cal visions , and r e l  a t i  ng these v i  s i  ons requi red her understandi ng 

and in terpretat ion o f  them. On the other hand, Angela was aware tha t  

her human, imperfect mind might be inadequate fo r  understandi ng the 

visions compl etely.  HenCe, while her autobiographical impul se--to make 

publ ic what i s  known privately--motivated her t o  reveal what her inner 

visions showed her, the  creative shaping o f  her persona1 experience was 

complicated by her d i f f i c u l t y  i n  comprehending her inner v is ions.  I n  

fac t ,  the d i f f i c u l  t y  o f  expressing the mystical was obvious t o  both 

~ n g e l a  and 8rother A. As the l a t t e r  explains, "1 understood some o f  

the things she was t e l l i n g  me but she could not explain what she meant 

f u l l y  enough f o r  me t o  t o t a l l y  understand her, nor could I grasp what 

she meant wel l  enough t o  put i t i n t o  w r i  ti ng"39 (~7essed 207). On 

several occasions, he admits that  despite h i s  best in tent ions,  he was 

unable t o  w r i t e  down exactly what ~ n g e l a  meant, and was forced t o  

present a "short and defective version" ("diminute e t  cum defectu 

sc r i  pseram" ; "scr i to  dfminutivamente e con defeto") (~7essed 1 3 3  ; 17 

L ibro 160-1). He a l  so acknowl edges h i  s i nadequacy i n understandi ng 

edi tors o f  the c r i t i c a l  edition) ; f i ve ,  he f i  r s t  suggested w r i t i n g  the 
Mernoria 7 and i s  the one who d i  rected the discussion i n  it; s ix ,  he 
influenced the subject matter; and seven, he re-arranged ~ n g e l a ' s  
' steps' i n  her spi r i t u a l  journey ( " ~ r o t h e r  A" 40-57). 
39 "sed nec i psa poterat. expl i care. quarnvi 5 daret m i  h i  i n t e l  1 i gere 
a l i qu id  per I l l a  quae d~cebat ,  nec ego et1 am i l l a  capere poteram ad 
scribendurn"; " ~ a  essa non 7 0  poteva e x p l i c a ~ ,  avegnaché ne daesse a t  
intendere a7guna cosa er que70 cbe d~zea,  ne io  a scrivere prendere 7 0  
potea" (17 r i h o  368-9y. 



~ n g e 7  a 's  words by imagining himself as "a sieve o r  s i f t e r  whi ch does 

not  r e t a i n  the precious and ref ined f l o u r  bu t  on ly  the most coarse"4o 

(s7essed 137). once, a f t e r  he has read h i  s version t o  Angela, she i s 

forced t o  concede t h a t  "what 1 had wr i t t en  was dry  and condensed; 

nonetheless, she conf i  rmed t h a t  what r had w r i t t e n  was true"41 (87essed 

156). These admissions contradict  h i s  o ther  assertions tha t  he always 

took care t o  record her words exactly as she had said them. 

F O ~  her part, Angela frequently makes statements i n  the ~ e m o r i a i  

declar ing t h a t  she herse l f  i s unable t o  express a11 that  she 

experienced: "1 cannot f i n d  words f o r  i t Cher joy] nor do I bel ieve 

t h a t  t he re  i s  anyone who could express i t  properly,"42 o r  t ha t  ''1 cari 

prov ide no comparison nor g ive a name t o  what 1 see and fee l  i n  t h i s  

exper i  ence"43 (B7essed 157, 175) . ~ h e  i nabi 1 i t y  o f  both o f  them t o  

a r t i  c u l  a te  the inef fab le  he1 ps t o  expl a i  n ~ r o t h e r  A. ' s col 1 aborative 

role.  AS her sp i r i t ua l  advisor, srother A. took over the redaction o f  

t h a t  which he d id  not f u l l y  understand. Hence, i n  the ~emoria7 

Ange1 a ' s  autobiographical mode must a lso i nclude Brother A. ' s  

c o n t r i  b u t i  on. Ange1 a's p r i  v i  1 eged contact w i  t h  the divine a1 so reveal s 

~ r o t h e r  A. ' s  shortcoming, o r  a t  least  what 1ay beyond h i  s control  ; 

whi le  she does not  d i  r e c t l y  challenge h i s  author i ty ,  as a mystic she 

stands "as a powerful reminder o f  i t s  1 i m i t s  and judge o f  i t s  motives" 

(coakl ey 454). ~ h y 1 1  i s cu l  ham a l  so comments t h a t  mystics o f ten used 

the i  r mysti  c i  sm t o  counter the  re1 ig ious author i  t y  o f  the confessor , 

40 "ego cogi tavi  e t  i n t e l l e x i  quod eram s i c u t  c r i  brun vel setaccio quae 
subt i  lem e t  preciosam farinam non reinet ,  sed set inet  magis grossam" ; 
"ch ' i o  me pensai e i n t i x i  che i O ero corne 1 of crivoïo over 70 burato, 70 
qua 7 7a prezioxa soti 77e farina non retinne, ma 7a grosa" (17 L ibro 
170-1). 
41 "unde quando ego re leg i  s i  b i  , ipsa d i x i  t quod ego non actatum sed e 
c o n t r a r i  O succum e t  deactatum sc r i  pseram i 11 ud , quamvi s conf i  rmaveri t 
quod verum scripseram"; "onde quand0 io  7e re7ès7, essa d-r'sse che io 
non aperto, ma per contrario sec0 e ditroncato avèa scriptp, avegnaché 
con fermàse che vera avèa scripto" (17 L ibro 222-3) . 
42 "quasi d iceret  m i  h i  nova de maxima l a e t i  t i a ,  tanta quod nescio earn 
d i ce re  nec credo quod s i t  a l i q u i  s qui posset eam d? cere"; "quaxi me 
dizesse nove77a de randi'ssima 7et7zia, tante ch ' 7 0  non 7 0  sazok 
dizere" ( 1 7  libre 256-7) 
43 " ~ t  i n  i l10 videre e t  ken t i  r e  nescio dare *aliquam s i m i l i  tudinern nec 
etiam nominare"; "E in que70 vedere e senttre non so dare a7guna 
simi77tudme, né nominare" Cr7 Libro 274-5). 



impl y i  ng t h e  i nadequacy o f  the confesser' s knowl edge when compared t o  

the myst ic 's attainments (80-1). ~ h i s  allowed the  mystic an 

i ndependent voi  ce w i  t h i  n the mediati ng process. She says , " [by] 

cont inual ly  assert ing the inadequacy o f  words, they claimed t o  keep 

most o f  t h e  t r u t h  locked w i th in  themselves, requi r i n g  anyone who wanted 

more o f  i t t o  p e t i t i o n  them repeatedly" (Cu1 ham 80). Hence, though i t  

i s  c lear t h a t  Brother A. played a s i g n i f i c a n t l y  la rger  r o l e  i n  the 

cornposi t i o n  o f  the Memoria 7 than was previously thought , Ange1 a 's  

mysti cal  status (and authori ty )  and autobiographi ca l  presence i n  i t are 

s t i11  notable. ~ r o t h e r  A. acted as rnediator o f  her words, but they 

s t i11  reveal her t o  be the author. Throughout the  Memoria7, ~ n g e l a  

gives de ta i led  and int imate reco l lect ions o f  her ecstasies and her 

experiences. Once, when she f a l l s  i l 1  , Angela f e l t  discouraged and 

admits, "r was i n  a state o f  great d istress,  f o r  i t  seemed t o  me tha t  I 

f e l t  nothing o f  God, and I also had the  impression t h a t  1 was abandoned 

by him"44 (s7essed 171). This admi ssion o f  despai r has a confi dent i  a7 

tone, and we know o f  it only because ~ n g e l a  t e l l s  ~ r o t h e r  A. on 

another occasion, ~ n g e l a  descri bes a 'game' t ha t  Cod plays with the 

sou1 : 

For exampl el once my sou1 was l i f t e d  up i n  Cod and my joy was so 

great  t ha t  i f  i t  lasted 1 bel ieve that  my body would immediately 

l ose  the use o f  al1 i t s  senses and a11 i t s  members.  GO^ o f ten 

plays 1 i  ke t h i s  with and i n  t h e  sou1 . when the  sou1 t r i e s  t o  

seize him, he immediately w i  thdraws .45 (~7essed 174) 

44 " ~ t  runc i n  i s t o  praedicto tempore %teram t r i  bulata, e t  non 
videbatur m i  h i  de D m ,  e t  videbatur m l  h i  quod essem quasi dere l ic ta  a 
~ e o " ;  " E  dfa70ra in questo predito tempo era stata tribu7ata' e non me 
parae de ~ i o ;  e pareame, ch ' i o  fosse quaxi abandona t a  da Singnore" ( 1 7  
Libre 264-7) . 
45 " s c i l i c e t  subito levatur anima i n  D e 0  i n  tanta l a e t i  t i a ,  quod s i  
duraret credo quod corpus perderet s ta t im omnes sensus e t  perderet 
omni a membra. sed f a c i t    eus saepei stum ludum i n  anima e t  cum anima, 
g u i a  s t a t i m  recedi t  quand? anima c u p ~ t  eum tenere" (17 L7bro 274) .  

che subito se 7ieva 7'an7ma i n  Dio e sence tante 7et iz ia ,  che se 
durasse, credo ch 'e  7 corpo incontineti perderia t u t i  7 i sentimenti e 
tute menbre. Ma Diu spesse f i a t e  ne 7 anima e con 7 'anima fa questo 
zioco, che incontenente s i  desparte quand0 7 'an fma 7 0  dexidera de 
tenere" (r7 ~ i b r o  2 7 5 ) .  



Angela confides her feelings and p r i v a t e  knowledge t o  6rother A., and 

these accounts he lp  make up the autobiographical qua1 i t y  o f  her t ex t .  

Her descript ions o f  d i v i ne  v is ions s t imul  a t e  ~ r o t h e r  A. ' s c u r i  os i  t y  and 

propel h i s  1 i n e  o f  questioning; he thus struggles t o  keep up w i t h  each 

stage o f  her spi r i  tua1 journey towards God. 

~ i v e n  these contexts, a number o f  simi 1 a r i  ti es between Margery 

and ~ n g e l a  appear. F i r s t ,  both o f  t h e i r  mystical conversions begin 

w i t h  the need f o r  confession--the confession o f  ce r t a i n  s ins ,  which 

they had been too a f r a i d  t o  admit t o  before. The second step o f  

Angela's sp i  r i  tua1 journey requi red t he  confession o f  her s ins  and 

Angela revealed her desperation as she prayed f o r  t he  r i ghc  confessor: 

"she prayed t o  t he  blessed Francis t o  f i n d  her a confessor who knew 

s i  ns wel 1 , someone she could f u l l y  confess herse l f  to"46 (~7essed 124). 

Second, both women expressed the  need f o r  order (though no t  necessari ly 

chronological order) i n  the i  r books. Angela needed t o  se t  her 

revelat ions out i n  t h e  r i g h t  order. Margery admitted t w i c e  a t  the 

beginning, i n  the proem, t ha t  her book was not  w r i t t e n  i n  order due t o  

the f a i l i n g s  o f  memory, which suggests t h a t  she was aware o f  a need f o r  

chronological order even though she was no t  successful a t  achieving it: 

" ~ h y s  boke i s  not wretyn i n  ordyr, every thyng a f t y r  o ther  as it wer 

don, but  l y c h  as t h e  mater c m  t o  the creatur  i n  mend whan i t  schuld be 

wretyn, f o r  i t  was so long er  i t  was wretyn t ha t  sche had forgetyn the 

tyme and t he  ordyr whan things befe l  l yn .  " Later she ca l  1 s i t " [A] 

schort t r e t y s  . . . no t  i n  ordyr as it f e l l y n  but as t he  creatur  cowd 

han mend o f  hem when i t  wer wretyn, f o r  i t  was twenty yer  and mor f r o  

tym t h i s  creatur had forsake the world" (Kempe 20, 21; 5 ,  6). ~ h e  need 

f o r  order, a sign o f  the  composi t i o n a l  process, i s  r e f l e c t e d  i n  

Margery's awareness o f  the  process o f  shaping l i f e  events i n t o  a 

coherent nar ra t ive ,  j u s t  as it i s  r e f l ec ted  i n  ~ n g e l a ' s  p lan f o r  a 

step-by-step journey towards God. 

46 ' '~ t  cum rogasset beatum Franci scurn u t  i nveni r e t  e i  confessorem qui 
cognosceret bene peccata e t  ipsa posset bene conf i  t e r i  " ; " i n  questo 



 hi rd,  both t h e i  r scribes were i n i t i a l  1y suspi cious of t h e i  r 

re1 ig ious  a t t a i  nrnents--Margery' s scr ibe was wary of her reputat ion as a 

madwoman, while Brother A. was i n i t i a l  1 y worried tha t  Angeïa might hold 

here t i ca l  views--and both made changes t o  the tex t s  they were w r i  t i n g  

t o  conform t o  the i  r notions o f  orthodoxy. This i s despite the f a c t  

t h a t  as mystics, Margery and Angeïa were seen t o  have closer contact 

wi th  t h e  divine than the  clergy did. This gave them author i ty t h a t  was 

supposed t o  be greater, but which they seldom exercised. Margery 

thwarts a few accusations o f  heresy by describing her visions, and 

Angela wrote the ~emorfa7 and the Instructions, but these hardly count 

as the  exercise o f  author i ty .  I n  h i s  discussion o f  the reactions o f  

Franc; scans and ~ o m i  n i  cans towards ho1 y women i n  the t h i  r teenth 

century, John coakley comments, " [as] t h e  women apparent1 y submi t t e d  

themselves t o  the au thor i t y  that  the f r i a r s  d i d  possess . . . . the  

f r i a r s  could feel  themselves f ree t o  g ive  expression t o  the a r ray  o f  

reactions that  the women's reports o f  d i v i ne  contact e l i c i t e d  i n  them" 

(459). ~ h e i  r reactions o f  doubt, c u r i o s i t y  or  fascination were a t  the 

same t ime mixed wi th  "a resolve t o  rnake use o f  the supernatural 

knowl edge t o  whi ch on1 y the women had p r i v i l  eged access" ( ~ o a k l e y  459). 

For exampl e, by spreadi ng accounts o f  approved ho1 y women , especi a1 1 y 

mystics, f r i a r s  ensured t h a t  orthodox mode1 s o f  p ie ty  were ava i lab le  t o  

the people. ~t the same time, they were able t o  exercise c l e r i  ca l  

authori  t y  over these women mysti CS and inf luence the revelations given 

by them. o f  these women mystics, Mooney adds, "[the fear] o f  offending 

a church or  pub1 i c opposed t o  femi n i  ne assertiveness 1 i kely  i nf1 uenced 

the i  r choi ces, but other agendas, rangi ng f rom the i  r unconsidered 

assumptions about women and femal e sanct i  t y  t o  the i  r own se l f - i  nterest ,  

a l  so p l  ayed a part" ("voi ce" 11). ~ h o u g h  the suspi cion (and 

fasci nation) o f  ma1 e c l  e r i  CS towards t h e i  r femal e charges i nfl uenced 

the composition o f  mediated re l ig ious t e x t s  i n  the l a t e  medieval 

per i  od , the women themsel ves a1 so con t r i  buted t o  the s i tuat ion . 

pregava Santo Ffanzesco che 7 i  trovàse uno confesore, 70 qua 7e bene 



I n  the  composition o f  mediated texts, the scr ibe of ten saw 

himself as the contro l ler  of t h e  tex t ,  and sought t o  use the women's 

revelat ions t o  fur ther spread r e l  i gious doctrine. Angeia and Margery 

had, i n  fac t ,  " inherited a t r a d i t i o n  whereby the female t e x t  . . . was 

mediated and thus v e r i f i e d  by a male author or scribe" (Johnson " ~ r o p e "  

827). 60th o f  thei  r tex ts  i nc1 ude e l  ements o f  c l  e r i  cal guidance. This 

points t o  certain characteri  s t i  CS i n medi eval autobiographi cal w r i  ti ng , 

especial ly i n  the mediated w r i  t i n g s  o f  re l ig ious women. For exampl e t  

the need f o r  confession--as discussed ear l ier--of ten drove the 

autobiographical impulse o f  these women. In addit ion, they were 

i n f l  uenced by 1 i terary forms i n t h i  s period--i nc1 udi ng those deemed 

be f i  tti ng the i  r sex, such as re1 ig ious and devotional texts--and t h i  s 

appeared i n  the i r  wish (as w e l l  as tha t  o f  the i  r scribes) t o  appear 

insp i r ing ,  orthodox, and order ly ,  a11 the bet ter  t o  j u s t i f y  the acts o f  

composition by usi ng the i  r experi ences t o  gui de and teach other people. 

sut a t h i  r d  aspect o f  the autobiographical mode includes the 

aesthetics, or  a r t  o f  composi t i o n ,  of shaping the autobiographi cal  

narrat ive,  and i t  i s  i n  t h i s  area tha t  the scribes o f  mediated t e x t s  

were able t o  interfere.  

For re l ig ious wr i t e rs  i n  part icular,  the aesthetics o f  the  

autobi ographi cal work were i n f l  uenced by the genres o f  re1 i g i  ous 

i ns t ruc t i on  manuals and by hagiography. rie ~ o o k  o f  ~7essed ~nge7a  o f  

~o7 igno i s  a mediated autobiographical account i n  the form o f  a book o f  

spi r i t u a l  instruct ions t o  the  pious. ~ h i s  genre exerted s i g n i f i  cant 

inf luence on Margery's t e x t ,  t h e  most obvious example being i t s  

excerpted form printed by wynkyn de worde i n  1501,  A shorte treatyse o f  

contemp7aycon,47 which was d i s t r i bu ted  as a book o f  re l ig ious 

ins t ruc t ion .  However, The 6ook o f  Margery Kempe i s  a1 so influenced by 

other genres, notabl y hagiography . A t  f i  r s t  gl ance, the obvious 

im i ta t i on  o f  hagiographi ca l  themes and structure i n ~ a r g e r y  ' s book 

acognsèse 7 i pecati e potesse a 7ui ben con fesare" ( 1 7  f ibro 1 3 2 - 3 )  . 
47 Reprinted i n  ~ppendix  11 o f  The Book o f  Margery Kemp,  eds. ~ e e c h  and 
~ l l e n ,  pp. 351-57. 
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seems t o  weaken her autobiographical presence. ~agiography i s  a genre 

tha t  a l  lows cer ta in  creative 1 i cense i n  the in te rpre ta t ion  and 

narrat ion o f  l i f e  events i n  order t o  present a coherent (if false) 

account o f  the subject's l i f e  and re l ig ious attainments, but i t  i s  

wr i t ten  i n  the  t h i  r d  person, un1 i ke autobiographies. Stargardt poi n t s  

out, " [even] the  simplest vita i s  a polemic t ract , "  which "contorts the 

l i f e  o f  a rea l  human being t o  fit the formulaic, abstract, and 

ideal ized mode of the saint 's  l i f e  f o r  the g l o r i f i c a t i o n  o f  ~ o d ,  

ch r i  s t i an i  t y ,  and the Church" ( " ~ d  el1 212). ~one the l  ess , hagiography ' s  

inf luence on autobi ographi cal t e x t s  , p a r t i  cul ar1 y medi eval texts  , i s 

s i  gni f i  cant . I n  ~ h e  Book o f  Margery Kempe, the scr ibe'  s hagiographi cal  

urges, or  those o f  Margery, o r  both, d i  rec t l y  a l t e r  the  way narrat ive 

was composed. Margery ' s ~ o o k ,  1 i ke many other autobi ographi cal 

r e l  ig ious tex t s  by medieval women and men, can thus be regarded as an 

'autohagiography, ' from i t s  1 i t e r a r y  mode1 , the hagiography, and from 

the autobiographical impetus f o r  i t s  existence. This term was fi r s t  

used by ~ i c h a r d  Kieckhefer t o  r e f e r  t o  hagiographical accounts tha t  

included the subject 's own c o n t r i  butions. 

~ h e s e  accounts "present t h e i r  authors" as "such fervent ly  devout 

sou1 s" tha t  the  term autohagiography would not be out of place 

(~i  eckhefer 6). This form appeared i n  the biographies o f  women mysti CS 

such as ~ o r o t h e a  o f  Montau and Br idget o f  sweden, which were derived 

f rom "oral autohagi ography . " Thei r b i  ographers "spent countl ess hours 

l i s ten ing  t o  sa in ts  t e l l  o f  t h e i  r spi r i t u a l  l i ves , "  sharing the i  r 

" p r i v i  1 eged access t o  the i  r sub j ec t s '  perceptions o f  t he i  r l i ves"  w i  t h  

the i  r readers (Kieckhefer 6-7). ~ a r g e r y ' ~  ~ o o k  ce r ta i  n l  y belongs t o  

t h i  s category, as does the e a r l i e r  of  S. Theodora. Kate Greenspan also 

expl a i  ns t h a t  1 i ke hagiographi es, autohagi ographi es "convey what t he i  r 

authors perceive t o  be a universal spi r i t u a l  rather than a persona1 

t ru th , "  and "reconstruct the l i v e s  o f  the i  r subject t o  conform t o  

cu l tu ra l  conceptions o f  holiness" (219). she adds, " [many] women's 

autohagiographies began as ora l  r e c i  tat ions: confessions t o  a p r i  est ,  



revelations t o  an abbess or  a f r iend,  sermons t o  f e l  low nuns, words 

ut tered i n  ecstasy." ~ h i s  descr ipt ion f i t s  the texts  o f  Margery Kempe, 

Angela o f  ~ o l i g n o ,  and ch r i s t i na  o f  Markyate. i n  such cases, 

"autohagiography serves the purpose o f  the vita--a publ ic ,  mythic 

purpose, not an i ndividual one" (Greenspan 219). The t e x t  i s no 1 onger 

a pr ivate  communication but a pub l i c  t e x t  meant t o  be read by others. 

For women mysti C S ,  autohagiography i s nei ther en t i  r e l y  fac tua l  nor 

en t i  r e l y  f i c t i  t i ous .  AS i n  autobiographi cal w r i  ti ng, an element of 

c rea t i v i t y  i s  sometimes necessary. However, i t i s  not as rnuch 

c rea t i v i t y  t h a t  perrneates The Book o f  M a r g e r y  K e m p  and the  Mernoria7 as 

the desi r e  (both the women's and t h e i  r scribes') t o  have them conform 

t o  a cer ta in  cul tura7 standard f o r  hagiographical , mystical o r  

i nspi rat ional  works i n  the medi eval age. ûften , autohagi ographi cal 

w r i  ti ng was a mai n component o f  medi eval autobiographi cal  w r i  ti ng . 
Margery's persona1 account was inf luenced by hagiographical accounts o f  

other holy women, i n c l  uding Mary o f  o ign i  es, B i  r g i  t t a  o f  sweden and 

Dorothea o f  Montau, whose 1 ives resembl ed hers ( ~ t k i  nson 167-82). For 

instance, 6 i  r g i t t a  o f  Sweden was married and strove t o  l i v e  a chaste 

married 1ife,48 whi le  ~o ro thea  o f  Montau wept 'holy'  tears. ~ n g e i a ' s  

appearance and fame coincided w i th  the  r i  se o f  continental fernale 

myst ic i  sm i n the  t h i  r teenth century, when accounts o f  other re l ig ious 

females c i rcu la ted  wideïy, and were used by the church t o  promote 

orthodox bel i e f s  and f i g h t  heresy. As such, autohagiographi es offered 

an organi s i  ng pa t te rn  f o r  persona1 and spi r i  tua1 accounts , and a l  lowed 

mystics 1i ke Margery ~empe t o  shape the4 r autobi ographical tex ts .  

u n l i  ke The ~ o o k  o f  M a r g e r '  Kempe, Christ ina o f  ~ a r k y a t e ' s  account 

stands out among other autohagiographi cal accounts f o r  i t s  r e l  a t i ve  

1 ack o f  hagiographical echoes. w r i  t t e n  much ear l ie r  than e i  ther  

48 Atkinson also draws at tent ion t o  the  s im i l a r i t y  between the  
conversion accounts o f  ~ i r g i t t a ' s  and ~ a r g e r y ' s  sons. she comments, 
"[the] coincidence o f  the two sons, dyi  ng ear l ie r  than t h e i  r mothers 
and saved from eternal  punishment by t h e i r  mothers' prayers and tears, 
i s  too s t r i k i n g  t o  be overlooked. ~ o t h  sons, i n  the eyes o f  t h e i r  
mothers, were sexual sinners, and t h e i r  mothers fought t h e i r  sins- 
perhaps l i t e r a l l y - t o  the death" (178). 



Margery's o r  ~ n g e l a ' s  account, i t  was meant as a sacred biography--a 

hagiography--ori g i  na1 1y for the re1 ig ious  ccmmuni t y  a t  ~ a r k y a t e .  such 

a designation i s  seemingly the fu r thes t  removed from an 

autobiographi cal  impulse, even more so than i n  the mediated ~ o o k  of 

Margery Kemge. HOweVer, C .  H. Talbot, the editor o f  o f  S. ~heodora, 

who f inds i n  the na r ra t i ve  "a frankness, a vigour o f  expression, and an 

economy o f  words t h a t  must r e f l e c t  d i r e c t  contact wi th  Chri s t i n a  

herse7 f" concl udes t h a t  the account contai ns autobiographi ca l  

assertions (6). The d i  rectness o f  the  narration, the l a c k  o f  im i ta t ion  

o f  other sa in t l y  accounts, and the un-sensational manner i n  which 

chr is t ina 's  l i f e  was recorded suggest t h a t  whoever wrote the account 

must have had d i r e c t  contact wi th  her, and wrote down her words without 

much attempt t o  embell ish them. Many passages i n  the biography, f o r  

example, read as d i  r e c t  reports given by Chr is t i  na. o f  her childhood, 

she reveals tha t  "whi le  she was s t i  11 too young t o  see t h e  dif ference 

between r i gh t  and wrong, she beat her own tender body w i t h  rods 

whenever she thought she had done something that  was not  allowed"49 (S. 

Theodora 37).   hi s ( f a i  r l y )  cornmonpl ace detai 1 --where hagiography i s 

concerned--stands o u t  f o r  the lack o f  comparison with the  actions o f  

other saints. There i s  1 i t t l e  h in r  t h a t  t h i s  anecdote derives from any 

other source (as i n  stor ies o f  saints spread by devotees), f o r  there i s  

1 i t t1  e generi c embe11 i shment , and 1 i ttl e pra i  s i  ng or condemni ng o f  her 

actions. ûther confidences, such as the f a c t  that  c h r i s t i n a  "used t o  

t a l k  t o  H i m  [ ch r i s t ]  on her bed a t  n i g h t  j u s t  as she were speaking t o  a 

man she could see; and t h i s  she d id  w i t h  a loud clear voice," are not 

necessarily meant t o  h igh l igh t  her p ie t y ,  but are included as a frank 

assertion o f  the d i r e c t  connection she f e l t  towards ~ o d :  "she thought 

t h a t  i f  she were speaking t o  Cod, she could not be heard by man" 50 (s ,  

rheodora 37). These descriptions po in t  t o  an attempt t o  establ i s h  

49 "rnde f u i t  quod cum adhuc per esatem d i  scernere nequi re t .  i nter  rectum 
e t  i n i  quum suam t e n e l l  am carnem v i  r i s cedebat quoci ens a1 i quod 4 i 11 i c i  tum se f e c i  sse putabat" (S. r eodora 36) .  



c h r i  s t i  na' s earl y re1 ig ious  devoti on as a rea l  , unexaggerated f a c t  . ~t 

the same time, it should be remembered t h a t  the lack  o f  hagiographical 

exaggeration i n  the account--a comment t h a t  t h i s  was the behaviour o f  a 

f l edgl i ng saint, f o r  exampl e--does not det ract  f rom the hagi ographi cal  

i n t e n t  of chr is t ina 's  tex t .  The biographer has t o  establish 

ch r i s t i na ' s  sa in t l y  credentials while g iv ing  a f u l l  account o f  her 

l i f e .  subsequent inc idents  i n  chr is t ina 's  1 i f e  se7dom contain 

m i  raculous occurrences. Possi b l y  one reason f o r  t h i  s i s  tha t  c h r i  s t i na  

had a d i r e c t  hand i n  the composition o f  her biography. 

~ o s t  o f  the inc idents  i n  the biography are those that could have 

only come from c h r i s t i n a  herself .  Talbot says, "many o f  the inc idents  

recorded i n  the biography could have or ig inated only with Chr ist ina,  " 

and he c a l l s  the directness o f  descript ion "both refreshing and 

convincing" (7). He c i t e s  the incident where, as a chi ld, Chr is t ina 

s i g n i f i e s  her desi r e  f o r  a rel ig ious l i f e  by scratching a cross w i t h  

her f ingerna i l  on the  church door o f  st .  Albans, "as a token t h a t  she 

had placed her a f fec t i on  there"s1 (5. ~heodora 39). This anecdote i s 

c l  ear l  y a conf ident ia l  one, since i t was an act  known only t o  c h r i  s t i  na 

hersel f ;  no one else seerns t o  have noticed her doing it. Her 

recol 1 ect ion o f  the ordeal s w i  t h  her fami 1y i s equal 1 y confi dent i  a l  : 

the harrowing account where her mother "took her out from a banquet, 

and out  o f  s ight  o f  the guests, pul led her h a i r  out and beat her u n t i l  

she was weary o f  i t " s 2  could have come only from Christina, f o r  t h e  

beat i  ng l e f t  scars t h a t  were known on1 y t o  her (S. ~heodora 75). These 

inc idents  occurred before chr i  st ina herse l f  se t t led  a t  Markyate. ~ h e  

raw, conf ident ia l  tone o f  these accounts suggests tha t  her biographer 

must have heard about them d i  rec t l  y from her, and was i n  a pos i t ion  t o  

question her c losely about these and other incidents. chr is t ina 's  

50 'Y n noc t i  bus e t  l e c t u l o  suo loquebatur ad i psum quasi ad hominem quern 
v ideret .  E t  hoc a l t a  voce e t  c lara [. . . .] estimans cum Deo loquentem 
non posse audi r i  ab homi ne" (S. Theodora 36). 
s1 " i l l a  signum cruces uno unguim suorum s c r i p s i t  i n  orta s c i l i c e t  quod 
i n i 1 7  O speci a1 i t e r  monasterio suum recondi d l  sset a f  ectum" (S.  
Theodora 38 )  . P 
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biographer (though he i s  unknown t o  us) was apparently attached i n  an 

o f f i c i a 1  capacity t o  ~ a r k y a t e ,  f o r  he had the author i  t y  t o  question 

ch r i s t i na  about her v is ions and her g i f t  o f  foreseeing future events, 

and had knowl edge o f  her sp i  r i  tua1 g i  f t s  (Ta1 bot  7 )  . He was thus ab1 e 

t o  v e r i f y  and val idate her words. The overall frankness and directness 

o f  the narrat ive,  show t h a t  the  biographer was, a t  many times, simply 

t ranscr i  b i  ng her words d i  r e c t l  y f rom her own recol l e c t i  on or f rom t h e i  r 

d i  scussi ons . Even embarrassi ng and i ntimate inc idents  o f  chr i  s t i  na' s 

l i f e ,  such as the sexual ternptations she suffered, her sicknesses, and 

her devotion t o  Abbot ~ e o f f r e y ,  are related i n  a f rank, candid rnanner . 
AS f a r  as we are able t o  determine, f u l l  disclosure was the modus 

operandi. For example, wh i l e  h i d i  ng from her fami ly,  by day chr i  s t i  na 

was conf-i ned i n  a small , cramped space, and the pro1 onged fast ing 

caused "her bowels [ to become] contracted and dr ied  up," while "her 

burning thi r s t  caused 1i t t l e  c l o t s  o f  blood to  bubbl e up from her 

nost r i  1 s " 5 3  (S. Theodora 103). once, when she was tempted wi th sexual 

desi r e  f o r  a c le r i c ,  c h r i s t i n a  admits, "she used t o  be so inwardly 

inflamed t h a t  she thought the  clothes wtiich clung t o  her body might be 

set on fi re"54 (S. Theodora 117). Assuming they are t rue,  these deta i  1 s 

are p r i va te  and the biographer only knew o f  them through chr is t ina 's  

frank admission. The sensational aspects present i n  most 

hagiographi es--whi ch were usual 1 y w r i  t ten posthumous1 y--are tempered 

here, perhaps, by the f a c t  t h a t  her account was wr i r t en  while ch r i s t i na  

was s t i 1 1  a l ive,  so tha t  her biographer had no need t o  work from 

standard miraculous accounts o r  from legends passed down by devotees, 

but wrote from both h i s  conversations with her, and from h is  own 

knowledge o f  the people and the  places that  she mentions . ~ h e s e  

52 "€rat  quando repente de convivio i l l am eduxit. e t  i n  secreciori 1oco 
cr in ibus a r re  tarn quamdiu lassata est  verberavt t" (S. ~heodora 74). 
53 "~onga ine8ia. contracta sunt et aruerunt s i b i  in tes t ina .  Erat 
quanda pre ardore s i  ti s n a r i  bus ebul 1 i re{n)t f r us ta  coagulati 
sanguinis" (S. Theodora 102). 
54 "ut de se pçuta) r e t  incendi posse vestimenta ~ { o r p o r i )  suo 
adherenci a" (S. rheodora 116) . 



episodes g i v e  t he  impression o f  an unembell i shed and f a i  t h f u l  

narrat ive.  

The account o f  ch r i s t ina 's  l i f e  i s  notable p r e c i  se ly  because i t  

i s  unadorned w i t h  incred i  b l e  events and i t s  w r i t e r  i s  determined t o  

narrate her l i f e  i n  the most st ra ight forward manner possible. ~t one 

point,  as t h e  biographer f i nds  h imsel f  incapable of speculat ing on the 

close bond between ch r i s t i na  and t he  abbot Geoffrey, he declares, 

For who sha l l  describe t he  longings, the sighs, t he  tears they 

shed as they sat and discussed heavenly matters? who sha l l  put  

i n t o  words how they despised the  t rans i tory ,  how they yearned f o r  

t he  ever l  a s t i  ng? Let  t h i  s be 1 e f t  t o  someone el se: my task i s  to 

describe quite simp7y the simp7e 7 i fe  o f  the virgin.55 (S.  

rheodora 15 7 ,  emphasi s added) 

This 'simple' task  resu l ts  i n  a remarkable account o f  an unusual woman. 

I n  add i t ion ,  he seems t o  have witnessed some of- Chr i s t ina 's  miracles i n  

person. Once, when the dev i l  sent an appari t ion t o  f r i g h t e n  her and 

the other nuns, the  biographer narrates, "YOU could see one [woman] 

t r y i n g  t o  bury herse l f  i n  [chr i  s t i  na's] bosom, another covering herse1 f 

under her v e i l  " 5 6  (S. Theodora 179)  . AS i n  many o ther  instances, t h i  s 

demonstration o f  ch r i s t i na ' s  ho l ines r  i s  narrated w i thou t  exaggeration. 

Ta1 bot a lso re fe r s  t o  the biographer' s fami l i a r i  t y  wi  t h  Chri s t ina,  

c i t i  ng h i  s knowledge o f  the  people known t o  her , h i  s remark o f  having 

once taken a meal w i th  her, and h i s  precision i n  recording the dates 

(if not  t he  year) i n  whi ch various incidents took p lace (6-8). ït can 

be seen t h a t  t h e  s i nce r i t y  of t he  biographer, t he  c lose  descr ipt ion o f  

the events and people i n  it, and t he  f a m i l i a r i t y  o f  t h e  biographer's 

tone a l1  p o i n t  t o  the autobiographical veraci ty  o f  t h e  t ex t .  

5s quos enim s i  ngul tus. que suspi r i a  [. . .] quos f1 etus. considentes e t  
de supernis tranctantes effuderunt quis edisseret? Quantum quod 
t r a n s i t  v i  l i penderent . quantum quod permanet . appe te res  . qui s edi cet? 
~ 1 i o r u m  i s t a  S in t .  meum es t  simp7icem v7rginu.s vitam s7mp77cter 
describere. <S. ~heodora 156, emphasi s added) 
56 "videres a l iam s i  posset sinum e ius  i n t r a re  conantem. aliam se i l l i u s  
pal 1 i O vel antem" (S. Theodora 178) . 



w i  t h  h i  s avoi dance o f  hagiographi cal c l  i chés , h i  s w i  11 i ngness t o  

w r i t e  the account w i th  chr is t ina,  and h i s  fa i thfulness t o  her version 

o f  the events (rather than resor t  t o  m i  racle stories) , the  w r i  t e r  o f  S. 

Theadora, A v-r'rgr'n  ho i s  A750 ca77ed christina retained much o f  what 

ch r i s t i na  he rse l f  said, thought and did,  instead o f  d i s t o r t i n g  i t t o  

s a t i  s f y  e i  ther  h i  s own perceptions o r  t o  imi ta te  other hagiographi ca l  

accounts so as t o  present a su i tab ly  miraculous account. I n  contrast  

t o  Angeia's account, we do not need the scribe's continua1 

protestat ions o f  s incer i t y  t o  be convinced o f  the verac i ty  o f  

Ch r i s t i  na's biography . chr i  s t i  na's own persona1 i t y  and character 

permeate the b i  ography . Throughout , the  incidents descri  bed not  on1 y 

come d i  r e c t l  y from her , but they al so exempl i f y  her own determi n a t i  on 

t o  lead a r e l i g i o u s  l i f e ,  as wel l  as her strength o f  devotion, which 

insp i res the other nuns a t  s t .  Albans. To use a modern term, hers i s  

an 'authori  sed biography, ' w r i  t t e n  w i  t h  her f u l l  CO-operation and 

input.  I n  t h i s  respect a t  least ,  chr is t ina 's  t e x t  i s  very d i f fe ren t  

from Margery ~ernpe' S. HOWeVer, m y  d i  scussion o f  c h r i  s t i  na's b i  ography 

has shown t h a t  i t  i s  possible f o r  a t e x t  wr i t ten by a t h i r d  par ty  t o  

re ta i  n i t s  autobiographi cal assertions. when ch r i  s r i  na agrees t o  

reveal p r i va te  d e t a i l s  o f  her l i f e  i n  a form tha t  w i l l  be made publ ic ,  

the autobiographi cal  mode i s  s t i l  1 i n  e f fect .  ~ h e  biography throughout 

i s  a shaped nar ra t i ve  o f  her struggles, f i r s t l y ,  t o  l i v e  the  ho ly  l i f e ,  

and secondly, t o  become closer t o  ~ o d .  chr is t ina 's  biography thus 

helps us a r r i v e  a t  two separate, but  equally s ign i f i can t  conclusions. 

The fi r s t  i s t h a t  i t i s possible f o r  a mediated autobiography t o  

contain signs o f  the autobiographi ca l  mode. Karma ~ o c h r i  e notes, "the 

act o f  composition was equated not  w i  t h  t h e  physical ac t  o f  w r i  ti ng, 

but w i  t h  d i  c ta t ion"  (103) . ~ e d i e v a i  cu l ture depended on ora l  

discourse, even among the l i t e r a t e :  documents were d ic ta ted  by the 

sender, and read t o  the rec ip i  ent, and texts  such as devotional works 

were read aloud. Ong points out  t h a t  the study o f  rhe to r i c  and 

d i a l e c t i c  (or log ic )  i n  the medieval period "most d i  r e c t l y  preserved 



t h e  polemic state o f  mind o f  heroic o r  o ra l  cul ture" (Presence 209). 

Reading was l inked as much t o  seeing as t o  l i s ten ing ,  and wr i t ing  was 

as much l inked t o  speech as t o  the act  o f  inscr ip t ion .  wr i t ing,  when 

used, was usually o f ten  "subordinated t o  the oral  "; i t  i s  no wonder 

t h a t  "the a r t  o f  s t ruc tu r ing  thought was taken t o  be d ia lect ic ,  an a r t  

o f  discourse" (Ong Presence 59). lience, nei ther the author nor the  

reader needed t o  be d i  r e c t l y  l inked t o  the w r i  t t e n  text .  seen i n  t h i s  

context, Margery's mediated account, as t h a t  o f  Ange1 a o f  Foligno, can 

s t i l l  be seen as having been wr i t ten w i th in  the autobiographical mode. 

~i ke Chri st ina, Margery and Angeïa mai n t a i  ned authorial control o f  

t h e i r  narrat ives and were able t o  shape the  accounts o f  t he i r  persona1 

l i v e s .  

~ h e  second conclusion i s  that  the autobiographical mode o f  many 

woman mystics manifested i t s e l f  i n  the form or  pattern o f  

autohagi ography (especi a1 1 y autohagiography) . This happened 

p a r t i c u l a r l y  when they wished t o  shape t h e i r  narrat ive i n t o  a coherent 

whole. Hagiography was a genre, i t  must be noted, which placed the  

subject i n  the centre, w i th  secular and re l ig ious  author i t ies o f ten  

de fer r ing  t o  the holy person i n  question. This genre must have been an 

attract-ive platform f o r  medieval women customari 7 y  deprived o f  a pub1 i c  

arena w i  t h i  n whi ch t o  speak. D i  r ec t l y  o r  i n d i  r e c t l y  i n f l  uenced, 

medi eval women mysti CS made generous use o f  t h i  s form--whether they 

came forward independently, as Margery Kempe, or  were urged t o  speak, 

as c h r i  s t i  na and ~ n g e l a  were--when the opportuni t y  presented i t s e l  f t o  

narrate persona7 events and incidents. tiowever, GreenSpan cautions, 

" [such autobiographi ca l ]  i ncidents, though , are almost a1 ways a1 tered 

i n  some way, reformed t o  serve the story 's d idact ic  purpose. 

~u tob iograph ica l ,  o r  rather h is to r ica l  t r u t h  appears remade, as 

a1 1 egory . ~ t s  chrono1 ogy i s d i  srupted , i t s  dramati s personae 

d i  sguised, i t s  emotional charge d i  rected away from i t s  source toward a 

sp i  r i  tua1 object" (226). Heffernan adds, "the goal o f  the 

[hagiographi cal] t e x t  i s not authentication but persuasion, " and t h e  



narrat ive "must perforce be construed as a type o f  h i s to r i ca l  wr i t ing"  

(150) . Women mysti CS avoided the r e s t r i  c t ions on femal e preachi ng by 

presenting thei  r mystical experiences i n  the form o f  hagiography and 

c i  ti ng t h e i  r d i  rec t  contact w i  t h  ~ o d  . ~t the same ti me, they 

acknowledged thei  r weakness i n  order t o  disarm c r i t t c s  as we17 as t o  

va l idate t h e i r  words through the use o f  t r ad i t i ona l  tropes o f  modesty. 

Greenspan notes, "[the topoi]  o f  humil i  t y  are proper t o  

autohagiography, as they ensure tha t  t he  author does not make claims o f  

sancti t y  f o r  himsel f o r  herself" (224). o f ten , medi eval w r i  ti ng a1 so 

subsumed the  authors i n  order t o  draw a t ten t ion  t o  the ' t ru th fu lness '  

o f  t he i  r teachi ngs. AS a 1 i terary form i nspi red by hagiography , 
auotohagiography therefore provided a means o f  expressing these women's 

autobiographi cal impul se by 1 e t t i  ng them shape the narrat ive t o  assert 

t h e i  r holiness and t o  re la te  the l i fe-dec is ions that  brought them t o  a 

cer ta in  stage i n  l i f e .  Hence, autohagiographical texts such as The 

Book o f  Margery Kempe, The Book o f  s7essed ~ n g d a  of  ~07 ign0,  and of  S. 

Theodora, A vfrgin, who i s  A 7so ca 77ed chr is t im a l  lowed t h e i  r sub jects 

t o  compose autobiographi cal  narratives . 
~ h e  autobiographi cal mode o f  these tex ts  mani fests i t s e l  f 

regard1 ess o f  thei  r mediated status. Even w i  t h  ~ r o t h e r  A.  ' s  

interference, ~ n g e l a  manages t o  give voice t o  her visions and r e f l e c t  

on what they have taught her, and how they have helped her along on her 

spi r i  tua1 journey. c h r i  s t ina 's  biographer t r i e s ,  w i  t h  her 

contr ibut ion,  t o  g ive an authorised version of her l i f e .  Even 

~ a r g e r y ' s  scribe i s  a collaborator i n  the  shaping o f  her own l i f e  

experi ences. The i nterference or medi a t i  on o f  scribes , confessors , and 

biographers i n  the persona1 accounts o f  mystical women has not hampered 

the  narrat ion of an autobiographical account but i n  some ways, because 

o f  the genre chosen by them and the inf luences these genres exerted, 

has managed t o  h igh l i gh t  the contr i  but ions o f  these medieval women 

mystics i n  the autobiographical texts  t h a t  bear thei  r names. These 

cont r i  butions appear i n  the way Margery, Ch r i s t i  na, and ~ n g e l a  are able 



t o  give vo ice  t o  t h e i r  experiences despite the mediated nature o f  t h e i r  

texts. ~ h e  genre o f  re l ig ious  or  mys t icd  inst ruct ions,  f o r  example, 

brought t h e  women ' s teachings i n t o  promi nence, w h i  1 e the  hagi ography 

held the women's l i v e s  up as an exempl um f o r  the pub1 i c t o  learn frorn. 

~hroughout,  these texts--mediated though they might be--focus our 

a t tent ion on the l i v e s  and voices o f  these women. 



chapter 3 

sp i  r i  tua1 t r e a t i  ses, spi r i  tua1 autobiographi es 

The Book o f  Margery Kempe was no t  the on1 y autobiographi cal  work 

o f  the medi eval pesi od . Conti nental mysti  CS, especi a l  1 y those i n 

re l i g ious  communities, such as convents, often had the advantage o f  

education and were able t o  wr i te,  both i n  the vernacular and i n  Latin. 

They, too, produced autobiographi cal  works. n o  women i n p a r t i  cular 

se t  out  spec i f i ca l l y  t o  wr i t e  about t h e i  r inner l ives,  and both o f  them 

were connected w i t h  the monastery o f  St. Mary a t  Hei f ta  i n  northern 

Saxony. The He l f t a  community was renowned f o r  the learn i  ng of i t s  

nuns, and produced three famous mystics: Mechthild o f  Hackeborn, 

~ e c h t h i l d  o f  ~agdeburg and Gertrude o f  ~ e ï f t a  (al so known as Gertrude 

the Great). The fi r s t  o f  them, ~ e c h t h i l d  o f  Hackeborn ( s i s te r  t o  the 

abbess, Gertrude o f  ~ackeborn, and not  t o  be confused wî th  Gertrude o f  

~ e l f t a )  , was known as "the night ingale o f  chr is t "  f o r  her musi cal 

g i f t s ;  she had a beaut i fu l  singing voice and served as chantress and 

d i rec to r  o f  the cho i r  (Finnegan 2 7 ) .  Her mystical experiences were 

recorded when she was f i f t y  and were popularly known as Reve7ations o f  

St. ~echthi7d,  also Liber specia7is gratiae (sook o f  Specia7 Grace). 

~t was wr i t ten a t  the  order o f  Abbess sophia (successor t o  Abbess 

certrude) , by Gertrude o f  He i f ta  and another nun, and i t contains 

descriptions o f  her visions as we11 as her counsel t o  other nuns 

(Fi nnegan 28).   ut notable as her book i s, i t i s the books o f  rnystical 

and devotional t rea t ises  by her good f r iend,  Gertrude o f  ~ e l f t a ,  and 

her namesake, ~ e c h t h i l d  o f  Magdeburg, t h a t  are o f  pa r t i cu la r  i n te res t  

f o r  exami n i  ng the t o p i  c o f  medi eval autobiographi cal w r i  ti ng . The 

t rea t ises  o f  these two women stand ou t  f o r  the authorial control  they 

had over the i r  texts ,  and the care each took, though i n  d i f f e r e n t  ways, 

t o  re la te  thei  r personal, inner l i ves ,  even as they recorded the i  r 

revel ations . 



~ e c h t h i l d  o f  Magdeburg was not o r i g i na l  l y  from ~ e l f t a ,  having 

l i v e d  as a seguine f o r  most of her l i f e ,  and she only moved there i n  

her o l d  age, i n  1270. ~ h u s ,  whi le she 4s of ten  regarded as a 

representat ive o f  the   el f ia  comrnuni t y ,  ~ e c h t h i  1 d a l  so represents a 

group o f  unencl osed re1 i g i  ous women , the segui nes. ~ e t r o f f  argues that  

her t r ea t i se ,  " i n  i t s  blending o f  cour t l y  and re l ig ious language and 

1 i t e r a r y  form, [represents] exact1 y t ha t  combi nation o f  spi r i  tua1 and 

secul a r  t h a t  the Beguines' 1 i f e  strove fo r "  (~ed ieva7  207) .  Gertrude 

o f   el f ta ,  however, entered the convent o f  ~ e l f t a  as a young ch i  l d  i n  

1261, and received her education there. I n  her book ~ e r t r u d e  wr i tes  

convincingly of the surpr ise and joy she f e l t  a t  the special blessings 

she received. These expressions o f  de l igh t  are found i n  the wr i t i ngs  

o f  ~ e c h t h i l d  and Margery as wel l  ; a l  1 the i  r w r i  t ings are remarkabl e i n  

the  ways they incorporate the autobiographical impulse i n t o  t e x t s  t ha t  

purportedly only reveal what t h e i r  wr i te rs  know o f  God. The F70wing 

~ight o f  the Godhead (Das f7 iehnde  ~ i c h t  der Gottheit)  by Mechthild o f  

~agdeburg, widel y regarded as her spi r i  tua1 autobiography, has been 

descr i  bed as "a unique document w i  t h  no obvious antecedents o r  

descendents whose s i  ngul a r i  t y  defeats al 1 attempts t o  categori ze i t" 

 obi n '~n t roduc t ion  ' 9) .   hi s i s because i t contai ns not on1 y 

~ e c h t h i  1 d' s recounti ng o f  her mysti cal experi ences, but a l  so 

conversations between a l  1 egori  cal f igures 1 i ke Love, the sou1 and God, 

as wel 1 as poetry, r e l  i g i ous  advi ce and persona1 anecdotes. 57 Bernard 

McGi nn f inds  that  her book contains three main compositional 

s t ra teg ies:  one, the confessional mode, which turns the t e x t  i n t o  "a 

theological  re f lec t ion  . . . o f  the meaning o f  Mechthild's 1 i f e  and 

myst ical  experiences as a guide f o r  a l1  Christians"; two, the  d i a l e c t i c  

character o f  ~ e c h t h i l d ' s  t e x t ,  where ~ o d  o f ten  speaks t o  her, and where 

57 A more complete 1i s t  i ncl  udes (1) the re1 ig ious genres o f  the  v is ion,  
hymn, sermon, sp i  r i  tua1 ins t ruc t ion  and t r a c t ,  prayer, 1 i turgy, li tany, 
and propheti  c 1 i terature;  (2) cour t ly  genres o f  court1 y-love poetry , 
a l l e g o r i c a l  dia10 ue, dialogue between the lovers, the messen e r ' s  CI Song, and the exc ange; (31 and other genres f i k e  autobiograp 1 y, drama, 
ep i  grammati c poetry and w i  sdom 1 i terature, anecdote, 1 et ter ,  parody , 
nursery rhyme, and polemi CS (quoted i n  Tobin '~n t roduc t ion '  10). 



a va r ie t y  o f  voices address Cod, so tha t  sometimes i t  i s  not cven c lear  

who i s  speaking; and three, the use o f  poetry, o f ten  t o  ind icate "a 

moment o f  heightened emotion o r  cl osure" (226-30).  These s t ra teg ies 

not on ly  descrîbe the many forrns o f  devotion practised--as f o l  lower , 

peni t e n t  , and beloved o f  God--and r o l  es p l  ayed--poet , advi sor , and 

t ransmi t ter  o f  divine blessings--by a wornan rnystic, but also express 

the t o t a l i t y  o f  Mechthild's character, presenting her l i f e  t o  g ive an 

autobiographi cal cast t o  her t r e a t i  se. 

Book 4.2 i s  the main source o f  autobiographical wr i t ing  i n  

~ e c h t h i  1 d' s t r e a t i  se, though passages o f  persona1 narrat ive a l  so appear 

i n  the other books. The Frowing Lfght o f  the G~dhea@ i s  an 

autobiographi cal t r e a t i  se m a i  n1 y preoccupied w i  t h  her inner 1i  fe, and 

i n  it ~ e c h t h i l d  i s  deeply aware o f  God's presence. without it, she 

would not  have wr i t ten the  book; a f te r  g iv ing a b r i e f  autobiographical 

account, she says, " ~ n d  so :hi s book has corne l o v i n g l  y from God and 

does no t  have i t s  or ig ins i n  hurnan thought, "59 assert ing tha t  the  book 

d i  d not  actual 1 y come f rom her (TL 4.2, p. 144). I n  the r e l  i g i  ous 

t rea t i ses  o f  the l a te  medieval period, such staternents were of ten used 

t o  d i  savow authorial in ten t ion .   hi s p l  aced responsi b i l i  t y  f o r  the  

t e x t  upon someone other than the  wr i ter ,  L e . ,  God, and signal ied t o  

the reader t h a t  "there was d iv ine  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  an innate 

t ru th fu lness i n  her experiences and her wr i t ing,"  so that  she might 

avoid charges o f  heresy and confrontation wi th  the  church's male- 

dominated author i ty (stoudt 163). I n  much the sarne way, Gertrude of 

Hel f ta  i n  The ~era7d  o f  ~ i v i n e  Love60 t e l  1s the reader t h a t  only ~ o d '  s 

sa Citat ions re fer r ing t o  The ~7owing. ~ f g h t  o f  the Godhead (FL)  are from 
the ~ n g l i s h  t r a n s l a t ~ o n  by ~ r a n k  ~ o b i n ,  while those re fer r ing t o  DaS 
f7ieBende i i c h t  der ~ o r t h e i t  ( L  icht) [vol urne 1 ,  tex t ;  vol urne II, notes] 
are from the c r i t i c a l  ed i t i on  prepared by Hans Neumann, (Munich: 
Artemis, 1990). sook and chapter numbers are same for both, but  a re  
noted on ly  i n  the c i t a t i o n  f o r  FL. 
59 " ~ l u s t  i s t  d i s  bùch minnenkilch von gotte har komen und i s t  us 
menscl i chen s i  nnen n i  t genomen" ( L  fcht 1, p. 114). 
60 Citat ions referr inp t o  The Herald o f  Divine Love (Hera7d) are from 
the ~ n g l  i sh t r a n s l a t ~  on by Margaret winkworth, whi 1 e those r e f e r r i  ng t o  
Legatus ~ f v j n a e  Pfetatis (~egatus)  are f rom the ~ a t i  n c r i  ti cal edi ti on, 
(pari s: oudin, 1875). ~ o o k  and chapter numbers are same f o r  both, but  
are noted on ly  i n  the c i t a t i o n  f o r  Hera id. 



command motivated her t o  wr i te:  "i t i s  f o r  love and o f  your love and 

f o r  the increase of your glory t h a t  1 am disclosing the precious secret 

i n  t h i s  wr i t i ng  . . . . f o r  no other  cause could I have been induced t o  

speak o f  such things, were i t  not  according t o  your w i 1 1  w i th  the 

desi re  f o r  your g lo ry  and zeal f o r  sou1 s"61 (Hera7d 2.24, p. 135). 

Despi t e  the i  r avowal s o f  d i  v i  ne i ntervention--seetni ng1 y a 

d i  s i  nc1 i nation t o  take responsi b i  1 i t y  f o r  thei  r words--even a casual 

reading o f  the t rea t ises  o f  Mechthild and Gertrude reveals 

sophisticated l e v e l  s o f  author ia l  contra1 , par t i  cu la r l y  i n  the creative 

use o f  the i  r 1 earni ng (rel ig ious and secular) , and o f  t he i  r 1 i t e r a r y  

ski1 1 , as seen i n Gertrude's passionate descriptions o f  her mystical 

experiences o f  cod and more obviousl y i n  Mechthild's use o f  poetic 

language, and t h e  array o f  l i t e r a r y  forms adopted i n  her t reat ise.  

Gertrude does not make use o f  the same var ie ty  o f  forms that  

Mechthild does, but 1 i ke The ~ 7 0 ~ n g  ~ i g h t  o f  the ~odhead, her t e x t  can 

also be read as her sp i r i t ua l  autobiography. Tobin ca71s i t  her 

"spi r i  tua1 memori a l  " CUNotes" 136) . Origi  na1 1 y cal 1 ed "The Memori a l  o f  

the ~bundance o f  D iv i  ne sweetness" ("Legatus ~ e m o r i  a1 i s  ~bundant i  ae 

~ i v i  nae p i  e t a t i  s " )  , i t became the  second book i n  rhe Hera 7d o f  ~ i v i n e  

Love (~egatus ~ i v ï ' n a e  Pietatis). ~ o o k s  three t o  f i v e  contain 

descriptions of Gertrude's v is ions and revel ations, w r i  t t e n  by other 

nuns (though probably on ~ e r t r u d e ' s  dictat ion) , and the f i  r s t  book i s  a 

short biography w r i t t e n  soon a f t e r  her death. ~hough much shorter i n  

1 ength than ~ a r g e r y '  s Book, ~ e r t r u d e '  s autobiographi ca l  presence i n  the 

second book i s  no less  exp l i c i t .  I n  fact ,  her t e x t  can be seen as 

strongest i n  i t s  autobiographical qua l i t y  among the tex ts  of other 

women mysti CS; se l  f-authored, contemplative, chrono1 ogi cal  , shaped by 

her education and i n t e l l e c t ,  and re la t i ve l y  f ree o f  the s t y l  i sed 

protests o f  the femal e wr i ter ,  i t concentrates on the exchanges between 

her and cod, inc lud ing several o f  certrude's frank admissions o f  her 

- - - - -- - 

61 "amore amoris t u i  ad lucrum laud is  tuae tam i n  p raescr ip t i s  quam [. . 
- 1  u t  certe spero, de gra t ia  tua-secure r o f i t e r i ,  audeo, quod numquam 7 u l a  causa me cornpu11 t t a l i a  s c r i  bere ve d~cere"  (Legatus p.113). 



own shortcomings and passages o f  thanksgiving f o r  her specia7 favour 

f rom ~ o d .  Her t r e a t i  se i s a spi r i  tua1 mernori a1 , and d i f f e r s  f rom 

~ e c h t h i  l d '  s i n  i t s  composi t i ona l  strategies , whi ch are t o  w r i  t e  about 

her experiences using a va r i e t y  o f  forms. ~ o t h  women's t rea t i ses  are 

shaped by thei  r inner  l i v e s ,  but ~ e r t r u d e ' s  account has an e x p l i c i t l y  

temporal structure, and w i t h  i t  a greater sense o f  ver is imi l i tude.  For 

example, Gertrude o f ten  notes the dates o f  par t i cu la r  events; many 

passages i n  the second book begin with the observation t h a t  something 

happened "before ~ d v e n t  , "ci2 "the sunday before Lent, "63 "one day between 

Easter and ~scension , "6.4 "towards the middle o f  Lent, "6s or  on 

christmas66; she i s a lso  careful  t o  record the c i  rcumstances o f  her 

v is ions,  which o f ten  occurred "when 1 was ass is t ing a t  a Mass, "67 "while 

I was devoutl y medi a t i  ng , "68 "one day a f t e r  washi ng my hands , "69 o r  "as 

the procession was about t o  s t a r t  ( for  ~ a s s )  ."'O By recording these 

dates and occasions, Gertrude i s  able t o  present her w r i t i n g  as a 

quasi -h i  s to r i  cal account o f  her mysti cal experi ences, order i  ng the 

i ne f fab le  wi th in  an ea r th l y  t imeline. ~ h i s  strategy l e t s  her  shape an 

autobi ographi cal na r ra t i ve  i nto a whol e t h a t  i s more bel i evabl e. 

Margery Kempe a l  so takes up t h i s  strategy.  For example, she 

notes the day t h a t  she manages t o  persuade her husband t o  agree t o  a 

chaste marriage: "a ~ r y d a y  on Mydsomyr Evyn i n  ryght hot wedyr" (Kempe 

37; 23). Margery a l  so seems t o  fi nd i t easi e r  t o  note the more 

mernorable dates, such as when she also had her mystical marriage t o  the 

~odhead " i n  the   os te lys cherch a t  Rome on Seynt Laterynes ~ a y "  (Kempe 

91; 86). when c h r i s t  f i  r s t  assures her o f  entry i n t o  heaven, i t  i s  "on 

a ~ r y d a y  beforn Crystrnes ~ a y "  C~empe 30; 16). she had v is ions o f  

62 ffera7d 2 . 5 ,  p.101; fegatus p.68. 
63 ffera7d 2.14, p.114; Legatus p.84. 
64 ffera7d 2 . 3 ,  p.97; Legatus p.62. 
6s ~ e r a 7 d  2.9, p.107; Legatus p.76. 
66 ~ h e  phrase used i s "day o f  your most ho1 y n a t i v i  ty." ~ e r a  7d 2 . 1 6 ,  
p.115; Legatus p. 8 6 .  
67 ffera7d 2.11, p.111; Legatus p.80. A ~ S O  i n  ~ e r a 7 d  2.15, p.114; 
Legatus p.85. 
68 ~ e r a 7 d  2.4, p.100; Legatus p.67. 
69 ffera7d 2.17, p.118; Legatus p.90. 
70 ~ e r a 7 d  2.21, p.125; Legatus p.100. 



c h r i s t  and Mary on "the Purif icacyon Day er el l y s  candilmesse ~ a y "  

(~empe 188; 198). usually, probably due t o  poor memory, she gives 

descript ions rather than exact dates, e.g., "on a day as t h i s  creatur 

was heryny h i r  Messe, "71 "whan t h i s  creatur saw jerusalem, "72 " i n  t he  

tyme t h a t  t h i  s creatur had revel acyons, "73 "as t h i  s creatur 1 ay i n  

contempl aycon, "74 and "whan t h i  s creatur wi th h i  r f e l  awshep cam t o  the  

grave wher owyr Lord was be r i  i d .  "75 other occasions, however, are 

marked w ï th  nothing more than expressions76 such as "on a tyme," "on a 

day long before t h i s  tyme," "whan tyme cam," and "another tyme." when 

she f i r s t  hears heavenly music, i t i s "on a nygth. "77 L i  ke Gertrude, 

Margery uses these dates and descriptions t o  organise and shape her 

narrat ive.   hi s strategy gives her account an autobiographi cal  

sequence, and provides s i  gnposts o f  her spi r i  tua1 journey . 
un1 i ke other mysti CS d i  scussed ear l  i er , Gertrude and ~ e c h t h i  1 d 

d id  not  compose through a scribe, confessor, or biographer, but  wrote 

down t h e i  r experi ences d i  r e c t l  y. This not on7 y reveal s the extent o f  

author ia l  control i n  t he i  r books, but also provides a useful means o f  

comparing the composition process wi th that  used i n  Margery's sook. 

while ~ a r g e r y ' s  account was wr i t t en  by a scribe, w i th  signs o f  s c r i  bal  

interference, i t  i s also c lear  t h a t  un l i  ke ~ n g e l a  o f  Foligno and 

Chr i s t i  na o f  ~a rkya te ,  she mai n t a i  ned a greater creat ive and author ia l  

control over her t ex t  than t h e  other two did, al lowing us to read her 

t e x t  as an exampl e o f  se1 f-authored medieval autobiographi cal  w r i  ti ng. 

i n  t h e i r  texts,  Gertrude and Mechthild a t t r i b u t e  t h e i r  mystical 

experiences t o  God, but  these two women do no t  simply function as 

i ntermediari es t o  ~ o d ;  t he i  r own i nterpretat ion o f  the visions and 

events are no less important than the testimony o f  the i  r experiences. 

~ n g e l a  o f  ~01igno 's  t e x t  gives the impression t h a t  her teachings are 

7 1  Kempe 57  ; 47. 
72 Kempe 7 5 ;  67. 
73 Kempe 58; 48. 
74 Kempe 60; 50. 
75 Kempe 78; 71. 
76 TOO many t o  li s t  here. 
T7 Kempe 26; 11. 



passed d i r e c t l y  f r o m  Cod t o  the reader  (via Brother A.), b u t  f o r  

Gertrude and ~ e c h t h i l d  there was a  measure o f  l i t e r a r y  e f for t - -and 

author ia l  i ntent--expended i n  the wri ti ng o f  t h e i  r t r e a t i  ses, t u r n i  ng 

the i  r sp i  r i  tua1 t e x t s  i n t o  autobi og raph i  cal ones. 

L i  ke many women mysti CS, ~ e c h t h i  1  d o f  Magdeburg a t t r i  butes her 

book t o  God. Her t reat ise ,  The ~7aowing Lfght o f  the ~odhead, s t a r t s  

w i th  a b r i e f  dialogue t ha t  explainos i t s  provenance. The f i r s t  speaker, 

presumably ~ e c h t h i l d ,  asks ~ o d  who made the book, and God answers her, 
" 'I made it i n  my powerlessness, *or 1 cannot r e s t r a i n  myse l f  as t o  m y  

g i f t s '  "78 (FL 1.1, p. 39). ~ e r h a p s  i ronical  I y ,  t h i s  se l f -e f fac ing  

decfarat ion can be seen as a s ign af Mechthild's de l i be ra te  l i t e r a r y  

a c t i v i  t y  , emphasi s i  ng her persona1 i nput-despi t e  the  ' c o l  1 aborat i  on' 

w i th  a supernatural presence--in wihat is often ca l l ed  the autobiography 

o f  her inner  l i f e .  Tobin po in ts  o u t  the use o f  wordplay above i n  the 

words 'gemachet' (made), 'maht' (rnight) and 'unrnaht' ('un-might') ; ~ o d  

was unabl e not t o  make the book ("rwotes" 338). üsî ng t h i  s statement as 

a s ta r t i ng  po in t ,  Mechthild expresses what she f ee l s  as Cod's greatness 

wi th  her own s k i  ll a t  words. From the beginning, ît can be seen t h a t  

the t r e a t i s e  has been thought fu l ly  crafted. ~t i s  a l so  n o t  whol ly a 

book o f  myst ical  revelat ions, f o r  i n addi t ion t o  such passages, it 

contai ns poetry, parabl es and axioms--more signs t h a t  ~ e c h t h i  1  d  d i d  not 

simply repor t  fier mystical experiemces, but a1 so took i n s p i  r a t i o n  i n  

them t o  compose other passages i n  a t h e r  genres. rhe ~7owing f i g h t  o f  

the ~odhead i s dist inguished by tht ree main innovations i n  her book: the 

extensive use o f  l y r i c a l  poetry, t h e  del iberate mix of r e l i g i o u s  and 

court1 y-love 1 anguage, and the prersence o f  poet i  c 1 anguage i n 

descri b i  ng her v i  sions. ~ h e s e  innava t ions  po in t  t o  her au thor ia l  

control  o f  the book, and fier a b i l i - t y  t o  combine her au tho r i a l  voice 

wi th  the  need t o  report  her mystic.al experiences, a  c a p a b i l i t y  fu r the r  

exhibi ted by her use o f  the languab-ge o f  e r o t i c  love  and conversations 

between her and personae such as Lpove, the sou1 and ~ o d .  



~ e c h t h i  1 d' s extensive use o f  poe t ry  i s 1 argel y unprecedented i n 

the  w r i t i n g  o f  medieval mystics. we f i n d  her using poetry t o  describe 

her v is ions,  w r i t e  a hymn, celebrate the  sp i  r i t u a l  union between her 

and God, and t o  r e l a t e  the conversations between Love and the  soul. 

Her poet ry  can be reverent ia l ,  f r i e n d l y  o r  admonitory, and throughout 

the  book Mechthild seems t o  have employed t h e  form whenever she f e l t  i t  

t o  be r i g h t .  consider ing the f a c t  t h a t  1 i  ke many mystics who wrote, 

she was faced w i  t h  t h e  inadequacy o f  language when attempting t o  

describe things t h a t  were out o f  t h i s  world, i t  i s  not  surpr i  s ing t ha t  

poetry appears w i t h  such frequency i n  The Light o f  the ~70~7'ng 

~odbead.79 she uses i t  i n  re l ig ious  genres such as prayers, anecdotes, 

and s p i  r i  tua1 i ns t ruc t i on ;  i n  the cour t ly - love t r a d i t i o n  i n  

conversations between Love and the  sou1 ; i n  anecdotal and 

autobi ographi cal  passages descri b i  ng her s t a t e  o f  m i  nd and t h e  process 

o f  w r i t i n g .  A few theor ies  o f  women's w r i t i n g  work on the p r i n c i p l e  

t h a t  women tend t o  leave vignettes ins tead o f  a whole, un i f i ed  t ex t ,  

and t h a t  those v igne t tes  are seldom 1 inked bu t  are piecemeal , 
r e f l  e c t i  ng the d i  scon t i  nuous w r i  ti ng process t h a t  many women a re  

involved in.801n Mechthi ld 's case, however, her passages do n o t  r e f l e c t  

as much d iscon t inu i t y  as they do t h e  i n t e n s i t y  o f  her varied sp i  r i t u a l  

experiences. Her w r i  t i n g s  are u n i f i e d  by a s ing le  theme: her love f o r  

~ o d .  However, i t cannot be denied t h a t  one o f  the most d i s t i n c t i v e  

- 

78 "  c ch han es gern~chet an miner unmaht, wan i c h  mich an miner gabe 
nut  enthal ten mag ' (Lfcht 1, p. 5 )  . 
79 see a lso ~ r a n k  r o b i n ' s  discussion on Mechthild's use o f  t r a n s i t i o n a l  
forms between prose and verse. He notes t h a t  she also makes use o f  the 
colon rhyme t o  heighten the rhythm o f  her prose ( "~nt roduct ion"  20-3). 
79 Examples o f  these, mainly from more recent works, are s u f f r a g i s t  
El izabeth cad stanton's Eigbt vears and More (whi ch i nc7 udes many 
anecdotes on Kousekeepi ng) , L i  f1i an h a n  ' 5 An unfinished woman and 
Pentimento (humorous anecdotes an.d obi? que d i  a l  ogue) , and Maya 
Ange10~'s 1 Knuw W h y  the caged ~ 7 r d  Slngs (many chapters are s e l f -  
contai  ned v ignet tes o r  +art s t o r i  es? (Je1.i nek "~n t roduc t ion"  7-18) . 
79 " ~ i e  r i  che i t  zergengllcher dingen I s t  e l  n un ertruwe gast, / das 
h e i l i g e  armuete b r i nge t  vor got te  tçiren l a s t "  &icht I, p.117). 
80 Examples o f  these, mainly from more recent works, are s u f f r a g i s t  
€1 i zabeth Cad stanton s Eight Years and More (whi ch i n c l  udes many f anecdotes on tousekeepi ng) , L i  1 i an  el 1 man ' 5 An un finished woman and 
Pentimento (humorous anecdotes and ob1 i que d i  a1 ogue) , and Maya 
Ange1 ou ' s I Kl7oW Why the caged s i r d  Sfngs (many,'chapters are se l  f- 
contai  ned vignettes o r  short s t o r i  es) (le1 i nek Introduct ion" 7-18). 



features o f  her t r e a t i s e  i s  the var iety o f  forms t h a t  can be found i n  

it. I argue, however, t h a t  t h i s  hodgepodge o f  genres i s  not, as modern 

theor i  s t s  specul ate, a resul t o f  her d i  sconti nuous w r i  ti ng process, but  

a means o f  showing t h e  varied, r i c h  responses Mechthild had towards cod 

and the spi  r i r u a l  knowl edge t h a t  she was granted. whi l e  on one 

occasion she might w r i t e  poetry i n  praise o f  God, on another occasion 

she might respond w i  t h  pieces o f  spi r i t u a l  advice, and on yet  another 

occasion descri be a v i  sion. Mechthil d' s book i s extraordi nary among 

rnedieval tex ts  f o r  t he  diverse forms being employed. eook 4.4, f o r  

exampl e, begins w i  t h ,  "~bundance o f  transi t o r y  t h i  ngs i s a capri  cious 

guest; / ~ 0 1 y  poverty o f fe rs  before God a precious burden"81 (poetry) 

and ends by t e l l i n g  the  reader t ha t  " Cafter] our dear Lord has reveal ed 

t h i s  t o  me, he then said: 'He who considers how good 1 am always holds 

hirnself f a s t  on me' " (anecdote and advice)Bz (FL 4.4, p.147-8). The 

array o f  re l ig ious  t rac t s ,  confessions, hymns, songs, advi ce found 

throughout the book a lso advertises the range o f  her learning and her 

f a m i l i a r i t y  wi th t h e  various l i t e r a r y  forms both i n  the medieval world, 

and i n  the w r i  t t e n  r e l  ig ious t rad i t ion .  ~ 1 1  these features demonstrate 

the h i  gh 1 evel o f  techni ca l  and 1 i terary competence Mechthi 1 d a t t a i  ned 

i n  The ~ 7 0 w f n g  ~ i g h t  o f  the Godhead, her persona1 t rea t i se  and 

spi r i  tua1 autobi ography . 
~ e c h t h i  1 d begi ns the m a i  n autobi ographi ca l  passage o f  her book 

w i th  an acknowledgment: "A11 the days o f  m y  l i f e  before I began t h i s  

book and before a s i  ng1 e word o f  i t had ever come i nto my sou1 , I was 

one o f  the most naïve persons ever t o  be i n  re1 ig ious life"a3 (FL 4.2, 

p. 139). Later, she says ,  h hi s book was begun i n love, i t sha l l  a1 so 

end i n  love, f o r  nothing i s  as wise or as holy o r  as beauti ful  o r  as 

81 "oie r i  chei t zergengl icher  d i  ngen i s t  ein un ertruwe gast, / das 
hei 1 i ge artnuete b r i  nget v o r  got te turen 1 ast" ichr 1, p. 117) . 
82 W i e  nach sprach unser l i ebe r  herre, do er  m i r  d i s  gezoe e t  hette, 

vaste i e  an mich' " ( ~ i c h t  I, p.119). 
E v i l  schier a1 sust: 'Der des gedenket, wie gùt i ch SI, der a1 t e t  s i  ch 

83 " ~ 7 7 e  mine 7ebtage e i ch d i s  bùches began und eb s i n  von got te  e i  n 
e in ig  wort i n  min se1 e kam, do was i c h  der einval. osten menschen R eines, das i e i n  gel  s t l l  chem 1 ebende erschei n" ( L Ï C  t 1, p. 109). 
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strong o r  as per fec t  as love,"84 t e l l i n g  the reader about t h e  most 

intense p a r t  o f  her i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  wi th  cod (FL 2.26, p. 176; f i ch t  I, 
p. 148). AI 1 t h a t  ~ e c h t h i l d  has experienced, she decl ares, i s t h e  

resu l t  o f  love. These in te rp re ta t ions  r e f l e c t  the  s t a t e  o f  her  i nne r  

l i f e  and her  persona1 thoughts, al lowing t he  reader t o  read the  book as 

an autobiographical account o f  her spi r i t u a l  l i f e .  when she r e c a f l s  

her f i r s t  myst ical  experience, she uses a mixture o f  devot ional p ra i se  

and persona1 narrat ive:  "1, unworthy sinner, was greeted by t h e  ~ o l y  

spi r i t  i n  my  twe l f t h  year, wh i le  1 was alone, w i t h  such an outpour ing 

t ha t  r could never, ever a f t e r  t h a t  endure l e t t i n g  myself be l e d  i n t o  a 

c lear  ven ia l  s i n  . . . . God nowhere abandoned me and l e t  m e  

experi ence such de1 i g h t f u l  sweetness , such ho1 y knowl edge, and such 

i ncomprehensi b1 e wonders t h a t  1 found 1 i t t1  e en joyment i n e a r t h l  y 

things-85 (FL 4.2, pp. 139-40). ~t i s c l  ear t h a t  t h i  s was a d e f i  n i  t e  

tu rn ing p o i n t  i n  her l i f e ,  and as a r esu l t  o f  t he  v i s i t ,  she became 

determined t o  devote her  l i f e  t o  ~ o d .  wh i le  ~ e c h t h i l  d descri  bes t h e  

events o f  her  l i f e - - t h e  v i s i t  by ~ o d ,  and what she f e l  t i t had 

accompli shed--she a lso  reminds the  reader o f  the  immensity o f  the 

experience. ït can be seen t h a t  i n  her r eco l l ec t i on  o f  past events, 

her autobiographi cal impetus i s 1 inked c lose ly  w i t h  her i d e n t i  f i  c a t i  on 

wi th  t h e  d iv ine.  ~i ke many mystics, ~ e c h t h i l d  i s i n s p i  red t o  w r i t e  

because ~ o d ' s  presence w i t h i n  her demands expression. ~t t h e  same 

time, her myst ical  experi ences unfold i ns i de  her, and become p a r t  o f  

her most persona1 mernories. Her spi r i t u a l  s e l f  is p a r t  o f  her 

psychologi ca l  sel  f. when she w r i  tes, therefore, ~ e c h t h i  1 d responds n o t  

only t o  a wish t o  make her personal, inner l i f e  pub l i c ,  b u t  a l so  t o  

d i v ine  comrnand. Awareness o f  God reinforces her autobiographical urge. 

84 "Dis bùch i s begonnen i n  der mine, es sol  ovch enden i n  der m i  ne, 
wand es i s t  n i  h t  also wise noch also h e l i g  noch a1 so schoene noch a l so  
s tark  a1 so vol  1 ekomen a l  s d i e  mine" (L ich t  I, p. 148) . 
85 " Ich unwi rd igu siinderin wart gegruesset von dem hel igen gei  s t e  i n  
meinem zwoelfen ja re  a1 so v l  iessende sere, do i c h  was a1 l e m ,  das i c h  
das niemer mere moehte e r l i den ,  das i c h  @ch zù e i  ner qrossen t e g l  ichen 
siinde n i e  mocht erb ieten [. . . .] DO l i e s  m i  ch go t  n i  ergen e i ne  und 
brachte m i d i  i n  so minnenkliche suessekteit, i n  so he l ige  bekanthe i t  und 
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~ e c h t h i l d  recorded many persona1 narrat ives t h a t  can be seen as 

par t  o f  her autobiographi cal  w r i  ti ngs. Her conversations w i  t h  ~ o d ,  f o r  

exampl e, a re  extremel y persona1 , o f t e n  coming across as i ntimate 

conversations between fr iends, o r  between husband and wi fe.  This, too, 

i s  pa r t  o f  t h e  br ida1 mysti cism t h a t  many women mystics o f  the l a t e  

medieval per iod  were at t racted to .  The dialogues between her and Love 

are j u s t  as personal, even fam i l i a r ;  a t  one point ,  Mechthil d ends an 

exchange w i  t h  " ~ o o d  night,  Love. ~ ' r n  o f f  t o  bed, a1 l e 1  u ia !  " 8 6  (FL 4.19, 

p. 164). ~t other  times, ~ e c h t h i l d '  s use o f  cou r t l y  conventions i n  her 

conversations and addresses shows t h a t  she i s consci ousl  y rewr i t i ng  her 

mysti cal experi  ences t o  s u i t  her own perceptions o f  havi  ng p a r t i  c i  pated 

i n  a noble exchange o f  devotion w i  t h  God i n  a c o u r t l y  set t ing.  when 

Knowledge speaks w i t h  the soul, f o r  example, the words sound o ra to r i ca l  

and have a forma1 cadence, showing t h a t  Mechthild i s  drawing on the 

language and imagery from the Song o f  Songs: 

O overwhelmed Sou1 , what i s your honor 7 i ke 

I n  the  palace o f  the ~ o l y  T r i  n i  t y ,  when you stand 

~ e f o r e  your ~ o r d  so a t t r a c t i  ve1 y adorned? 

Lady Knowledge, you are wiser than 1 am. 

why are you asking me t h i s ?  

Lady sou1 , God has chosen you before a1 7 t h i  ngs . 
YOU are m y  m i  stress and my queen.87 (FL 2.19, p.81) 

This exchange suggests a cour t l y  se t t i ng ,  as i f  mernbers o f  the  n o b i l i t y  

were conversing. The voices r e f e r  t o  each other as " ~ a d y "  and the sou1 

i s  f i n a l l y  honoured w i th  the rank o f  queen. ~f a t  t imes Mechthild sees 

i n  so unbegri fl i ch wunder, das i ch i rdenscher d i  ngen weni g gebruchen 
konde" ( ~ i c h t  I, .p. 109-10). . 
86 "Gùte nacht. mine. a ls  i c h  sch la f fen  welle, a l l e l u i a ! "  (L icht  1 ,  
ff 136) . 

"Eya no t l i chu  sele, an dinem pa las te  der hel igen d r i va1  teke i t ,  da du 
so minnecliche s t a s t  pezieret vor  dinem herren, w i e l i c h  i s t  d i n  ere?" 
"vrovwe bekantni sse, i r s i  n t  w i  ser denne i ch s i  , warumbe vragent i r 
m i  ch?" 
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herse1 f only  as a simple, humble pen i ten t  before ~ o d ,  such passages 

show t h a t  on other occasions, she a lso presents hersel f  as a queen i n  

heaven. Bynum fee l s  t h a t  her s p i r i t u a l i t y  has a f f i n i t i e s  w i t h  t h a t  o f  

rnystics o f  the t w e l f t h  century, such as kii ldegard o f  ~ i n g e n  and 

El isabeth o f  schonau--she i s  ''Cfar] more l y r i c a l  , ero t i c  and n u p t i a l  i n  

her imagery, less pastora l  i n  her concern . . . more apocalypt ic and 

prophetic, more i n c l  i ned  ( in  pa r t  owing t o  her experience o f  

persecution during her  more than f o r t y  years i n  Magdeburg) t o  emphasize 

s u f f e r i  ng" (lesus 178). McGinn adds, "she o f t en  does not  c l  e a r l  y 

d i  s t i  ngui sh between s p i  r i  tua1 v i  s i  ons and pure1 y i nte11 ectual ones, " 

which "conforms t o  an essential  cha rac te r i s t i c  o f  her s ty le ,  t h a t  i s ,  

the way i n  which she fuses syrnbol i zat ion  and conceptfial i za t i on ,  

persona1 mysti cal experi  ences and the  ob jec t i ve  events o f  sa1 va t i on  

h i s t o r y  i n t o  a seaml ess whole" (226). ~t t h e  same time, her v i s ionary  

experiences are not u n f i l t e r e d  accounts, bu t  as Tobin argues, are  

"deeply embedded i n  a v is ionary t r a d i t i o n ,  " o r  more s t r i c t 1  y speaki ng, 

are w r i t t e n  w i th  "an awareness o f  the t r a d i t i o n  o f  the prophet ic  

v is ion,  and she consciously i d e n t i f i e s  w i t h  t h i s  t r a d i t i o n  by viewing 

he rse l f  as par t  o f  i t  and by using the conventions and t r a d i t i o n s  o f  

thought whi ch became attached" ( " ~ e d i  eval  ~ h o u g h t "  48). c e r t a i  n l  y, 

though ~ e c h t h i l d  d i d  no t  have a formal education, she showed h e r s e l f  t o  

be f a m i l i a r  w i th  the  t r ad i t i ons  not  o n l y  o f  re l ig ious  l i t e r a t u r e ,  but  

a l  so o f  i t s  secular counterparts, espec ia l l y  i n  the genres o f  love.  

Tobin speculates t h a t  Mechthild might have been g i f t ed  w i t h  " the 

highest k i  nd o f  v i  s i  on" (accordi ng t o  A U ~ U S ~ ~  ne's def i  n i  t ions)  , the  

i n t e l  1 ectual v i s ion  ("Medi eval Thought" 53). Thus, even as she 

attempted t o  present her t r ea t i se  as being on l y  God's work, i t  can be 

seen t h a t  she was ab le  t o  do more than t h a t ;  Mechthildls l i t e r a r y  ski11 

ensured t h a t  her d i v i n e  insp i ra t ions were used t o  g l o r i f y  ~ o d  even 

fu r ther .  On one occasion, when she expressed her love f o r  ~ o d ,  

Mechthi ld wrote a Song: 

"vrowe sele, got ha t  uch erwelt ob a i l e n  dingen, i r s i  n t  min v rowe und 



I would w-illingly d i e  o f  love 

~f it could happen t o  me, 

~ i m  whom I love  1 have seen 

w i  t h  my beaming eyes 

Present i n  my sou1 . 
Any b r i de  who has o f fe red  a dwel l ing place 

TO her love has no need t o  go far.88 (FL 2.2, p.69) 

This Song i s  addressed t o  God the lover ,  one o f  the more common themes 

i n  Mechthi ld 's book. other passages celebrate ~ o d  as del iverer ,  o r  as 

a teacher. ~ n d  ye t  others are c l ea r l y  meant f o r  other readers, such as 

the passages o f  spi r i t u a l  advice f o r  her fe1 low ~egu ines  o r  the  nuns a t  

H e l f t a  (where she d i c ta ted  the seventh book), o r  even f o r  her 

confessor, Heinr ich o f  H d k .  Her l i t e r a r y  e f f o r t s  can a k o  be seen i n  

her v i s ions  o f  heaven, h e l l ,  purgatory, and paradise throughout t h e  

book, which Tobin says a lso  put  "upon a stage before us the drama o f  

the end o f  time." He adds, "it i s  t h i s  cosmic dimension o f  many o f  her 

v i  sions t h a t  d i  s t i  ngui shes ~ e c h t h i  1 d f rom many the women v i  s ionar i  es t o  

f o l  1 ow, who confine themsel ves t o  repor t i  ng v i  s i  onary experi ences o f  a 

persona1 and p r i va te  world" (Tobin "~n t roduc t i on "  11). where t he  

myst ical passages a re  concerned, Mechthild does not  on ly  report  her  

experi ences--she "seems t o  consi der the experi  ence Cs] as raw mate r i  a1 

t h a t  needs t o  be re f l ec ted  upon, formed, and fashioned before i t  can 

become p a r t  o f  her book" (Tobin " Int roduct ion" 10). AU these p o i n t  t o  

the au thor ia l  r o l e  ~ e c h t h i ' l d  plays i n  t he  wr i t ing- -not  merely 

r epo r t i  ng--of the  events i n her (i nner) 1 i fe.  Her mystical experi ences 

cannot be transmi t t e d  i n t a c t  , s i  nce ~ e c h t h i  1 d herse1 f does not  f u l l  y 

min kundegi nne. " ( L i c h t  1, p. 50) 
 ch sturbe gerne von mine, 

moehte es m i r  geschehen; 
den enden, den i c h  m i  nnen, 
den i! an i c h  gesehen 
m i t  minen l i e h t e n  ovaen - 
i n  miner se le  stan. 
swelu b r u t  i r e n  l i eben  geherberget hat, 
du bedarf n i t  verre gan. 
DC mine mag n i t  wo1 vergan, 
swa d i e  junc f rowe d i  ke nach dem jungel i  ng gat .  ( ~ i c h t  I, p. 37-8) 
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understand what she has seen and f e l t ,  but  must always be a l te red  i n  

some way by  t h e  time she wr i tes  them down. m i s  too  forms the  

aesthet ic  e f f o r t  t h a t  Mechthild makes i n  her book. The F ~ O W ~ ~ J  ~ i g h t  

o f  the Godhead overcomes the 1 hi ta t i ons  placed upon spi r i  tua1 

t r e a t i  ses of t he  medi eval pe r i  od by combi n i  ng passages o f  poetry--both 

o f  the  cou r t l y - l ove  t r ad i t i on ,  and i n  the language o f  e r o t i c  love--wi t h  

r e l i g i ous  t r a c t s  and revelat ions.  some o f  these passages are d i rec ted  

a t  God, some are merely conversations between ~ e c h t h i l d  and various 

a l l ego r i ca l  f igures,  some are songs o f  p ra ise  and celebrat ion, wh i l e  

others are c l e a r l y  revelat ions meant t o  guide t h e  reader towards ~ o d .  

~ e c h t h i  1 d makes use o f  these forms f o r  autobi ographi c a l  w r i  ti ng , 
adapting them f o r  her persona1 use. This combination o f  l i t e r a r y  forms 

makes her t r e a t i  se one o f  the most unusual works among the medieval 

(and even modern) tex ts  i n  existence. 

  ut it i s  not  merely the  wr i t i ngs ,  o r  t h e  v a r i e t y  o f  t h e i  r forms, 

tha t  g i  ve p r o o f  t o  Mechthi 1 d ' s autobi ographi c a l  mode. Gabriel e L. 

Strauch a l so  comments on her "s t ra teg ic"  use o f  t he  vernacular i n  her 

t e x t  and specul ates, "Mechthi 1 d acknowl edges her i nabi 1 i t y  t o  w r i  t e  i n 

Latin, but  Th i s  need not be in terpre ted as her  having wanted t o  use 

t h i  s medium" (179). instead , ~ e c h t h i  1 d may have o ther  a i  ms i n  m i  nd: 

"the German vernacular was the  on1 y communicative means t o  reach t h a t  

audience f o r  whom her message was intended, and t o  whom she was 

closest,  t h e  beguines" ; her use o f  i t  "can be read as an ac t i ve  choice 

i n  favor  o f  t he  German language, a choi ce t h a t  r e f l ecxs  her s e n s i t i v i  t y  

t o  the  needs o f  a growi ng spi  r i  tua1 communi ty" (strauch 179). The 

considerat ian o f  the audi ence f u r t h e r  conf i  rms her author ia l  r o l  e. 

~ e r t r u d e  o f  He l f ta 's  account was a lso w r i t t e n  f o r  an audience: 

the nuns i n  t he  Hel f ta  communi t y .  Her spi r i  tua1 conversion occurred i n  

her twenty-s ix th  year, when she had a v i s i o n  o f  a "handsome and 

gracious" you th  (christ)  who he ld  her hand "as though t o  p l i g h t  a 
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troth"89 and promised t o  de l i ve r  her ( ~ e r a 7 d  2.1, p.95). AS she was 

f i l l e d  w i t h  longing f o r  God, t h e  youth l i f t e d  her and placed her beside 

him; on ly  then d i d  she see the  wounds - "those b r i g h t  jewels . . . 
whi ch have cancel ed a11 Our debts-90--on him ( ~ e r a  7 d  2.1, p -95). FrOm 

the de ta i led  account, i t  can be seen t h a t  t h i s  f i  r s t  mystical 

experience impressed her deeply, and made her aware o f  " the i n t e r i o r  o f  

Cher] heart-91 (Hera7d 2.1, p -96) . she became known f o r  her spi r i  tua1 

knowledge among the nuns. HOweVer, Gertrude was o f t en  uncertain as t o  

her r o l e  i n  t h e  community. when she was commanded t o  w r i t e  a book, her 

biographer t e l l s  us t h a t  "she asked herse l f  wonderingly what good there 

could be i n  t h i s ,  "92 as she had previously decided t o  do so would on ly  

cause t roub l  e (Hem 7d 1.15, p. 81). As she thanks God f o r  appeari ng t o  

her, Gertrude says, "1 must confess i n  very t r u t h  t h a t  t h i s  was a grace 

f r e e l y  given and i n  no way deserved" ("in vera v e r i t a e  p ro f i t eo r  esse 

gratiam quae tam g ra t i s  e t  tam demeritae donata est") (Hera7d 2.2, 

p .  97; Legatus p. 62) . ~ e r t r u d e  seems t o  have been d i  smayed C i  f a1 so 

honoured) by her status as a mystic. Consoled though she might have 

been a t  the thought t ha t  she had been singled o u t  t o  receive ~ o d ' s  

grace, a t  r imes Gertrude also seems t o  fee l  pressured by the a t tent ion.  

she t e l l s  ~ o d ,  " t o  te11 the t r u t h ,  had the whole o f  my l i f e  been passed 

i n  per fec t  r ec t i t ude  instead o f  a t t a i n i ng  t o  such per fec t ion only f o r  a 

moment o r  two, I could never have been worthy o f  a s i ng le  one o f  your 

looks, even t h a t  severe one which 1 had t o  endure a f t e r  committing a 

mul t i tude o f  f a u l t s  and, alas, grave sinsW93; there i s  a sense t h a t  she 

f e l t  unworthy o f  the a t ten t ion  al together,  and might  have even been 

d i s i n c l i n e d - - i f  she were asked--to take up the burden o f  w r i t i ng  

( ~ e r a  7d 2.3, p. 98).  hi s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  may expl a i  n why she 

89 "amabi 1 em e t  de1 i catum" and "quasi haec verba po11 i c i  tando f imaret" 
( ~ e p a t u s  p. 59,. 60). 
90 ' recognoveri m vu1 nerum i 11 orum praecl ara moni 1 i a qui bus omi um 
i rri tan tu r  ch i  rographa" ( ~ e g a t u s  p. 60) .  
91 " i n t e r i o r a  cord i  s mei" ( ~ e g a t u s  p. 6. : 
92 "admi rando revolvebat mente quae u t1  11 tas i n hoc posset esse" 
(Legatus p.46). 
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con t i  nual 1y expressed her s i n f u l  nature and unworthi ness despi t e  t he  

f a c t  t h a t  from her own and her biographer's accounts, Gertrude seems t o  

have l e d  a f a i  r l y  v i  rtuous and blameless l i f e .  There a re  no s t o r i e s  o f  

sensational conversions, 1 i ttl e serious i 11 ness (especi a l  1 y o f  t he  s o r t  

i n f l  i cted by God) , no communication w i  t h  popes, and few m i  racles. Nor 

d i d  she ac tua l l y  convert from a l i f e  o f  luxury, as ~ n g e l a  o f  Fol igno 

did.  Perhaps her constant r e i t e ra t i ons  o f  unworthiness provided a 

means o f  escaping her heavy burden, even a g u i l t y  hope t h a t  ~ o d  would 

lift the burden o f f  her  shoulders. ~ h i s  in te rp re ta t ion  i s  not  meant t o  

lessen the impact o f  her revelat ions, o r  t o  cast doubt on t he  s i n c e r i t y  

o f  her devotion and grat i tude,  bu t  on l y  t o  show t h a t  even knowing 

he rse l f  t o  be blessed, Gertrude experienced a measure o f  personal 

c o n f l i c t  t h a t  showed up i n  her prayers o f  thanksgiving t o  Cod. 

Her r e i  t e ra t i ons  o f  humi 1 i t y  and outpourings regardi ng her 

undeserved status h i n t  a t  her discomfort wi th the whole en te rp r i  se o f  

w r i t i n g  a book. constant ly  and al most w i t h  a quest ioni ng tone, 

Gertrude dwells on t h e  immensity o f  God's grace upon her. Throughout 

her autobiographical t rea t i se ,  she seems t o  be puzzl ed a t  the  a t t en t i on  

given t o  a person l i k e  her, f o r  even when she wavers i n  her devotion, 

"you [God] looked a t  me wi th  such sweetness and goodness, as though you 

never could have suspected me o f  t he  l e a s t  gu i le  and as though you took 

i t f o r  a mark o f  affection"94 c~era7d  2.13, p. 113). God con t i  nued t o  

welcome her back. Even a f t e r  her f i  r s t  spi r i t u a l  experience, she 

admitted t h a t  her mind continued t o  'wander' away from contemplation o f  

~ o d - - f o r  hours and even days o r  weeks a t  a rime--and l ose  i t s e l f  i n  

seeki ng p l  easure i n  temporal th7 ngs, o r  i n  worl d l y  conversation (ffera 7d 

2.3). certrude was never obsessed w i  t h  the presence o f  Cod, nor was 

she always s a t i s f i e d  w i t h  the contemplative l i f e .  Yet, there  i s  no 

93 " s i  durasset omne tempus v i t a e  meae, nequaquam condi gne o b t i  nu i  sset 
m i  h i  uni cam ve1 sever i  ssiman exhi b i  ti onem, quam unquam post  mu1 ti p l i  ci a 
crirnina e t  heu!." (Legatus p.64). 
94 "videbar mihi hoc quasi dent i  bus t u i s  extrahendo rapere e t  i n i m i  CO 
tuo  praebere; e t  i n t e r  haec v idebar is  me tam benigan seren i ta te  
respicere, utpote omi no d o l i  i nexpertus putares me hoc ti b i  b l  andi endo 
i nferred" (regatus p. 84). 



quest ion t h a t  her sp i  r i t u a l  conversion gave her a new 1 i f e  w i t h i n  t h e  

convent. ~ e f o r e  her s p i  r i  tua1 conversion, she was o f ten  an i n d i f f e r e n t  

nun, w i  t h  an "excessive attachment t o  secul a r  s tud i  es, "95 as her 

biographer puts it; ~ e r t r u d e  herse l f  admi t s  t h a t  she was vain and 

wor ld l y :  " i n  vain--bearing the name and wearing t h e  hab i t  o f  a 

re1 ig ious ,  "96 more i nterested i n  book lea rn ing  than i n  f u l  f i l 1  i n g  a h o l y  

vocat ion (Hera7d 1.1, p.53; 2 . 1 ,  p.9Y). But even then, she was 

begînning t o  fee l  depressed and al ienated from 1 i f e :  she rea l ised t h a t  

she was f a r  from ~ o d ,  " i n  a land o f  u n l i  keness," and "exter ior  t h i n g s  

began t o  lose t h e i  r a t t r a c t i o n  f o r  her" 97 (~era7d  1.1, p .  5 3 ) .  The 

biographer adds, "[by] at taching he rse l f  w i t h  such av id  enjoyment t o  

the pursui  t o f  human wisdom, she was depr i v i  ng he rse l f  o f  the sweet 

t a s t e  o f  t r u e  wisdom"98 (~era7d  1.1, p.53) ; l u c k i l y ,  Cod came t o  her and 

provided her w i th  " t r ue  wisdom" i n  her v is ions.  However, i t can a l s o  

be seen t h a t  whi le ~ e r t r u d e  depended, from the s t a r t ,  upon d i v i ne  

mot iva t ion  f o r  w r i  t i n g  her  t reat ise ,  her w r i  ti ngs show c l  ear evidence 

o f  her  learning and au thor ia l  presence. I have a l  ready mentioned her 

care i n  not ing the dates o f  the occasions when God v i s i t e d  her, b u t  

the re  are  other c l  ues as wel l  . ~hroughou t  her autobiographical account  

i n  ~ h e  ~ e r a 7 d  o f  oivine Love, it i s  s p e c i f i c a l l y  Gertude's inner  wor ld  

t h a t  i s  being descri bed. Expressions such as "1 became deeply aware o f  

so much i n  my heart,"99 "I asked rnyself,"f0o "1 re f lec ted,  "101 "1 pondered 

these thoughts a1 1 day i n  my m i  nd, "102 "I compl a i  ned w i  t h i  n mysel f, "103 

"1 began t o  consider wi t h i n  myself, "104 "as 1 was t h i n k i  ng, "10s "1 passed 

95 "s tud i  i s 1 i beral i bus nimus inhaerendo" (f egatus p. 8 )  . 
96 "i nan i te r  nomen e t  vestem Re1 i g i o n i s  gestarem" (Legatus 59). 
97 "repione d i  s s im i l i  t u d i  n i  s [. . . .] repente v i l escere  omnia 
e x t e n  ora" (f egatus p. 8 )  
98 "atque humanae sapi entae de1 ec ta t ion i  av i  d i  us adhaerendo, verae 
sapi ent iae gustu suavi ssmo se pr ivaset"  (Legatus p. 8). 
99 ~ e r a 7 d  2.2, p.96; Legatus p.61. 
100 ~ e r a 7 d  2.3, p.97; Legatus p.63. 
loWera7d 2 . 3 ,  p.97; Legatu, p.63. ~ 1 s o  i n  Hera7d 2.10, p.109; Legatus 
p.78. 
102 ~ e r a 7 d  2.3, p.97; Legatus p.63. ~ l s o  i n  sli  h t l y  modified form <"T i! pondered these thoughts a l 1  day long, t u rn i ng  t em over i n  rny m i  nd") -in 
~ e r a  7 d  2.13, p. 113 ; fegatus p. 8 3 .  see note 106 be l  ow. 
103 ~ e r a i d  2.7, p.105; regatus p.73. 
104 ~ e r a i d  2.10, p.109; Legatu, p.79. 



over i n my mind , "106 and "1 was t u r n i  ng a l  1 these t h i  ngs over i n  my 

m i  nd, "107 show t h a t  Gertrude i s conscious o f  r epo r t i  ng her i n t e r i  o r  

world. she narrates not  j u s t  her  mystical reve la t ions and the 

conc1usions she draws from them, bu t  those o f  her own thought processes 

as wel l  . For a1 1 her frequent conversations w i th  Cod, her fervent, 

lengthy prayers and thanksgivi  ng t o  ~ o d ,  the t e x t  i s  engaged p r imar i l y  

wi  t h  Gertrude's own thoughts and deci s i  09s. 

The prologue t o  the second book begins w i th  an account o f  the 

t ime she was suddenly i nsp i  red t o  wr i te :  "~oved  by a most v i o l en t  

impulse o f  t he  ~ o l y  spi  r i t , she seized the tab le ts  which hung a t  her 

s ide and i n  overf lowing g ra t i tude ,  she wrote the th ings  which she had 

experienced i n  her heart i n  i n t i m a t e  converse w i  t h  t h e  Beloved, i n  her 

own hand and i n h i  s pra i  se"l*B ( ~ e r a  7d 2. pro1 ogue, p. 94) . Thi s impul se 

pushed ~ e r t r u d e  t o  w r i t e  about her own inner l i f e ,  seven years a f t e r  

her fi r s t  myst ical  experience. But though she began t o  w r i t e  i n  the 

spring o f  1289, Gertrude was o f t e n  plagued by uncer ta in ty .  Once, she 

says, "1 thought i t  so unseemly t o  w r i t e  down a l 1  these th ings tha t  1 

could not b r i n g  myself t o  l i s t e n  t o  the voice o f  conscience and kept 

pu t t ing  i t  o f f  u n t i l  the f eas t  o f  the Exaltat ion o f  t h e  Holy Cross [ i n  

september] , "109 a sign o f  the  hes i  t a t i o n  she fe1 t a t  i nvo l v i  ng herse1 f 

i n  t h i  s c ruc ia l  enterpr i  se C ~ e r a  7d 2.10, p. 109). Th i  s admission a1 so 

reveals a couple o f  things: one, t he  "voice o f  conscience" t ha t  

Gertrude hears can be seen as t h e  recognit ion o f  her author ia l  

responsi b i  1 i t y  . It i s ev i  dence o f  her autobiographi ca l  i mpul se, whi ch 

she was re luc tan t  t o  exercise due t o  her excessive modesty. she 

recognises t h a t  she has a responsi b i l  i t y  i n  the w r i  t i n g  o f  the book, 

.- 

105 Hera 7d 2.16, p. 115;  Legatus p. 87 .  AI so i n  ~ e r a  7d 2.16, p. 118; 
Legatus p. 89. 
106 ~era7d  2.18, p.119; Legatus p.91. 
107 Hera7d 2.20, p.124; Legatus rg8- ~ 1 s o  i n  s l i g h t l y  modified form 
(see note 101 above), i n  ~ e r a 7  2.13, p.113; Legatus p. 83. 
1°8 "cornpu1 sa v i  01 en t i  ssimo i mpetu Spi ri tus sanct i  , 1 a t e r a l  em tab l  u l  am 
a r r i  p i  ens , quod corde sent i  ebat cum d i  1 ecto i n  secret0 confabul ans, 
haec ex superabunantia g r a t i  t u d i n i  s ad laudem i p s i u s  e t  menu 
descri bebat" (Legatus p. 58) . 
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even though she chooses t o  procrast inate  about the task.  Gertrude 

adds, "I am compelled by a fo rce  whi ch i s  external t o  me, and indeed 

agai ns t  my w i l l  , t o  commit these t h i  ngs t o  w r i t i  ng"U0 (Hera 7d 2.5, 

p. 103). NO, t h i  s "voice o f  conscience" i s a persona1 vo i  ce, not a 

d iv ine one, even i f  i t  appears as a r e s u l t  o f  d i v i ne  command. Probably 

t h i s  i s  why her e f f o r t s  f a l t e r  as she i s  reminded o f  her persona7 

s in fu l  nature, which i s  f o r  her t oo  great  a f a i l i n g  i n  a person meant 

f o r  an important task such as w r i t i n g  a book; she t e l l s  God tha t  "[if] 

you had given me . . . no more than a thread o f  f l a x  as a rnemento, I 

should have respected i t  and t rea ted  i t  more reverentlyn- (Hera7d2.5, 

p. 103). ~ e r t r u d e  i s overwhel med by the  prospect o f  w r i  ti ng a book, 

even i f  t h e  command t o  w r i t e  comes from God. she f e e l s  he rse l f  unable 

t o  r i s e  to t h e  task  and stops w r i t i ng .  ~t tha t  po in t ,  she has wr i t ten 

only f i v e  chapters. she changes her mind only when God te11 s her t ha t  

her book cou1 d be used t o  i nspi r e  other people t o  greater  p i  ety; he 

even helps her,  as Gertrude b e l i  eves ( in  2. IO), by i nspi  r i n g  her t o  

w r i t e  a number o f  pages each morning. 

From t h a t  po in t  on, a more l i t e r a r y  voice appears i n  her account. 

For exampl el she begi ns i ncreasi ng1 y t o  couch her myst i  ca l  experi ences 

by using " s i m i  1 i tudeCs] " ("simil  i t u d i  ne") (Hera 7d 2.1, p. 126; Legatus 

p.100)-- compari sons o r  analogies t h a t  she uses t o  exp la in  spi  r i t u a l  

t ruths,  p a r t i  cu l  a r l  y i n  the in te rac t ions  between Gertrude and God. 

when ~ o d  cornes t o  her, i t  i s  1 i ke "when the dew o f  d i v i  n i  t y  came down, 

shedding sweetness over the earth, and the heavens were melt ing, made 

sweet 1 i ke honey"n2 ( ~ e r a  7d 2.6, p. 104) ; she compares her experi ence 

wi th  t h a t  o f  t h e  earth awash w i t h  dew. Images from nature reappear 

when Gertrude i s  re f l ec t i ng  on t h e  image o f  the sacred Heart--"O 

109 " ~ a e c  s c r i  p t a  cvm tam incongrvum j udi carern s c r i  bere, quod nu1 1 atenus 
consci en t iae  meae i n hoc consenti r e  possem, e t  i d o  usque ad 
Exal t a t i  onem sanctae Cruci s d i  s tu l !  ssem" (Legaps p. 78) . 
no "hanc esse causarn quae me tam n i m i  s extra, imo con t ra  placitum meum 
cogi t haec s c r i  p t i  s commendare" (Legatus p. 7 0 ) .  

"s i  mihi tam tndignae f i l um de stuppa i n  memoriam t u i  t radid isses,  
j u re  s t u d i o s i o r i  reverent ia l  repexi ssem" (~egatus p. 70). 

"quand0 du1 corante rore d i  v i  n i  t a t i  s per totum mundum me1 1 i f1 u i  f a c t i  
sunt coe l i  , v e l l  us" ( f  egatus p. 7 2 )  . 



eternal  sol s t i  ce, happy f i e l d s  where j o y  securel y dwe11 s''=--and when 

she compares h e r s e l f  t o  "a t i n y  f lower  which has been drawn up out  of 

t h e  mire by the sun's rays, so t h a t  i t  might shine w i t h  t h e  sun's 

l ight ! "U4 ( ~ e r a 7 d  2.8, p.107; 2.9, p.108). when Cod i n s p i r e s  her t o  

wr i te ,  Gertrude t e l l s  the reader t h a t  he seemed t o  send "a shower o f  

drenchi ng r a i n  over my sou1 , " so t h a t  1 i ke "a young and tender p lant ,  I 

fe1  t myself now beaten down t o  the ground by the v i o l  ence o f  the 

downpour"ns (uera 7d 2.10, p. 109) . These s i  m i  1 i tudes present God's 

blessings through images o f  t h e  natura l  world, and they t e s t i f y  t o  the 

power and nature o f  her visions, and t o  her l i t e r a r y  sk i 1  1 i n  depict ing 

them. Gertrude a lso  makes use o f  s im i l i t udes  i n  her anecdotes, such as 

when she reca l l s  an occasion when she had showed anger, and God 

appeared t o  her " i n  the  form and guise o f  a p i  lgr im," "dest i  t u t e  and 

helpless."116 xt was a scene t h a t  f i 17ed  her w i th  such remorse a t  her 

behaviour t h a t  she sa id  she would ra ther  not have ~ o d  present, but  ~ o d  

t e l l s  her t h a t  l i k e  a s i ck  man who endures a Storm wh i le  he wai ts f o r  

good weather, he i s  w i l l i n g  t o  wai t f o r  her t o  mend her  wrongs (Hera7d 

2.12, p. 1 1 2 ) .  Among the more s t r i  k i ng  images descri  bed i s one where 

~ e r t r u d e  compares God's love f o r  her w i t h  that  o f  "a f a t h e r  who takes 

pleasure i n  hearing h i  s la rge fami l y  o f  chi ldren compl imented by 

r e t a i  ners and f r i  ends f o r  t h e i  r e l  egance and grace, " b u t  who "has a 

small ch i l d  also, who has not  ye t  a t ta ined t o  the elegance and 

per fec t ion o f  t h e  others, but  f o r  whom he feels a compassionate 

tenderness, pressing him more o f ten  t o  h i s  breast, fond l ing  and 

caressing him w i t h  more endearing words and l i t t l e  g i f t s  than he gives 

t o  the others"n7 ( ~ e r a  7d 2.18, p. 119).   hi s i s an assurance t o  

* "O aeternale so l  s t i  tium, mansio secura, locus totum con t i  nens quod 
delectat"  (Legazus p. 75-6). 
U 4  ' L f l ~ ~ ~ ~ l  i , quem i se etiam s o l a r i  s radius de l o c i  s pal  u s t r i  bus s i  b i  7 a t t r a h i  t quasi ad CO 1 ucdenum! " (Legatus p. 7 7 )  . 
us "CO iosissimum quemdam imbrern super animam meam effundere videbatur [. . . y  ex cujus impetuoso descensu ego VI 1 I s humuncio, tam novel la e t  
tenera p lan ta t io  depre~sa,,succumbens" (regatus p. 79) . 
u 6  "tam peregri na spec-i e, " v i  r i  um so l  a t i  O peni tus  desi tutum" (Legatus 
n Q')\ 
) 1 i O L J  i 

"i n simi 1 i t u d i  ne p a t r i  sfami 1 i as, u i  gauderet de g ra t i osa  eleganti  a 9 plurimorum natorum, quibus etiam app auderet numerosa t u rba  



Gertrude t h a t  even t h e  smallest and most imperfect o f  ~ o d ' s  1 chi1 dren 

(1i ke her) w i l l  be b l  essed w i th  specia l  at tent ion.  

S i  s ter  Mary Jererny c l ass i f i es  Gertrude's simi 1 i  tudes i i n to  s i x  

categories, 1) those taken from nature, such as f i r e ,  water, p lants  and 

animal s ; 2) f rom persona1 r e l  a t i  onshi ps , between parents and ch i  1 dren , 
husbands and w i  ves , and f r i  ends ; 3) f rom soc4 a1 re1 a t i  onshi p: s, between 

soverei gns and sub j e c t s  , between feuda1 and m i  1 i t a r y  associ a-tes ; 4) 

from professions and c ra f t s ,  such as teachers, physi cians, a! r t i  s ts ,  

ar t isans,  and en te r t a i  ners; 5) f rom domesti c a c t i v i  ti es 1 i ke dyei ng , 
washing, cooking, o r  sewing; 6) other miscel7aneous objects such  as 

musi ca l  i nstruments , go1 d , jewel s , food and perfumes (50-1) . An 

example o f  a s i m i l i t u d e  from the f o u r t h  category, f o r  example, occurs 

on an occasion when Gertrude compares her devotion t o  cod t o  t h a t  o f  "a 

s inger who has not  y e t  1 earned the me1 ody and f o l  lows it c a r e f u l l  y i n  

t he  book"U8 ( ~ e r a 7 d  2.16, p. 116; Legatus p. 87). There i s  a l  tso t he  

domestic image o f  t h e  darkened sou1 "enveloped on a17 sides a s  i f  by a 

c loud . . . such as t h a t  given o f f  by a b o i l i n g  potn- (Hera 7d 2.15, 

p.114). fhese and other images, many taken from domestic and natural  

scenes, reveal Gertrude as "a sympathetic observer, a connaisseur o f  

human experience" (Jeremy 54). ~ h a t  she was able t o  incorpoirate these 

observations i n t o  her wr i t i ngs  i s  evidence o f  her d e s c r i p t i v e  power and 

her authori  a1 i nten t  , especi a l  1 y i n autobiographi cal w r i  ti ng . she was 

no t  on ly  able t o  use fami l  i a r  images t o  describe her experiemces w i t h  

cod, but  chose t h i  s avenue as a way o f  hel ping her readers t c o  

understand her. ~n t h i s  sense, ~ e r t r u d e  i s  working i n  t h e  

autobiographical mode; the choi ce t o  use such descript ions rtepresents 

t h e  reshaping o f  her experiences i n t o  coherent narrat ives. when 

~ e r t r u d e  wrote down her revelat ions, i t  was not w i th  the i d e a  o f  ac t ing 

domesti corum e t  v i  c i  norum, e t  i nte r  quos parvul um haberet qu-i nondum ad 
e l  egantiam r e l  iquorurn perveni sset, quem paterno a f fec tu  m i  se rans 
f requenti s i n s i  num rec i  peret, verbi  s ac munuscul i s i 11 i prat e caeter i  s 
b1 andi retur"  (~egatus p. 91). 

"cantans quod usu non bene s c i t ,  d i l i g e n t e r  r e s p i c i t  li brium" 
(Legatus p. 8 7 ) .  
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as cod's channeb-or not  merely as Cod's channeb-but wi th the idea o f  

f i nd ing  the best way o f  expressing herse l f  so as t o  br ing those 

episodes t o  her readers. For Gertrude, t h i s  way was t o  wr i t e  about her 

revelat ions using a liznguage (of s i m i l i  tude) t h a t  her readers wou7d 

read i l y  i d e n t i f y  with. ~ i r n i n g  t o  both teach and perform an act  o f  

s e l f - i  nscr i  pt ion,  she asserts her authori t y  by groundi ng her 

observations wi th  persona1 tags--Y thought,"*o "1 felt"u1--and t r i e s  

t o  make her words more comprehensible and mernorable t o  readers by 

couching them i n  fam i l i a r  terms. Her l i t e r a r y  presence thus makes 

i t s e l f  f e l t  i n  her spi r i t u a l  autograph. 

Spi r i  tua1 sense, spi r i  tua1 se7 ves 

As was common among the  re l ig ious i n  t he  medieval period, 

especial l y  among women mystics, the impulse t o  w r i  t e  o f  one's 1 i f e  and 

experiences was of ten the  resu l t  o f  a d iv ine  command o f  some sor t ,  o r  

the urg ing o f  a re l ig ious advisor. Margery was urged by Cod t o  w r i t e  a 

book, a command she delayed f o r  over twenty years due t o  uncertainty, 

fear o f  d i  sapproval , and her own feel ings o f  i n f e r i o r i  t y .  once she 

took on the task, however, Margery was re lent less i n  the pursu i t  o f  i t s  

cornpletion. she a l1  but hounds the second scr ibe t o  take on the task  

a f t e r  t he  f i r s t  scribe dies--when he t r i e s  t o  avoid the task upon 

hearing o f  rumours against her f o r  nearly four  years, Margery t e l l s  the  

reader t h a t  "the creatur cryed of ten on hym ther fo r "  (Kempe 20; 4)--and 

even prays f o r  him when he found the e a r l i e r  sections by the f i r s t  

scr ibe too d i f f i c u l t  t o  decipher. ~ h e  tone o f  her book i s  se1 f- 

confident, and f i rm ly  centered on her l i f e  events, her actions, her 

v is ions,  and her wish t o  teach the readers about her experiences. More 

focused on her grat i tude t o  Cod, Gertrude's t e x t ,  The ffera7d o f  oivfne 

Love, descri  bes her f r iendship and spi r i t u a l  union w i th  ~ o d  whi le a lso 

u.9 "of fuscatur ad i ns ta r  unius ... tam c i  rca quam supra e t  i n fe ru i s  [. . . ] wel u t  01 l a  coquens waporem emi t t i  t" (~egatus p .  85). 
*O ~ e r a 7 d  2.10, p.109; 2.12, p.112. 
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recounting events o f  her own l i f e ,  i nc lud ing  her thoughts and actions. 

Having been f i n a l l y  convinced by God on more than one occasion t h a t  her 

book would help her readers on t he i  r s p i  r i t u a l  journeys, Gertrude f e l t  

t h a t  her qualms about w r i  t i n g  had been reduced. 

However, Gertrude continued t o  be overwhelmed by t he  rea l i sa t i on  

t h a t  she was not  ab le  t o  describe her experience adequately: " [with] a 

heavy heart, I began t o  consider w i t h i  n myself how d i  ffi c u l  t, not  t o  

Say impossible, i t  would be f o r  me t o  f i n d  the  r i g h t  expressions and 

words f o r  a11 the  t h i ngs  t ha t  were sa id  t o  me, so as t o  make them 

i nte11 i g i  b1 e on a human 1 evel , w i  thout  danger o f  scanda1 "*2 ( ~ e r a  7d 

2.10, p.109). she thus uses s imi l i tudes,  which al iow her t o  present 

reve la tory  v is ions by using the images o f  ordinary l i f e .  For example, 

she compares he rse l f  t o  t he  colour black, contrast ing i t  w i t h  the 

b r i g h t  gold colour o f  God's d iv ine splendour,u3 and l a t e r  r a i l s  her 

w r i t i n g s  "painted picturesW*4 wi th whi ch t o  help others ga in  wisdom 

j u s t  as "students progress t o  l o g i c  by f i  r s t  knowing the a1phabet"us 

( ~ e r a  7d 2.23, p. 132; 2.24, p. 135). Th i  s remi nds the reader of the 

biographer ' s expl anat ion t ha t  "as i nv i  s i  b1 e and spi r i  tua1 t h i  ngs cannot 

be understood by t he  human i n t e l l e c t  except i n  v i s i b l e  and corporeal 

images i t  i s  necessary t o  clothe them i n  human and bod i l y  forms"u6 

( ~ e r a  7d 1.1, p. 54-5).  Gertrude uses s i  m i  1 i tudes t o  descr i  be her 

persona1 impressions o f  her mystical experiences, and a t  t h e  saine t ime 

t o  overcome the d i  ffi cu l  t i e s  o f  expressi ng the  i neffabl  e. 

~i ke ~ n g e l a  o f  Foligno, ~ e r t r u d e  was f rus t ra ted by what she saw 

as her inadequacy i n  describing her myst ical  experiences. Both women 

ui For example, i n  ~ e r a 7 d  2.4, p.100. 
122 "gravata i n  memetispsa per l ractare coepi quam d i f f i c i l e  ve1 etiam 
impossi b i l e  mihi f o r e t  talem inveni r e  sensum s ive verba, qu i  bus s ine 
scanda10 ad humanum i ntel lectum saepe d i c t a  produci possent" (Legatus 

i.23 "kc i  1 i cet i ngra t i  ssimae conversationi s meae n i  gredi nem contra tarn 
d i  v i  ne spl endentem" (Legatus p. 110-111) . 
124 "depi ctas i m  a i  nationes" C ~ e ~ a t u s  p. 113) . 
*s " s i cu t  per a 9 phabetum ad logicam perveniunt quandoque studentes" 
(Leqatus p.113). 
126 ' E t  qui a i nv i  s i  b i  1 i a e t  spi r i  tua1 i a nu l  1 atenus ad i nte71 ectum 
humanum a1 i t e r  quam per  rerum corporal i um e t  v i  s i  b i  1 i um s i  m i  1 i tud i  nes 
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o f t en  asserted t h a t  the re  were no words t h a t  they could use t o  express 

t h e i r  experiences i n  w r i t i n g  properly. ~ e c h t h i l d  says, "ever since 1, 

s i n f u l  woman, have been requi red t o  wr i te ,  i t  has been a matter o f  

great  d is t ress  t o  me i n  my heart t ha t  I am able t o  describe t h i s  

authent ic  knowledge and these holy sub1 ime contemplations t o  no one 

except through these words . . . . [they seem] a1 1 too feeb1emu7 (FL 

5.12, p.190). Fear t h a t  the  words they used would be inadequate t o  

express a11 t h a t  they f e l  t i s  a pers is tent  theme i n  the w r i t i n g s  o f  

these mystics, s ince t o  them, the d iv ine  was experienced through more 

than the f i v e  senses; t he  ine f fab le  was beyond what t h e i r  human senses 

could take i n .  They saw v is ions where o thers  d i d  not, heard voices o f  

sa in ts  and ~ o d  , me11 ed mysteri ous fragrances, hel  d conversati ons w i  t h  

incorporeal v i s ions ,  f e l l  i n t o  trances, o r  were struck by ecstasies i n  

which they experi  enced the  Passion. 

~ n g e l a ' s  reve l  a t ions came t o  her "i n [her] soul" (s7essed 146) ; 

other  mystics 1i kewi se held s i l e n t  conversations wi th  ~ o d .  I n  her 

t r e a t i  se, ~ e c h t h i  1 d decl ares ( in  4-13}, "1 do not  know how t o  w r i  t e ,  

nor can I, unless 1 see w i t h  the eyes o f  my sou7 and hear w i t h  the ears 

o f  my eternal s p i r i t  and fee l  i n  a11 t h e  par ts  o f  my body t h e  power o f  

t he  ~ o l y  spi  r i t " u 8  (FL 4.13, p. 156). ~t one point ,  ~ e c h t h i  I d  says, "1 

ac tua l l y  saw t h e  sou1 o f  S t .  John the ~ v a n g e l i s t  w i th  the eyes o f  my 

unworthy sou1 , " U S  denoting senses t ha t  do no t  have a corporeal 

existence ( ~ e r a  7d 4.23, p. 167). i n  a myst i  ca l  v i s ion  a t  c h r i  stmas, 

~ e r t r u d e  sees colours t h a t  do not ex is t :  "And whi le  1 held [ the i n f a n t  

 esu us] w i  t h i n  my soul , suddenl y I saw mysel f en t i  r e l y  transformed i nto 

t h e  color  o f  t h e  heavenly babe--if i t  i s possib le t o  describe as color  

expr i  m i  non possunt , opor te t  ea humani s e t  corpr re i  s i mgai n a t i  oni  bus 
adumbere" (Legatus p. 10) . 
1.27 "mich jamert des von herzen sere s i d  dem male, das i c h  sundig wip 
schr i  ben mùs, das i c h  d i e  ware bekantni sse vnd d i e  heligen er1  ichen 
anschowunge nieman mag gescri  ben sunder d ~ s u  wort a l le ine;  s i  dunken [. 

.] a lze k le ine"  ( ~ i c h t  1, p.166). 
 ch enkan noch mag n i t  schr i  ben, i c h  she es m i t  den ovgen miner sele 

und hoere es t  m i t  den oren mines ewigen gei  s tes und bevi nde in  a77en 
l i d e n  m i  nes 1 i chamen d i e  k r a f t  des h e i l  i gen  gei  stes" (Licht I, p. 127) . 
129 "Sant lohans. ewangel i stent  1 i chamen han i ch gesehen werl  i ch m i t  den 
ovgen miner unwi rd1 gen sele" ( ~ i c h t  1, p. 139) . 



t h a t  whi ch cannot be compared w i  t h  any v i  s i  b1 e form"u0 ( ~ e r a  7d 104). 

Margery Kempe hears heavenly musi c, which was audi bf e t o  her onl y--"a 

sownd o f  melodye so sweet and delectable, h i  r thowt, as sche had ben i n  

paradyse" (Kempe 26; 11)--and which causes her t o  jump up and declare 

her  i n ten t i on  of devoting her l i f e  t o  God. Later, she also describes 

hearing "a maner o f  sownde as i t  had ben a peyr o f  belwys blowing i n  

h i  r ere, " whi ch she was told, was "the sownd o f  the ~ o l y  ~ h o s t  ." 
Later ,  she t e l l s  the reader that  ~ o d  "turnyd t h a t  sownde i n t o  the voys 

o f  a dowe, and s i  thyn he turnyd i t  i n t o  the voys o f  a 1 i t y l  bryd whech 

i s  ca l l yd  a redbreast tha t  song fu1 meri ly oftyntymes i n  h i  r ryght ere" 

(Kempe 95; 90-1). Margery was of ten accompanied by these sounds 

throughout her l i f e  and saw them as tokens o f  God's grace. These 

supernatural senses o f  sight and srne11 cannot be rep l  icated, and t h i  s 

d i  ffi cul  t y  creates uncertainty w i  t h i n  the mysti c who i s attempti ng t o  

communicate them t o  others. Margery, f o r  example, t e l l s  the reader o f  

t h e  resul tan t  d i  ffi cul  t y  o f  separating what she saw t o  be real , d i v i  ne 

blessings from those o f  her own imagination: "the drede that sche had 

o f  h i r  felyngs was the greatest scorge tha t  sche had i n  erde and 

specialy whan sche had o f  h i r  f y r s t  felyngys, and t h a t  drede made h i r  

.Fu1 meke f o r  sche had no joye i n  the felyng t y1  sche knew be experiens 

whethyr i t was trewe or  not" (Kempe 206; 220). Final  ?y, she ascertains 

t h e  real  experience by judging wi th  her feel ings. For many mystics, 

t h i s  seems t o  be the most d i rect  way o f  determining t h e i r  favoured 

status.  while a11 o f  them a t t r i  bute the i  r blessings t o  God, i n  many 

cases they are a1 so 1 egitimised and authorised as mysti CS by the i  r 

persona1 --and hence subjective--feel i ngs. These fee l  i ngs, 1 i ke 

~ e r t r u d e ' s  "voi ce o f  conscience" ( ~ e r a 7 d  2.10, p. 109) contri bute t o  the  

creat ion o f  an autobiographical impulse i n  these wornen; i n  a world 

where speakers derive the i r  author i ty from the use o f  l i t e r a r y  

precedents, c l e r i c a l  rank, or status i n  a pat r iarchal  society, women 

*O "Quem cum i n t r a  se teneret anima mea, repente t o t a  mutat videbatur 
cum ipso i n  eumdem colorem, s i  tamen color d i c i  p o s i t  quod n u l l i  
v i  s i  b i  11 speci el va1 e t  comparari " (Legatus p. 72) . 



mysti CS have t h e i  r inner convict ion, and tha t  only. ~ h e i  r se l f -  

acclairned s tatus as mysti CS, i n  fac t ,  authorises them t o  use thei  r 

feel  i ngs t o  assess the authenti c i  t y  o f  thei  r mysti cal experiences . ~ o t  

so i nci  dental 1 y, the emphasi s on persona1 nar ra t i  ve--whi ch i ncl udes 

ernoti onal , spi  r i  tua1 and i n t e l  1 ectual sel f - r e f l  ect ion-- i  s essenti a l  i n 

the en terpr i  se o f  autobiographi ca l  w r i t i  ng. 

~ y s t i c a l  t reat ises and devotional works have tended t o  res is t  an 

autobiographi ca l  in terpretat ion o f  thei  r authors simply because the 

t r a d i t i o n  o f  such texts of ten leaves out biographical and 

autobiographi ca l  references . However , t h i  s does not detract  from the 

biographi c a l  information tha t  contemplative wr i t e rs  i ncl ude i n  the i  r 

texts, whether as expl icat ion o f  the provenance o f  t h e i  r tex ts  or as a 

rneans t o  assure the reader o f  t h e i  r orthodox teachings. Margery's 

rnethods are the  most heavy-handed--by continual ly grounding her 

revelat ions i n  the incidents t h a t  occur t o  her--while Mechthild i s  t he  

subtl es t  ; w i  t h  i t s  vari  e t y  o f  mysti cal revel at ions and v i  sions , poetry , 
advi ce and r e l  i g i  ous instruct ions,  The F7owing L ight  of the Godhead can 

even be seen as a prototype o f  twentieth-century autobiographical t e x t s  

tha t  are created f rom montages o f  anecdotes, 1 y r i  CS, photographs, and 

snatches o f  persona1 phi 1 osophy . Gertrude's autobiography, meanwhi 7 e, 

i s remarkabl e f o r  i t s  warm, passi m a t e  descri p t i  ons o f  r e l  i g i  ous 

experiences and refreshing f o r  the personal tone i n  her messages o f  

p iety,  g i v i  ng us a clue as t o  why she was 1 ater known as Gertrude the 

Great. ~y w r i t i  ng the i r  spi r i t u a l  selves i n t o  t h e i  r spi r i t u a l  

t r e a t i  ses, both Mechthild o f  ~agdeburg and ~ e r t r u d e  o f  ~ e ï f t a  manage t o  

show a s ide o f  medieval autobiographi cal w r i t i ng  t h a t  has rare ly  been 

commented upon. Their wr i t ings  reveal a strategy also found--if much 

dif fused by constant repet i t ion  o f  her crying f i t s - - i n  The Buok o f  

Margery Kempe, and show t h a t  Margery Kempe, too. wr i tes  her spi r i  tua1 

s e l f  i nto  her sp i  r i t u a l  t r e a t i  se. 



Chapter 4 

The Mysti c as Autobiographical W r i  t e r  

~ h e  ~ o o k  o f  Margery Kempe stands as the autobiographical t e x t  o f  

a medieval myst i  c. cer ta in  pa r t s  o f  i t  are  der ivat ive;  others show the  

i n f l  uence o f  hagiography , t rave l  accounts , devotional and spi  r i  tua1 

t r e a t i  ses. I t s  d i  ctated o r i  g i  n f u r t h e r  obscures her authorshi p. 

However, by comparing i t  t o  t he  t e x t s  o f  other women mystics, it can be 

seen t h a t  Margery Kempe composed i n  t he  autobiographi ca l  mode; she 

wrote about her p r i va te  1 i f e  and sp i  r i t u a l  experiences w i t h  the 

in ten t ion  o f  l e t t i n g  the book be read by strangers (as proven by the 

pub l ica t ion o f  A shorte t reatyse o f  contemp7acyon); she made use o f  the  

hagiographi ca l  and b i b l i c a l  accounts she had heard about; and she made 

the attempt t o  de l ibera te ly  shape her account so thac i t  would be used 

as a m i r ro r  by her readers. o f  t h e  f i r s t  two aspects o f  the 

autobiographical mode, an argument can be made f o r  ~ a r g e r y ' s  ac t i ve  

ro le.  ~ h e  s t rugg le  she undergoes t o  have the book w r i t t en ,  as 

explained i n  t he  proem and re fe r red  t o  throughout t h e  book, shows t h a t  

despi t e  i n i t i a l  uncertainty, Margery was determined t o  car ry  out  Cod's 

cornmanci t o  w r i  t e  about her l i f e .  Her use o f  hagiographic conventions-- 

as i n  t he  s i m i l a r i t y  o f  her l i f e  t o  e a r l i e r  saints '  lives--shows t h a t  

she was heav i l y  influenced by such accounts and sought t o  use them t o  

provide s t ruc tu re  t o  her account, and t o  assert the orthodoxy o f  her 

be l ie fs .  i n  addi t ion,  she composed her book as a devotional t e x t  f o r  

guiding o ther  laywomen, creat ing a t e x t  no t  unl ike t h e  many spi r i t u a l  

and devotional t reat ises t h a t  were popular i n  the l a t e  medieval period. 

~ a r g e r y '  s autobiographi ca l  impulse and adaptation o f  1 i te ra ry  

forms can be read from her own account, bu t  her c rea t i ve  e f f o r t  i n  re- 

shaping her account i s  less  obvious. ~ h i s  l a s t  aspect i s  o f ten  

disputed because o f  the book's d i c ta ted  nature, and decisions about her 

authorship and creat ive contro l  o f  the  book of ten hinge on the extent  

o f  sc r iba l  interference. In addi t ion,  "those scholars who do ascr i  be 



the book t o  ~empe's authorshi p often do so by way o f  c r i  t i c i  srn" 

(tochri e ~ransïa t ions  9) . tochri  e adds , " C i  t s ]  1 ack o f  order, 

narrat ive repet i  t i o n ,  digression, and general 1 ack o f  spi r i  tua1 depth 

are fau l t s  tha t  some readers might a t t r i b u t e  t o  Kempe's i l l i t e r a c y  and 

the ora l  production o f  her book" (~rans7ations 9). ~t i s  more l i k e l y  

that readers who regard Margery's mysticism unfavourably do so by 

cornpari ng her w i  t h  other re l ig ious women (usualîy ~ u l  i an  o f  Norwich). 

A t t r i  bu t i  ng ~ a r g e r y  ' s 1 ack o f  sp i  r i  tua1 devel opment t o  her i 11 i teracy 

also seerns rather suspect, given tha t  many other women rnystics were 

also il l i t e r a t e .  Thus, i t does not automatically f o l  low t h a t  i f  we do 

detect some form o f  organization i n  the Book, credi t  must be given t o  

the scribe's e f f o r t s  and not  t o  Margery. For example, Margery's 

repeated mentions o f  the f a c t  that  her book was not wr i t ten  i n  s t r i c t  

chronologi cal order can be read as signs o f  the authorial cont ro l  she 

desired and d id  possess. r n  addition, whenever Margery makes a 

reference t o  an inc ident  t ha t  has already been recorded, she o f ten  

adds, "as i s  wretyn be-forn"u1to show t h a t  she was aware of the 

progression o f  her narrative.*z Moreover, her narrat ive digressions 

and repet i t ions may weaken the impact o f  her account f o r  some readers, 

but they reveal her involvement i n  the t e x t  and give us a sense o f  her 

voice. These are important points t o  consider i n  studying the  

autobiographical q u a l i t y  o f  The Book o f  Margery Kempe. A t  the  same 

time, i t i s cruc i  a1 t o  remember tha t  an acknowledgement o f  the  ~ o o k  as 

autobi ography does not detract  f rom the question regardi ng her 

mysticism. Margery's mysticism i s  as important t o  the rnake-up o f  the 

sook as the question o f  her l i t e r a r y  au thor i t y  and the r o l e  o f  the 

scribe. ~i ke of S. ~heodora, A vfrgfn hho i s  A750  ca 77ed Christina, 

~ h e  ~7essed ~ o o k  o f  ~nge7a of ~07ign0, ~ h e  ~70wfng L ight o f  rhe 

ui For example, i n  Kempe 159; 165. Also see Kempe 161; 167, which has 
"as i s beforn w r e t  n . " Y ** These words cou d have been added by the  scribe, but I t h i n k  tha t  i t  
i s  more 1i kel  t h a t  Margery, who narrates the  account o r a l l y ,  would 
used a genera Y t ag  11 ke th7 s t o  re fe r  t o  p r i o r  events. ~ h e  scr ibe 
would be more I i  kely t o  make a spec i f ic  reference since, being 
l i t e r a t e ,  he could re fe r  t o  ear l ie r  pages. 



~odhead, and The uera7d o f  Divine Love, ~ a r g e r y ' s  book i s  the  account 

o f  a woman mysti cl and as such her mystical status i s  one o f  t he  

c ruc ia l  aspects o f  her autobiographical text .  Pet rof f  advises us t o  

regard the narratives o f  visionary women as "exemplifying an 

autobiographical impulse, t h a t  i s ,  a desi re  t o  put i n t o  words the 

search f o r  what we could ca l1 a sel f - - to express not j u s t  a formed and 

discovered s e l f  but t o  pu t  i n t o  language the process o f  discovering and 

l o c a t i  ng the se1 f i n  re1 a t i o n  t o  ~ o d "  (22). ~ h u s ,  i t might even be 

possi b1 e t o  see a connection , where The Book o f  Margery Kempe i s 

concerned, between mysti c i  sm and the autobiographi cal mode. For 

medi eval women rnysti CS, i n f a c t  , autobi ographi ca l  w r i  ti ng was c l  ose1 y 

connected w i th  the wish t o  descri be t h e i r  visions. Thei r myst ical  

experiences encourage them t o  use forms o f  l i t e r a r y  expression w i t h  a 

re1 i g ious  dimension, such as hagiography, confessions and the  sp i  r i  tua1 

t r e a t i  se, while the wish t o  compose persona1 narratives--to t e l l  o f  

s e l f  (auto) and l i f e  @?os)--allows thern t o  use such forms f o r  

autobi ographi cal w r i  ti ng . Petrof f  adds , " to  t e l  1 o f  one's sp i  r i  tua1 

h i s t o r y  and t o  teach others about ~ o d "  was the same, since "one's 

spi  r i t u a l  h is to ry  was the d i  scovery o f  the s e l f  made i n  the image o f  

~ o d ,  and t o  te1 1 one's h i  s to ry  was t o  teach about God" (44). 

  ut obi ographi cal w r i  ti ng (and the s e l f  -di scovery i t entai 1 ed) thus 

became a natural form of expression f o r  medieval women mystics who 

wanted t o  w r i t e  an account o f  thei  r spi r i t u a l  (and personal) h is to ry .  

For mystics l i k e  Margery, the urge t o  wr i t e  about God i s  also the  urge 

t o  w r i t e  about the se l f ,  since fo r  them ~ o d  dwells w i th in  them and i s  

even regarded as a par t  o f  t h e i r  sauls, a par t  o f  the i  r 1 ives. tience 

mysti c i  sm r e i  nforces, and hel ps t o  focus the i  r autobiographi c a l  mode. 

The subject o f  ~ a r g e r y ' s  rnysticism has been d i f f i c u l t  t o  deal 

wi th.  H e r  mysti cism i s  o f ten  regarded as shallow by students of 

rnysticisrn, heavi ly t inged as Margery's accounts are w i  t h  her sense o f  

s e l f  -i mportance, and cont i  nual descri ptions o f  her weepi ng and c r y i  ng 

f i t s .  Hope Emily ~ l l e n  c a l l s  her a "minor mystic" ( l x i ) .  Such 



concl usions characteri se Margery as i ncapabl e o f  deeper mysti ca l  

learning, u n l i  ke, Say, ~ i l d e g a r d  of Bingen o r  Ju l  i a n  o f  ~o rw ich ,  but  i n  

doi ng so they d i  smi ss her mysti  ca l  experi ences too qui  ck l  y. ~ a r g e r y  ' s 

mysticism was derived from t h e  continent, which included a form of 

devoti on t h a t  emphasi sed b r i  da1 mysti c i  sm and adoration o f  the ch r i  s t  

in fan t .  Ute stargardt, i n  her essay "The Beguines o f  Beigium, the 

Domini can Nuns o f  Germany, and Margery ~empe" i s c r i t i c a l  o f  her 

mysticism. stargardt suggests t h a t  Margery even "courts blasphemy" i n  

the descr ip t ion o f  her n a t i v i t y  visions o f  the  v i  rg in  and c h r i s t ,  f o r  

" [instead] o f  being a mere spectator, she becornes the main actor" 

CWBegui nes" 294). For exampl e, i n  a v is ion where Margery meets Mary as 

a ch i ld ,  she says, " ' ~ a d y ,  ye sha l l  schal be the modyr o f  cod' " 

(~empe 32; 18), reveal i ng what woul d not be known f o r  many years . 
Margery i n s e r t s  hersel f  i n t o  the  n a t i v i t y  sequence. Of other mystics 

such as ~ e c h t h i l d  o f  Magdeburg, stargardt says tha t  they were dr iven by 

love f o r  t he  heavenly bridegroom, and the i  r mysti cism prominently 

"exh ib i ts  the  major character is t ics  o f  ~egu ine  s p i r i t u a l i t y  . . . 
[whi ch] i n c l  uded some o f  the  embarrassi ng1 y pathol ogi cal manifestations 

o f  f a i t h  which a t  times attended the re l ig ious careers o f  the mu7ieres 

re7igiosaem ("Begui nes" 291). She adds , " C i  n turn,  t h i  s kind o f  

mysticism, attended by an even more severe d i s t o r t i o n  o f  mystical 

concepts, i s the most notable feature i n  rhe f3ook o f  Margery ~empe" 

(Stargardt "seguines" 291). Margery, 1 i ke con t i  nental mysti CS, 

"pract iced a systematic i m i t a t i o  o f  the v i  r g i n  Mary, " whi ch included 

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  wi th  the motherhood o f  Mary and the adoration o f  the 

infant  c h r i s t ,  as wel l  as uni0 m y s t i c a ,  the sp i  r i  tua1 union o f  the sou1 

w i th  the  Godhead, especial ly  through "the metaphors o f  marriage and 

conjugal f e l i c i t y ,  " but again the spi  r i  tua1 context o f  these women i s  

e i  ther  b l  urred or  m i  ssi  ng (stargardt  "Begui nes" 291, 296-7). M C G ~  nn 

descri bes i t less c r i t i c a l l y :  "Many o f  the v is ions found i n  l a t e  

medieval mystical texts, espec ia l l y  by women, tend t o  col lapse the 

Augusti n ian hierarchy, not  on l y  by merging the sp i  r i  tua1 and 
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i nte l  1 ectual v i  s i  ons so t h a t  i nner images become the  immedi a te  source 

o f  new ins igh ts  i n t o  d iv ine t ru ths,  but  also i n  ways that meld al7 

three modes o f  v i  s i  on i nto d i  r e c t  forms o f  ' t o ta l  ' consci ous experi ence 

o f  ~ o d  rea l ised as much i n  and through the body i n  a purely spi r i t u a l  

way" (155). ~ e c h t h i l d  o f  Magdeburg experiences Cod i n  t h i s  fashion, as 

does ~ n g e l a  o f  ~ o l i g n o  and Margery Kempe. 

Margery, i n p a r t i  cul a r  , takes de1 i ght i n  descri b i  ng the home1 y 

and fam i l i a r  conversations God has w i t h  her and i t  i s  c lear  t h a t  such 

closeness heightens her sense o f  se1 f - r e f l  ection. Once, when c h r i s t  

spoke t o  her i n  her sou1 , Margery re la tes,  "Than was h i  r sowle so 

deiectably fed  wyth the swet dalyawns o f  owr Lorde and so f u l f i l l  ed o f  

hys l o f e  t h a t  as a drunkyn man sche turnyd h i r  f y r s t  on the O side and 

s i thyn on the o ther  syth g re t  wepyng and sobbyng" (Kempe 102; 98). she 

compares he rse l f  t o  a drunken man, revealing tha t  she knew herse l f  t o  

be in tox icated (mental 1y and spi  r i  tua11 y) by the experience. On 

another occasion, she describes her experience o f  the  Passion t o  be so 

intense t h a t  even though she was ill, "sche fe l t  not h i r  owyn sekenes 

but wept and sobbyd in the mende o f  owr tordys Passyon" (Kempe 137; 

138, emphasis added). I n  many ways, Margery's awareness o f  her unique 

blessings a lso allowed her t o  perceive the world d i f f e r e n t l y ,  seeing 

past the h o s t i l e  manner t ha t  her countrymen behaved towards her and 

l e t t i n g  her f i n d  a l l i e s  among strangers on her journeys. For example, 

whi le w a i t i  ng s i x  weeks f o r  a shi p a t  B r i s to l  , Margery faced the scorn 

o f  many people f o r  her bouts o f  shr ieking,  but she prayed t o  ~ o d ,  " 'I 

beseche the, forgeve the pepyl a1 scorne and slawyndrys and a1 t h a t  

the i  han trespasyd, y y f  i f  be thy  w i l l e ,  f o r  I have deserved meche mor 

and meche more am I worthy' " (Kempe 110; 107). Her awareness o f  her 

special s tatus on l y  accentuates her sense o f  persecution and t h i s ,  

perversely, gives her even more self-confidence i n  t he  face o f  

d i f f i c u l t y .  when she faces the doubts and jeers o f  the  people f o r  her 

loud f i t s  of cry ing,  Margery i s ab le  maintain her self-possession: "Sum 

gret  c lerkys seyden owyr lady cryed nevyr so ne no seynt i n  hevyn, but  



t h e i  knewyn fu1 l y t y l  what sche fe l  t, ne t h e i  wolde not beleyn bu t  tha t  

sche myth an absteynd h i  r f r o  cry ing yf sche had wold" (~empe 76; 69). 

fier sense o f  self-possession, especial l y  where these signs o f  ~ o d '  s 

at tent ion are concerned (i ncl  udi ng her a b i l  i t y  t o  hear heavenl y musi c 

o r  smell mysterious fragrances) , a1 1 ows her t o  act  independentl y and t o  

compose w i th  her own voice. once, she even concludes, "a1 [o f  the  

jeers] sche toke pacyently f o r  owr Lordys l o fe ,  f o r  sche w i s t  wel tha t  

the JeWyS seyd meche wers o f  hys owyn persone than men dede o f  h i r "  

(Kempe 108; 105). Here, Margery compares her experience t o  t h a t  o f  

chr is t .  ~erhaps she sounds a l i t t l e  naïve t o  the modern reader, but  

the  words show her re f l ec t i ng  upon her unusual actions and her mystical 

experiences. soon a f t e r  she cornes t o  the descript ion o f  her whi te  

clothing, Margery r e f l e c t s  on the t r i a l s  t h a t  accompany t h i s  stage o f  

her spi r i t u a l  journey: "sche was howselyd a1 i n  white, and s i then  hath 

she suffered meche despyte and meche scharne i n  many dyvers cuntreys, 

cyteys, and townys, thankyd be God o f  a l l e "  (107; 104). Near t he  end 

o f  the f i r s t  book, Margery re f l ec t s  again on her lengthy sp i  r i t u a l  

journey: "sche stabely and s ted fas t i y  belevyd tha t  i t was God t h a t  spak 

i n  h i  r sowle and non evyl spi r y t ,  f o r  i n  hys speche sche had most 

strength and most comfott and most encresyng o f  vertu, b l i ssyd  be ~ o d "  

(202; 215). she was no t  simply a channel f o r  God's revelat ions but 

(despite the al leged i n f e r i o r i t y  o f  her mystici  sm) was someone who 

thought hard and worr ied about t he  au thent ic i t y  o f  her rnystical 

experiences. These concerns appear i n  her autobiographical account. 

one other concern plagues the autobiographical accounts o f  

medieval mystics, and I f i n d  t h i s  t o  be one o f  the most d i s t i n c t i v e  

characteri s t i  CS i n  t h e i  r w r i t i  ng. ~ h e  d i f f i  cul t y  (or impossi b i  1 i ty) o f  

c l  earl  y expressi ng the  i neffabl e, the  d i  v i  ne experi ence o f  ~ o d  , appears 

i n  every narrat ive.  ~ h e r e  i s  always the need t o  resort t o  suggestion, 

a1 1 egory and f i g u r a t i v e  1 anguage t o  suggest experi ences t h a t  1 i e beyond 

the reach o f  language (and then there i s  no cer ta in ty  t h a t  t he  w r i t e r  

w i l l  even succeed) . Hence Mechthi I d  has her poetry, ~ e r t r u d e  her 
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s i m i l  i tudes, ~ n g e l a  her analogy o f  steps o f  a journey, and Margery her 

home1 y, fami 1 i a r  conversation partner (God) . EVen sol these mysti CS 

repor t  that  the impossi b i  1 i t y  o f  descri b i  ng the  i neffabl e s t i  11 hampers 

them i n  giving an exact account o f  the i  r vis ions.  AS a resu l t ,  t he i  r 

descri  ptions are necessari 1 y 7 mperfect and i ncompl ete. I n  ~ a r g e r y  ' s 

case, she i s  o f ten accused o f  being shallow: " ~ o d  cornes down t o  

Margery's 1 evel ; she does not  r i  se t o  h i  s" (Col 1 i s 256). Th is  i s 

something t o  be regretted i f  we look a t  the w r i  t i ngs  o f  these mystics 

as r e l  igious t reat ises,  b u t  not  when we study them as autobiographical 

t e x t s  . paradoxi cal 1 y , t h e  d i  ffi cul t y  o f  expressi ng the i nexpressi b1 e 

seems t o  force mystics t o  search ou t  and shape an autobiographical mode 

i n  t h e i  r wr i t ing.  HenCe, even when they w r i t e  t ex t s  modeled a f t e r  

establ ished l i t e r a r y  forms such as the devotional t ex t  o r  t h e  

hagiography, medieval mystics often adapt them t o  better describe the i  r 

own experience. ~ h e i r  persona1 voices i n  t h e i r  tex ts  enable them t o  

shape an autobiographical mode. The need t o  f i n d  t h e i r  own voice so as 

t o  be t te r  descri be mysti ca l  experi ences a1 so he1 ped women re1 i g i  ous 

wr i t e rs  t o  ignore the m i  sogyny o f  the medieval period, a t  l e a s t  i n  

t h e i  r w r i t i  ngs. Bynum notes o f  medieval women mysti CS, " they d i d  not  

assume that  t he i  r r e l  i g i  ous progress i nvol ved ' becomi ng mal e ' " ( B Y ~ U ~  

"women" 269) . ~ n s t e a d  , they (1 i ke men) concentrated on i m i  t a t i  ng 

c h r i s t .  ~ h i s  was o f  primary importance, and wh i le  women mystics d i d  

make protestat ions o f  femi n i  ne i n f e r i o r i  t y ,  they concentrated more 

i nten t l y  on the i  r mystical experiences and persona1 i d e n t i f i  cat ion w i  t h  

Chr i s t  than on the gender issue i n  thei  r autobiographical t ex t s .  

I have t r i e d  t o  show the  nature o f  autobiographical w r i t i n g  i n  

the  medi eval period , mai n l  y by usi  ng the ear l  i es t  known autobi ography 

w r i  t t e n  i n  ~ n g ï  ish,  The ~ o o k  o f  Margery Kempe. I n  addi t ion t o  

~ a r g e r y ' s  tex t ,  r chose the  biography o f  ch r i  s t i n a  o f  ~ a r k y a t e ,  the  

t e x t s  o f  ~ n g e l a  o f  ~ o l i g n o ,  iciechthild o f  Magdeburg, and Gertrude o f  

~ e ï f t a  not because they were the only autobiographical t e x t s  i n  the 

medi eval age--wri ti ngs by Ch r i  s t i  ne de P i  San, H i  1 degard o f  B i  ngen , 
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 hom mas Hoccleve, Guibert of Nogent, and Peter ~ b e l a r d ,  as wel l  as 

numerous others , a1 1 contai n autobiographi ca l  passages as wel l  --but 

because each provided a cogent basis o f  comparison t o  The souk o f  

Margery Kempe. The accounts o f  ~ n g e l a  o f  Foligno and Chri  s t i n a  o f  

Markyate contai  n references t o  t h e i  r scribes , an important 

consideration given t ha t  Margery's t e x t  was also d ic ta ted  t o  two 

scribes. Between the r e l  a t i  ve1 y non-i n t e r f e r i  ng biographer i n  

ch r i s t ina 's  account, and the  more ac t i ve  ~ r o t h e r  A. o f  ~ n g e l a ' s  t e x t ,  

1 i es the  ro1 e o f  ~ a r g e r y '  s sc r i be  (especiall y t he  second one), who was 

by turns un-i n t r u s i  ve and mani pu1 a t i ve .  Mechthi 1 d o f  ~agdeburg was an 

unenclosed myst ic  f o r  much o f  her l i f e ,  and her myst ical t r ea t i se  

served as her sp i  r i t u a l  autobiography, an account o f  her inner l i f e .  

Gertrude o f  ~ e l f t a  ac tua l l y  came c losest  t o  w r i t i n g  a quasi- 

autobiography 1 i ke Margery' s. ~ h u s  , the autobiographi ca l  mode i n  The 

Book o f  Margery Kempe derives fi r s t l y  from Margery' s command from God 

t o  w r i  t e  a book (authorial  impulse) ; secondly, from her d i  c ta t ion  o f  an 

account whi ch i t s e l  f der i  ves f rom t rad i t i ons  o f  hagiography , 
confession, devotional t e x t s  and sp i  r i  tua1 t r e a t i  se; and t h i  r d l y  , from 

her con f ia t ion  o f  the past and t he  l i t e r a r y  devices she uses. 

~ h e s e  t e x t s  by women mystics a71 heip t o  determine the  

autobiographical mode as it worked i n  the medieval age f o r  the 

r e l  i g i  ousl y i nc1 i ned , g i  ven the  r e s t r i  c t i  ons upon t h e i  r 

autobi ographi ca l  i mpul ses (of ten f i  r s t  f i  red by commands from 

confessors, requests from ~ o d ,  o r  upon the urgings o f  f o l  lowers) , the  

ways they wrote (through d i c t a t i o n  o r  by self-authorship, as wel l  as 

the  adaptation o f  1 i tera ry  t r a d i t i o n s  such as hagi ography , devoti onal 

tex ts  and sp i  r i t u a l  t r e a t i  ses), and the creat ive process they worked 

through (expressing the myst ical  through metaphor and t he  use o f  

chronological order). ide c l  a s s i f y  ~ h e  ~ o o k  o f  Margery Kempe as an 

autobiography--for less canvi nced readers, as a quasi -autobiography-- 

but  l i t t l e  attempt t o  study i t s  autobiographical mode has been made. 

This i s  not  j u s t  a problem o f  women wr i te rs  (though prominent i n  this 
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study because o f  the  t e x t s  chosen) bu t  a lso  a p a r t i c u l a r  problem o f  

autobiographical s tudy  i n  general . s tud i  es on the w r i  ti ngs o f  v i  ba 

Perpetua ( l a te r  S t .  Perpetua) , a Roman woman, reveal t h i s .  

Perpetua, f rom Carthage, was arrested, t r i  ed, impr i  soned and 

l a t e r  put  t o  death i n  A.D. 203. Her crime had been t o  refuse t o  

perform a compulsory Roman s a c r i f i c e  because she was a Chr is t ian .  

whi le i n  pr ison she made notes descr i  b ing not  only her ordeal , but  a1 so 

the  revelat ions she received from God. The author o f  ~ass io  ss. 

Perpetuae e t  ~e?iciatis, her hagiography, retained these notes i n  h i  s 

work, and i t i s  from t h i  s account that  we know o f  Pepetua's w r i  t ings,  

one o f  the  e a r l i e s t  women mystics t o  have personally recorded her 

sp i  r i  tua1 experi ences - Peter oronke t e l  1 s us t ha t  because her w r i r i  ngs 

were retained i n t a c t  (so her hagiographer assures us), we a re  able t o  

"envisage preci  se ly  h e r  experi ences" (1). More important1 y, Dronke 

p ra i  ses ~e rpe tua '  s wr-i ti ng f o r  bei  ng "col 1 oquial and home1 y, " and says , 
" t h i s  too i s  a spec ia l  p r i v i l e g e  f o r  us: no emotion, no fantasy o f  

Perpetua's appears d isguised by s t y f i s t i c  ornaments." He adds, 

" [nothi ng] masks her tender--and determi ned--percepti ons o r  her 

troubled dreams" ( ~ r o n k e  1). ~ e r p e t u a ' s  w r i  t i n g  i s  s i gn i  f i c a n t  t o  

Dronke no t  only because i t  allows us t o  read Perpetua's own account o f  

her experiences, bu t  a l s o  because t o  him, i t  presents her s t o r y  without 

r eso r t i  ng t o  c l  i chéd mi rac le  s t o r i  es. However, ~ e f f e r n a n  accuses 

Dronke o f  "neoromanti c i  sm, " saying t h a t  " imp l i c i  t i n  ûronke's argument 

[ that  ~erpe tua 's  account i s  o r i g i n a l ]  i s  the premium paid t o  t h e  b e l i e f  

t h a t  the Passio i s  an authenti c ' h i  s t o r i c a l  ' document d-ictated by 

Perpetua and t h a t  because i t  can make a d a i m  t o  authenti  c i t y - - i  n 

1 anguage comparati ve1 y f ree f rom t h e  i deal i zi ng tendenci es o f  the genre 

[hagiography] --the scho lar  can conf r on t  the  d i s t i n c t i v e  ut terance o f  

the ind iv idua l  Perpetua hersel f "  (63). wh i l  e not  denyi ng t h e  

i ndividual i t y  (and even veraci ty )  o f  Perpetua's autobiographi ca l  

account, ~ e f f e r n a n  p o i n t s  out a tendency o f  modern readers t o  equate 

i ndi v i  dual i sm (1 ack o f  generi c c l  i chés) w i  t h  o r i  g i  na1 i t y  (uni queness o f  



voice) . ~t i s  t h i s  tendency, r th ink ,  t h a t  has 1ed readers t o  be 

uneasy about the v e r a c i t y  o f  Margery's account, because i t  does contain 

i n f l  uences--even c l  ichés- - f  rom other genres. This uneasi ness remai ns 

despite t he  f ac t  t h a t  her t e x t  stands out  among many others f o r ,  I 

th ink,  i t s  sheer oddness. This charge o f  neoromanticism i s  perhaps 

something we should a11 be aware o f  i n  the  study o f  autobiography. 

i.ience, when we look  a t  t h e  tex ts  o f  women mystics, i t  i s  important t o  

be carefu l  that  we do n o t  t o  e l  evate o r  d i  sapprove one o f  them so l  e l y  

on the basi s o f  the  rampant (or sparing) use o f  cl ichés i n  them. 

one o f  the d i f f i  c u l  t i e s  i n  determini ng the  s ta te  o f  medieval 

autobi ography , especi a1 1 y f rom the works o f  women mysti CS, cornes f rom 

the very unusual requirements we have o f  autobiography today. The lack 

o f  consensus on the d e f i n i t i o n  o f  the genre makes i t impossible t o  

decide what the autobiographi cal mode--the autobiographical impulse, 

the l i t e r a r y  form used, and the c rea t i ve  ef for t - -should en ta i l .  The 

autobiographical impul se must f i r s t  e x i  s t - - the urge f o r  pub7 i c, y e t  

p r i va te  d isc losure-- fo l  lowed by a considerat ion o f  1 i terary  form-- 

whether i t  i s  t o  read 1 i ke a t rave l  account, a check l is t  o f  

professional and persona1 triumphs, o r  as a search f o r  the meaning of 

1 i f e .  F ina l l y ,  the c r e a t i v e  e f f o r t  p u t  i nto  w r i  r i n g  i t-- the aesthet ic  

ac t  o f  reading and const ruct ing one's 1 i f e  as a un i f ied  whole o r  as a 

series o f  steps towards a definable goal--must also 5e considered. we 

seem t o  assign l i t e r a r y  mer i t  on the basis o f  o r i g i n a l i t y :  the  type o f  

l i f e  l i v e d ,  the way i t  was recorded, t h e  attempt (or lack  thereof) t o  

shape t h e  record, bu t  we also requi r e  t h e  work t o  be more than an ego- 

booster , the  opposi t e  o f  ghostwri t t e n  ce1 e b r i  t y  autobiographies. The 

autobi ographi cal mode has t o  be i n d i v i  dual and o r i  g i  na1 .   hi s 

requi rement obscures t h e  underl y i  ng f a c t  t h a t  the 1 egi timacy o f  each 

autobiographical work i s  based not  on i t s  o r i g i n a l i t y  ( f o r  on l y  t h e  

i nd iv i  dual persona1 i ti es, accompl i shments , and f a i  1 ures d i  f f e r )  bu t  on 

how we11 i t  engages w i  t h  the autobiographi ca l  mode. ~ h e  neoromanti c 



point  o f  view causes readers t o  mistake the appearance o f  wi th  the 

autobiographi cal  mode as t h e  d e f i  n i  ti ve qual i t y  o f  an autobi ography . 
1 have assumed t h a t  Margery Kempe, Angela o f  Foligno, Chr is t ina 

o f  Markyate, ~ e c h t h i l d  o f  Magdeburg, and Gertrude o f  Heïf ta a l  1 

pa r t i  c i  pated i n  the  growi ng genre o f  autobi ographi cal w r i  ti ng , and may 

have even par t ic ipated i n  i t s  developrnent i n  t he  medieval period, a 

genre t h a t  began wi th  Augustine and S t .  Perpetua. I n  doing so, I see 

autobiography as a d i s t i n c t  genre wi th  t r a d i t i o n s  derived from both 

biography and hagiography. This i s  especial 'iy so o f  medieval texts,  

but i t  i s  evident o f  modern tex t s  as we11. I have also mentioned t h a t  

one o f  the  ongoing problems i n  the study o f  autobiography i s  i t s  

de f in i t ion .  For some readers i t  i s  the works o f  po l i t i c i ans  and 

leaders; some include poetry, others photographs, interviews and 

l e t t e rs ,  whi le  a few assert  t h a t  a11 wr i t ing  w i t h  a f i rst-person '1' 

qual i f y  .   ut by i ncl udi ng a l  1 k i  nds o f  autobi ographi cal w r i  ti ngs-- 

memoi r ,  confession, apol ogy--wi t h  non-autobi ographi cal  w r i  ti ngs-- 

l e t t e rs ,  d i  a r ies  , biographies, novel s, and poetry-- i  n to  a category 

blandly named ' l i f e - w r i t i n g ,  ' we have 1ost s i g h t  o f  the cornplex route 

autobiography took i n t o  the  modern era, and o f  the  t rad i t ions  i t  brings 

wi th i t. ~utob iograph ica l  w r i  t i n g  has of ten mai ntained a thread o f  

confessi onal narrat ive, someti mes w i  t h  an autohagi ographi cal tone, even 

i n  the most se l f -e f fac ing and r e t i  cent of wr i t ings .  

 esp pi t e  t h i  s confusion, one o f  the assumptions o f  autobiography 

i s  t ha t  i t  i s  a journey o f  discovery, both f o r  the  wr i te r ,  and the 

reader. The study o f  women's autobiography, however, presents a few 

d i s t i n c t  contradict ions. Mary G. Mason f inds  no t race i n  the wornen's 

autobiographies she studi es o f  the male patterns o f  se1 f -d i  scovery 

established by Augustine and Rousseau. ~ h e  male archetypes, accotding 

t o  her, see the  i nner 1 i f e  as unfolding w i  t h i  n the s e l f  or  sou1 , and so 

are "qu i te  inappropriate as a mode1 f o r  women's l i fe -wr i t ing , "  f o r  "the 

disclosure o f  fernale s e l f  i s  l i nked  t o  the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  the 

'other' "  a as on 210). ~ h e  f a c t  i s  that  any casual examination o f  



self-authored t e x t s  by Gertrude o f  t i e l f ta ,  o r  Mechthi ld o f  ~agdeburg 

proves t h e  reverse. Dependent though these women's 7ives are on ~ o d ' s  

special b lessings,  t h e i  r writings are  wholly about t h e i  r i nner l i v e s  

unfolding w i t h i  n t h e  s e l f  o r  sou1 . They and other myst i  CS each spend 

much o f  t h e i  r 1 i v e s  i n  i nner contemplation, and t h e i  r w r i  ti ngs-- 

especial S y t h e i  r autobiographi ca l  w r i  ti ngs--reff ec t  t ha t .  John Eakin 

makes a t e l  l i n g  observation: "AS one fo l lows the  discussion o f  rnodels 

o f  i d e n t i  t y  i n  t h e  case o f  women's autobiography, i t i s in te res t ing  t o  

note t h a t  the  so-cal1 ed Gursdorf mode1 , which as o r i g i n a l  l y  formulated 

was d i  s t i  n c t l  y open-ended i n conception, becomes progressi ve1 y reduced , 

closed, and mascul inized u n t i l  it seems t o  be roughly synonymous w i  t h  

the l i n e a r  t e l eo logy  o f  a pub l i c  career, i n  order, presumably, t o  serve 

as a contrast  w i t h  female experience, which i s  held t o  be essen t ia l l y  

p r i va te  and d i  scon t i  nuous i n  nature" (81 n. 10).  hi s s i t ua t i on  poi  n t s  

t o  the d i f f i c u l  t y  we have i n  exami n ing the autobiographical mode o f  

autobiographi c a l  w r i  ti ngs--especially i n  The Book o f  Margef-y Kempe-- 

t ha t  are so much removed from modern perceptions and expectations. 

Modern readers o f ten  descri  be women' s autobi ographi es (or even 

women' s w r i  ti ng i n general) as d i  scont i  nuous , conf l  i cted o r  even 

i r r a t i  onal , r e f l  e c t i  ng e i  the r  women ' s i nfe r i o r  posi ti on i n soci e ty  o r  

the  d i f f i c u l t y  they  faced i n  overcoming t ha t  i n f e r i o r i t y .  This i s ,  a t  

the  very l e a s t ,  an erroneous and un jus t  conclusion on t he  l i t e r a r y  

capabi 1 i ti es o f  women (and o f  human bei  ngs overa l l )  . whi 1 e new, 

fernini ne forms o f  w r i t i n g  the s e l f  have appeared i n  t h e  twent ieth 

century, I would l i k e  t o  suggest t h a t  such developments (or 

experirnents) a r e  more i n  the nature o f  explorat ion o f  se l f -  

representat ion f o r  t h e  w r i  t e r .  ~ e d i e v a l  w r i  t e rs ,  f o r  example, d i d  n o t  

o f ten w r i  t e  o f  themsel ves as i ndi  v idua l  s , p r e f e r r i  ng t o  cast themsel ves 

as par t  o f  t he  community--the wi fe ,  the  merchant, t h e  scholar--or as 

p a r t i  c i  pants i n  a re1 ig ious  journey--the c h r i  s t i  an war r io r ,  the  s i  nner, 

the  peni ten t .  However , women myst i  CS o f  t h i  s per iod were extraordi  nary 
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i n  t h a t  they were ab1 e t o  cast themselves as individualsu3 and compose 

t h e i  r persona1 h i s to r i es  as such. Thie var iety o f  w r i  t i ngs  tha t  have 

been examined here t e s t i f i e s  t o  the many methods these women explored 

i n  the i  r sel f-representation. ~ndeedf , given a growi ng 1 i tera te  

population (both men and women) , a growi  ng knowl edge o f  other cultures 

(hence other styles o f  sel f-represeneation) , and an i ncreasi ngl y media- 

saturated society, it would be surpr i  sing i f  such explorations had not 

appeared. True, women's wr i t ings have been, and s t i l l  continue t o  be 

ignored. The topoi o f  'weak woman' i s s t i  11 used, whi le i t s  e v i l  tw in 

appears i n  defensive assertions o f  women' s own sex and j u s t i f i c a t i o n s  

f o r  w r i  ting--even today--seeki ng t o  grhettoi ze the i  r compositions and 

provi  d i  ng unnecessary cornpl i cations f o r  the recepti on o f  t he i  r own 

li terary ef for ts .  Better t o  take a 1 eaf from the books o f  medieval 

women mystics, whose protestations o f  weakness never he ld them back 

from the ac t  o f  w r i  t i  ng , than t o  apol ogise for the w r i t i n g  ' s  existence. 

~erhaps, 1 i ke ~ e c h t h i  1 d or Margery, we  a1 1 need a spi r i  tua1 impetus f o r  

w r i  t i ng ,  an impetus t h a t  allows f o r  urs an a f f i  rmation o f  the s e l f  and 

the va1 i d i  t y  o f  persona1 experi ence a n d  introspection. 

1.33 EVen though they of ten referred t o  themselves i n  al 1 egori cal terms , 
such as ' the f a i t h f u l  one' (~ngela), o r  ' t h i s  creature' (Margery). 
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