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Introduction: sanctity as literature

Eva von Contzen

What does it mean to approach sanctity as literature? ‘Literature’
i1s often used as the umbrella term for any kind of writing pro-
duced in the medieval period, but this is not the kind of literature
the title of this collection refers to. Instead, ‘literature’ is used
synonymously with ‘the literary’ or ‘literariness’ — that is, a
special quality of some texts. The explicit aim of this volume
is not to provide an exhaustive definition of the literary in the
late medieval period. Such an attempt can only fail given the
complexity of the concept and its manifold implications. The
examples considered in the twelve essays are focused on one
configuration of literariness as it occurs within the sphere of texts
dealing, in various forms, with sanctity. ‘Sanctity’ is used as a
term to describe a range of phenomena, encompassing saints and
their lives, miracles and heroic deeds as well as referring more
generally to the condition of individuals inspired by religiosity
that we find in a variety of medieval genres, including romances
and other secular texts. It also includes the encounters with the
divine related by mystics and even the ideal model of behaviour
that every Christian was encouraged to strive for. The very fact
that sainthood is such an important component of medieval
culture, and that sanctity is such a diverse and mutable concept,
means that a closer look at how writers engaged with sanctity,
and how this engagement shaped their writing (and how their
writing, in turn, shaped the kind of sanctity they were putting
forward) is a question of importance for scholars of literature as
well as for medievalists. Crucially, the essays are not concerned
with sanctity in literature (i.e., in any medieval writing), but with
medieval texts dealing with questions of holiness that bear marks
of a discourse that can be described as ‘literary’. Looking at textual
representations of sanctity allows for exploring what the ‘literary’
might mean in late medieval culture. Or, more accurately, what
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literary devices and techniques are developed through writing on
sanctity.

Texts characterised by such a distinctive literary quality or liter-
ariness have mostly been discussed only indirectly by medievalists
who have been concerned to discuss literariness, but not usually
in relation to texts dealing with sanctity. The individual works
scholars focus upon tend to take precedence over more general
implications of the features of literariness one may have singled
out. In the introduction to the 2013 volume Answerable Style:
The Idea of the Literary in Medieval England, Andrew Galloway
encapsulates the status quo of medieval studies in the pursuit of the
literary as follows: ‘However legion the ingenious and wide-ranging
work on this topic by medievalists, however deep the critical roots,
no wide-ranging conference, monograph, or collection of essays
has addressed this topic for medieval literature overtly or in any
significant breadth of scope and theoretical approach.’! If the focus
of inquiry is shifted to the literary features themselves and to the
merits of what these traces of literariness imply — for medieval
genres, medieval writing at large, and its place in the history of
literature — it becomes evident that medievalists can contribute sig-
nificantly to questions of form and function, to the question of why
people read and enjoy literature, and thus also to more general ques-
tions that are relevant for the humanities. If medievalists pooled
their many individual and specialised findings about the concept
of the literary, they would run a chance on being heard by literary
scholars working on later periods and thus make a lasting contribu-
tion to literary theory at large. To achieve such a broad perspective,
it is important to also take into account those texts that traditionally
have not been considered ‘literary’. In this context it makes good
sense to concentrate on a specific theme and its configurations in
order to elicit information about literariness in the medieval period.
This volume is devoted to ‘sanctity’ not just because sanctity is a
crucial, recurring theme across a wide range of medieval genres and
texts, but because sanctity and the literary are inextricably linked in
a dynamic nexus that is ideally suited for gaining insights into the
complex functioning of the literary in medieval writing.

Of course literary theory has always implicitly and explicitly
been concerned with questions that pertain to the ‘literary’. For
the Russian formalists, the ‘literary’ was characterised by a devia-
tion, or estrangement, from ordinary language use and thus largely
accessible through linguistic approaches.? The new critics and their
practice of close reading placed exclusive emphasis on the literary
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work itself and its text-internal aesthetics, relying on a stock of
texts deemed ‘literary’ (‘the great tradition’ or ‘the canon’).’ The
structuralists, in turn, reduced literature to its structural compo-
nents, suggesting that a grammatical approach, in other words, an
abstraction of form and content, can best encompass literary texts.*
Other important theoretical approaches, such as psychoanalytical
literary theory, gender studies, post-colonialism, and new histori-
cism have moved further away from analysing the implications of
‘literariness’. Instead, thev highlight the oftentimes hidden or
implicit workings of the unconscious or symbolic, the depiction of
gender and the colonised other in literary texts, and the exchanges
between literary and cultural history.’ For decades, the question of
literariness in medieval literature has not been in vogue, possibly
because it ostensibly echoes the new critics’ focus on aestheticism
and thus their narrow, context-excluding close reading. Only
recently, as Andrew Galloway points out, ‘a new emphasis, if not a
movement, has emerged, in which what counts as distinctly literary
form and the very category of literature is receiving attention with
a focus and energy suggesting a major reorientation of a number
of familiar approaches, including historicism, theory, and gender
studies’.® This movement has been referred to as ‘new formalism’.
[t is characterised by a historically informed ‘rededication’ to
form and hence centrally concerned with issues of what is meant
by literariness and the literary.” Medieval scholarship, however,
does not, at least not yet, feature in the debates of new formalism.
This may be due to the fact that medievalists have always paid
attention to form; hence one looks in vain for predominantly theo-
retical or programmatic articles that would also be of interest for
non-medievalists.®

The essays in this volume aim to contribute fundamentally to
these more general discussions and trends in literary theory in
that they offer a thorough investigation of one specific theme —
sanctity — in its implications for literariness in medieval Britain.
The only other work to date that is solely devoted to ‘the literary’
in medieval writing is the already mentioned volume by Grady
and Galloway, Answerable Style (2013). The thirteen contribu-
tors, in Galloway’s words, seek ‘the literary in history’.” The main
authors discussed are Chaucer, Langland, and Gower — obvious
choices for explorations of literariness, not least because the status
of their works as ‘literary’ is well established. While it stands to
reason to focus on a corpus of texts that is considered literary
in order to draw more general conclusions about literary forms
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and functions, the essays in our volume start from the opposite
direction: the essays in Sanctity as Literature all engage with the
topic of sanctity, which is used as the focal point for the analysis
of literariness. There are several advantages to this approach: for
one, the shared theme of ‘sanctity’ ensures that the texts chosen
for the analyses are easily comparable as they converge in their
more general concerns and patterns. In addition, the corpus of the
volume brings together accepted ‘literary’ authors and texts, such
as Chaucer, Lydgate, and the Digbv Magdalen, as well as texts
that are often placed on the margins of the literary — for instance
Robert Mannyng’s Handlyng Synne and saints’ legends. The
breadth of genres under consideration allows for a detailed and
at the same time representative overview of ‘literariness’ within a
thematically well-defined context.

So how are the terms ‘literary’ and ‘literariness’ understood in
the contributions to this volume? The two terms clearly relate to the
meaning of ‘literature’ in a narrow sense, which John M. Ellis has
suggested can be defined by an inverse analogy to ‘weed’: ‘weeds are
not particular kinds of plant, but just any kind of plant which for
some reason or another a gardener does not want around. Perhaps
“literature” means something like the opposite: any kind of writing
which for some reason or another somebody values highly’.!"
Which texts are ‘valued highly’ in any given period, however, is
subject to change: ‘literariness’ is not a stable category that, once
identified, remains the same forever. In fact, it is possible to read
any text as a literary; as Andrew Bennett and Nicholas Royle note,
‘in terms of an enactment of the strange ways of language’.!! At first
glance, the phrase ‘an enactment of the strange ways of language’
appears to recall Russian formalists’ and new critics’ ideas. Upon
closer inspection, however, it becomes clear that it goes further:
the ‘strange ways of language’ are not restricted to literature but,
on the contrary, can be performed (‘enacted’) in order to create the
literary — or, rather, literary effects in the first place.

Such a performance-based approach to the literary, which
requires both formal, text-internal cues and the readers’ input and
recognition of these features as literary, also underlies the essays
in this volume. Our contributors explore instances of a singularity
which, according to Derek Attridge, is a constitutive feature of
literariness: this singularity, not to be equated with ‘uniqueness’, is
an event that is produced in the processes of reception and ‘always
open to contamination, grafting, accidents, reinterpretation, and
recontextualization. Nor is it inimitable: on the contrary, it is



Introduction 5

eminently imitable, and may give rise to a host of imitations’.!?
Tentatively, then, one might define ‘the literary’ as ‘the potential
possessed by a body of texts for a certain effectivity, a potential
realized differently — or not at all — in different times and places’.!?
In focusing on ‘a certain effectivity’ that is created by the texts
themselves, Attridge criticises what he calls the ‘instrumentalist’
view of literature. By ‘instrumentalist’ he means ‘the treating of
a text ... as a means to a predetermined end’.'* Medievalists are
familiar with such a treatment of their objects of study. Whenever
scholars go to a medieval text in order to validate arguments about
wider cultural processes, historical events, and biographical infor-
mation, the text is treated as a means to an end rather than as an
entity, or rather, performance in its own right.'?

Texts about sanctity, saints’ lives in particular, have often
fallen prey to an instrumentalist approach: many nineteenth- and
early twentieth-century scholars working on medieval hagio-
graphy denied the genre any literary value, stressing instead the
archaeological importance of the texts.'® In the late twentieth
and the early twenty-first centuries, scholars implicitly reiterated
their predecessors’ bias by drawing on hagiography as a valuable
source of information on historical and political events, aspects
of gender, the education of women, and practices of devotion,
rather than concentrating on the narrative and literary qualities of
hagiographic works.!” Following Attridge, Sanctity as Literature
explicitly attempts to offer a different approach — one that resists
an instrumental perspective, instead opening up new ways of
reading this kind of literature, so often experienced as alien to
modern sensibilities. To read sanctity as literature means to
foreground the non-instrumentality of the texts under considera-
tion and to put emphasis on those textual elements that are func-
tional primarily with respect to the status of the text as a literary
one.

A significant element in the creative process that brings forth a
work of literature is the testing and pushing of limits on the basis
of the well-known and familiar:

The creative mind can work only with the materials to which it
has access, and it can have no certain knowledge beyond these; it
therefore has to operate without being sure of where it is going,
probing the limits of the culture’s givens, taking advantage of their
contradictions and tensions, seeking hints of the exclusions on which
they depend for their existence, exploring the effects upon them of
encounters with the products and practices of other cultures,'®
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Literary history in essence is the grand narrative of the trials and
errors of recreating and refashioning writing. The processes that
underlie these transformations of genres are by no means tele-
ological but more like a web of roots diffusely spreading out. The
practices of repetition, emulation, and innovation can be risky
because the impact of a refashioned work is difficult to foresee.
Medieval authors who set out to recreate the discourses of the holy
were particularly vulnerable to criticism. The most ‘risky’ genre in
this context was perhaps hagiography, the patterns of which were
well-established for centuries and took their validation from the
Church."

In practice, however, late medieval authors such as Lydgate or
Capgrave were very successful in introducing innovative changes to
saints’ legends, which altered the ways in which saintly exemplarity
were depicted considerably.?’ The authors’ success is intimately
tied in with the changing values of the rising studia humanitatis in
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. This new movement, both a
revival of classical literature as aesthetic inspiration and a concept
of kindness, led to a change in the attitudes to reading and writing
as well as to the creation and reception of literary composition.?!
Importantly, these changes were not confined to Latin literature.
Hence one could speak of a ‘vernacular humanism’ characterised by
humane, rational, anthropocentric, and secular qualities.?? The late
medieval hagiographers reinterpreted their hagiographic contents
against the background of the classics, thus introducing a new lit-
erariness to their subject matter while still preserving the orthodox
claims that underlie the protagonists’ sanctity. Several of the essays
in this volume illuminate, explicitly or implicitly, aspects of hagi-
ography and hagiographic discourse in relation to this nascent ver-
nacular humanism. Thus, Sarah James argues that John Capgrave,
whose work has been repeatedly judged as lacking any literary
value, engages self-consciously not only with Chaucer, but also with
classical works in his Life of St Katherine, an engagement that seems
to have been novel in fifteenth-century hagiographic discourse
(‘Reading classical authors in Capgrave’s Life of St Katherine’).
James shows that Capgrave integrates references to classical authors—
Virgil’s Georgics in particular — at crucial points in the narrative
in which Katherine's character and importance as role model are
thematised. In other words, Capgrave uses Katherine’s sanctity in
order to implement features of a new literariness.

Another fifteenth-century hagiographer whose saints’ legends
have found little acknowledgement is John Lydgate. His work too



