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th

Putative autobiography of its eponymous 14-15" century heroine,
The Book of Margery Kempe has not only survived the bruises of time but
also the generally short readerly attention span. It is now among the
most contested pieces in the medieval English literary tradition. While
sustained interest in the author has fruited in a vibrant academic area
now broadly recognized as Kempe studies, a performance approach,
seeking not to define Margery Kempe but to tap the Book’s resilience to
modern performance theories, may help us recognize its yet unappreciated
contribution to the issue of alternative existence within a given cultural
matrix.’

Given the wide gap between the year of its composition, 1436-38,
and that of its first modern publication, 1940, The Book of Margery Kempe
(hereafter the Book) is a comparatively latecomer onto the medieval
literary-critical stage. The entirety of the book went missing for centuries
but the same seven-page selection of passages, under the description of “a
shorte treatyse of contemplacyon [...] taken out of the boke of Margerie
Kempe of Lynn,” were in print via Wynkyn de Worde’s 1501’s collection of
devotional extracts, Henry Pepwell’s 1520 anthology of mystical texts, and
Edmund Gardner’s 1910 reprint of Pepwell’s anthology. The woman and
her book, by 1752, had “escaped the knowledge even of the indefatigable
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compiler of Typographical antiquities,” according to English antiquary and
biographer George Ballard. Indeed, his was the single mention of Margery
Kempe amidst a vast expanse of oblivion until in 1934 the sole surviving
manuscript consisting of 99 chapters was identified by Hope Emily Allen
at the Victoria and Albert Museum, UK, and subsequently edited and
published for general access (Ballard 8; Windeatt, Book 430).”

But there is no exaggeration in calling the Book “a dark horse”, after
Marea Mitchell who describes it as “coming from nowhere to generate
wide-scale interest” (2). The fact that the manuscript bears four distinct
sets of annotations and the name of the library of a most orthodox
monastery, Mount Grace, and that the Short Treatise was printed twice
within a span of twenty years, indicate that the work had been most
ardently read and responded to both in its own time and in the succeeding
century.’ Resurfacing as “the first-ever English autobiography” and a
weighty addition to the feeble tradition of medieval women writing,
the Book has since been placed in a critical spotlight rarely accorded its
contemporaries. While many medieval classics are now strictly scholarly
matters, to date the Book has seen four critical editions, nine translations
into three modern languages, rewritings into three plays, one poem, two
novels, one musical composition and two BBC programs, its excerpts most
frequently anthologized.” Secondary works on the Book abound, including
five monographs, a rich variety of articles and essays, and several websites
and web pages dedicated to mapping the material and textual cultures of
Kempe’s world digitally.

In reciprocation for the critical attention gained, the Book has been
frequently listed among primary sources in history, spirituality, philology,
and sociology studies as illustrative of late medieval English lay attitudes,
and now forms part of a compulsory curriculum across disciplines at
college. The past two decades have witnessed a booming interest in
locating marginal voices and a wider flourishing of medieval gender

studies, bringing Margery Kempe closer to the forefront of the higher



educational mainstream in major English-speaking countries. Margery
Kempe the author (ca. 1373—ca. 1439) is now rehabilitated as one of
the three medieval English women writers canonized and highlighted in
The Norton Anthology of English Literature, one of the three post-Chaucer
15"-century English literary contributors, and one of those few recorded
voices defining the 14" and 15" centuries as a distinct historical period

heralding the literary renaissance in Britain.’

Kempe Studies

Though the subject of a host of specialized inquiries, the Book has been
strongly resistant to defining efforts. Its proem recounts a prophetic episode
of how the scribe’s eyes “failed so that he might not see to make his letter
[...]. All other things he might see well enough,” and how he gained both
eyesight and comprehension of the words he was copying via Margery’s
verbal intercession: “She said his enemy had envy at his good deed and would
hinder him [...] and she bade him do as well as God would give him grace and
not leave off. [...] When he came again to his book, he might see as well, he
thought, as ever he did before” (6).” Interestingly, many of Margery Kempe’s
textual companions and the Book’s readers have taken a similar route from
initial confusion to multifarious, self-serving conclusions, applying varied
interpretative grids. Scholars approached such diversed social and cultural
matters as “literacy, Episcopal control, heterodoxy, female/lay piety, gender
roles, rise of nationalism, community, making of individual identities, nature
of authority” (Staley 5). Consensus, if any, has shifted dramatically from one
end to the other of the critical spectrum.

Initial responses to Margery the protagonist and the Book were largely
negative if not dismissive.” If the Book is for the most part a recount of

Margery’s crisis-ridden reception at home and abroad, being accused on

3
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different occasions as “sick,” “insane,” “hypocritical,” and “heretic,” the
Book’s earlier reception history displayed an as troubled chemistry between
Margery and her readership. R. W. Chambers warned early in 1944 that
the Book “may disappoint or even shock the reader,” and “we must come to
her [Margery] without expecting too much” (xviii). He was only the first
of many to discount Margery’s spiritually oriented life as mere “anecdotal
curiosity” (Glenn 542). Influenced by Pepwell and Gardner’s positioning
of Margery as an anchoress and mystic, modern historians were in
general likewise disappointed by the missing of theological profundity
as previously found in Julian of Norwich’s speculative, vision-intensive
Revelations, and were shocked instead by what Sarah Beckwith would later
term as Margery’s “very material mysticism” (37)." There are visions of
and communications with Christ, but the bulk of the Book is about the
insistent social dimensions of Margery’s here-and-now life in and beyond
England, featuring survival concerns, outspokenness and physical mobility,
and oddities like public weepings and cryings.

Others sought to explain away those perceived aberrations, through
the lenses of pathology and later the very popular psychoanalysis. Margery
was tersely diagnosed as an English patient, suffering from postpartum
hysteria and/or histrionic personality disorder.” The tag was to stick fast,
though scholars came to find different causes, and uses, for it. Anthony
Goodman, writing in the late 1970s, found Margery afflicted with
profound psychological problems that indicate her rejection of “bourgeois
norms of familial, parochial and commercial life” (“Piety” 353). In the
footsteps of Weissman, Peterson, and Mazzoni who saw self-therapy or
anti-patriarchal stratagems in Kempe’s alleged malaise, Richard Lawes in
his 1999 essay diagnosed “the madness of Margery Kempe” as temporal
lobe epilepsy, which unlike psychosis, would not affect the authenticity
and sincerity of her reportage. In contrast to early understandings that
served only to disparage her, critics in the last quarter of the 20" century

were notably more ready to reconcile the two ends of the story.



A similar optimism came from the general direction of historical
and religious studies. Despite the initial excitement over the discovery of
the Book and the continuing interest in Margery Kempe, only about fifty
articles and booklets were published prior to 1981, mostly a retelling or
citing in passing of the woman’s peculiar practices. In the 1980s, however,
with the increasing sophistication in the study of medieval spirituality and
a stronger appreciation of women’s participation in history, scholars took
a new and rewarding look at the Book. Given the paucity of information
about the historical Margery Kempe, scholars have almost unanimously
resorted to the research strategy of contextualization; assuming the role of
the patient archeologist, they turned over each of the many pebbles in the
Book both to extract as much information about the past as possible from
this rare document, and to see Margery in perspective. Among others,
the understanding of mysticism had broadened so as to acknowledge the
existence of a positive, or affective, strand of experience, popularly found
on the Continent, other than the negative one, better known in England."
Definitive studies by Clarissa Atkinson and Susan Dickman, on the great
influence of continental holy women as well as Margery’s divergence from
English practices (e.g., enclosure for female religious and that affective
piety practitioners had to be male and clerical), persuasively established
Margery as “an isolated English example of a widespread continental
phenomenon” (Beckwith 36). Newly liberated from “the narrow confines
of insular, illustrious mysticism within which it is habitually condemned,”
Margery Kempe was happily admitted into a growing community of
continental/affective mysticism (pseudo-Bonaventure, St Bridget of
Sweden, Richard Rolle) as ensuing scholarship continued to explore the
many references in the Book to mystical texts (Wallace, “Mystics” 170).
While in the early 1980s, in a compilation of medieval women writers,
Margery Kempe was still introduced by William Provost under the title
of “the English religious enthusiast” (twenty eight pages after Julian of
Norwich, “the English Mystic”), by the later 1980s, she had been broadly

5
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accepted as a mystic proper (300).

Fleshed out was also Katharine Chomeley’s 1947 supposition that

6 Margery Kempe could be a spokeswoman of the devotional currents of

her time. The Book’s affinities with lay piety and vernacular theology were

rediscovered and studied by scholars like David Wallace (1984), Gunnel

Cleve (1986), Susan Eberly (1989), Alexandra Barratt (1992), Julia Bolton

Holloway (1992), Julia Boffey (1999), and Yoshikawa (2003), allying

Margery in one powerful sisterhood with such famed saints as St Elizabeth

of Hungary, Mary de Oignies, St Catherina, Blessed Angela of Foligno and

St Dorothea of Prussia, and at the same time locating popular scriptural
models like Virgin Mary, Mary Magdalene and ultimately Christ.

Over time the tendency to see Margery as an exception was revised,
if never replaced, by contextualizing and normalizing efforts. Those who
wished to tap the Book as a historical source but found internal data scarce and
authorial reliability suspicious could now do it, not so much as a “window into
locked attics” but as a door that leads on to more doors. Margery as a social
existence was thoroughly historicized by scholars like Kathleen Ashley (1998),
Anthony Goodman (2002), and John Arnold who edited The Companion to
The Book of Margery Kempe (2004); in these books copious information
is provided to localize Margery on all levels — Lynn, Norfolk, East Anglia,
Lancastrian England — greatly substantiating the field and providing a
jumpstart for Kempe studies outside the British Isles.

While criticism of the Book has all along been guided by at least one
of the three theoretical frameworks — the theological, the psychological,
and the socio-historical, Kempe studies from the 1980s onwards were also
punctuated by quite a few belligerently feminist claims that harkened back
to the Thurston phraseology of “Margery the astonishing” (this time in a
good sense) (“Margery” 446). Fuelled by growing concerns over women
writing and women conditions, the last two decades witnessed a concerted
drive setting Margery up as the ingenious, scheming woman who is able

to by-pass the patriarchal authorities through appropriation of a virginal



status, sanctification of her sexual identities as wife and mother, or
Shamanistic, subversive empowerment of people and herself (Salih; Higgs;
Hoppenwasser “Margery”). The feminist critique was consummated with
Karma Lochrie’s 1991 book-length study, Margery Kempe and the Translations
of the Flesh, which exposes medieval misogyny as based on gendered
ideologies of the body and celebrates Margery Kempe’s transgression of
those cultural taboos designed to exclude and silence the female.

Other feminist scholars acknowledge Margery Kempe’s singularity as a
defiant figure, but they are dubious about the difference she makes and even
see in her a failed attempt to escape patriarchy. Both Sarah Beckwith (1986)
and Janet Wilson (1992) argue that her identification with the Holy Family
romance subjects her again to the subordinate roles of wife and mother, and
thus reinforces existing social structures. The change she was able to make,
“like a serf becoming king, [...] is a usurpation that changes the terms but
never the structure” and therefore too limited (Beckwith 54).

A latest accomplishment in Kempe studies rang very literary and
started with a refusal to equate autobiography with facts."" Indeed, earlier
commentators tended to cherry-pick episodes from the Book as illustrative
and even representative of late medieval religious, economic, political
and gender “realities,” without considering the fact that the narration is
governed by literary and cultural conventions, and therefore pendulums
uneasily between fact and fantasy, if not sheer fraud (making it a faction at
best). Noting the narrative voice of the scribe and the consistent use of “this
creature” rather than “I” for Margery, a few literary critics worked from
the alert stance of seeing the Book as a textualized and therefore mediated
production precariously poised in the gray zone of (auto) biography, and
examined its writing strategies to construct an author image."

Roberta Bux Bosse (1979) and John A. Erskine (1989), pioneers into
the authorship issue, both contended that the scribe, rather than Margery
Kempe, was the true authoring voice."” Lynn Staley went further. Her

Margery Kempe’s Dissenting Fictions (1994) — in which she “toyed with
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