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Letter from the Editor 

 

Dear Readers, 

Welcome to the eighth volume of Hortulus! As was stated in our previous issue, 2012 has been 

(and continues to be) a year full of change and growth here at Hortulus. Our last issue saw the 

introduction of a new website as well as an expanded staff, larger submissions numbers, and 

increases in readership. We are happy to say that the autumn issue has brought us steady and 

continuous growth in these areas yet again—and also brings a few new additions! 

Firstly, this volume is the first non-themed issue of Hortulus since 2007—so this change is more 

of an act of renewal and re-cultivation than outright transformation. Thus the autumnal 

publication before you begins a new series for the journal in which we will have two issues per 

annum as opposed to one—with a themed issue in the spring and an open issue in the autumn. 

Hopefully the wide variety can stimulate connections among disparate areas. 

Secondly, this issue sees a change of guard if you will, with the welcoming of a new co-editor 

and the departure of another. This issue says goodbye to Leanne Good, a formidable and 

steadfast editor of Hortulus for the past two years. Today Leanne is more commonly known as 

Dr. Good, a lecturer for the University of California—Los Angeles as she recently completed her 

doctoral degree this summer with a dissertation entitled Land and Landscape: The Transition 

from Agilolfing to Carolingian Bavaria, 700-900. Leanne was essential in building the bridge 

between the ‘old’ and the ‘new’ Hortulus, both in content, design, and rules and regulations. As 

with most organizations, sight must not be turned away from the original intentions and 

principles of its founding even in the face of a new and ever changing world. Hortulus began 

with the intention of creating a groundbreaking forum for medievalists in the electronic world 

years before ‘open-access’ became a catch-phrase commonly thrown about in academic 

discussions on publishing. Part of its unique charm was its born-digital status, its intentions to 

create a discursive community for its readers, and an arena that was for post-graduates only. 

Leanne was integral in assuring that Hortulus stood firmly behind these principles as we’ve 
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continued to make changes to its structure, distribution, and format. Hopefully you still see these 

features as the backbone of Hortulus today. 

Leanne’s departure allows Hortulus to bring in new blood however, and this issue welcomes our 

new co-editor Beth Fischer to the team. Beth is a graduate student in Art History at the 

University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill and, as you may have noticed, was one of the assistant 

editors on our spring issue this past year. We were overjoyed to welcome her into a more senior 

role as co-editor for the next two years after her exemplary work as an assistant editor. Being a 

co-editor allows one to make their own unique mark on Hortulus, and Beth is no exception. 

Building upon the backbone of the new developments over the past year, Beth has brought her 

expertise in layout, design, and e-book publishing to our organization. Under her purview, the 

2012 issue will be the inaugural e-book issue for the journal, with PDF, e-book, and HTML 

versions of each issue being retroactively published in the coming year. 

In addition to the hand-over in the co-editors department, this issue also welcomes two assistant 

editors to our team who have both been steadfast and loyal readers of Hortulus for a number of 

years. Kit Kapphahn and Melissa Ridley Elmes. Kit is currently a PhD student at Aberystwyth 

University in Wales and Melissa is beginning her doctoral studies at the University of North 

Carolina. Justin Colvin was also kind enough to offer his help to Leanne in finalizing edits on 

Ryan Storr’s article and working with Kit on the call for papers for the issue. 

Thirdly, in addition to the multitude of changes this issue has overseen: open-theme, e-book and 

PDF publishing, and a new editorial team, we have also instituted a ‘trial run’ with regards to 

making our reader’s online experience more interactive. You will notice that our articles and 

book reviews have incorporated a number of interactive hyperlinks in order to make your 

experience as a reader more fruitful an enjoyable. Every endnote in each article includes a 

hyperlink to the resource quoted—be it a book, journal article, video, music clip, or published 

image. The book reviews as well include a hyperlink in the title so that you can easily purchase 

the book or read more details about the publication should you so desire. This is an experiment 

which intends to use Hortulus’sstatus as a digital publication to its fullest extent. We welcome 

any feedback you may have about this new content—whether or not it was useful to you and if 

you’d like us to continue this process in the future, or if you have any additional ideas on how to 
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make the journal more interactive—so please let us know your thoughts. As usual, we encourage 

you to comment and discuss the articles, both using the comment boxes at the bottom of each 

article and also using the google groups if you are a registered reader. 

In other news, we have recently posted our call for papers for the themed spring 2013 issue 

on Wounds, Torture, and the Grotesque, and we are also welcoming applications for four open 

positions for Assistant Editors–so please do pass on the details to those who may be interested 

and perhaps think of contributing yourself! We have also finalized our presenters for the second 

ever sponsored session at Kalamazoo in 2013—so if you will be attending, do send us an email 

so we can get in touch about meeting up during the conference. We would also like to thank Dr. 

William Christopher Brown for his kind words in a recent article published in In Progress, a 

peer-reviewed online journal for graduate students—do click over and have a read about his 

experience publishing as a graduate student. 

Finally, in this issue there are a number of very interesting articles for your perusal. Ryan Storr’s 

work analyzes the legal proceedings of the 1243 dispute between the Hospitallers and the bishop 

of Valencia, Arnau de Peralta, in his article “Compromise and Integration”. Our second article is 

written by Sarah J. Todd and concerns itself with one of Bocaccio’s lesser known works, Elegia 

di Madonna Fiametta and examines issues of authorship, gender, and manipulation in her article 

“Heroides and (Anti-)Heroines”. Our issue this season also features a work of Art History 

scholarship with Nicole Pulichene’s examination of medieval panel paintings and their 

representations of Christocentric touch in her article “To Touch the Divine”. Our final article is 

written by Brent LaPadula and boasts the use of identity formathion through memory application 

as its methodology of examining the Old English text The Wanderer in his article “Memory and 

Identity Formation”. We are also fortunate in the number of exemplary book reviews we have 

been able to publish in this issue including Charles Carroll’s review of Ronald G. Witt’s 

monograph The Two Latin Culturas and the Foundation of Renaissance Humanism in Medieval 

Italy, Stephen Barker’s review of C. Stephen Jaeger’s bookEnchantment, Jacob Doss’s review of 

Liz Herbert McAvoy’s work Medieval Anchoritisms: Gender, Space and the Solitary Life, and 

finally Geneviève Pigeon’s review of Graham E. Steel’s piece King John: An Underrated King. 
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I will leave you now before this introduction gets too out of hand—but we here at Hortulus hope 

that you enjoy reading this issue as much as we have enjoyed putting it together, and we look 

forward to more enjoyable and fruitful issues to come. 

Meghan R. Glass 

Co-Editor of Hortulus
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Memory and Identity Formation: A Cognitive Construction of the 
Self in The Wanderer 
By Brent LaPadula 

Abstract 

Modern advances in the social sciences and humanities have benefitted the critical study of 

literature throughout the 20th century.  Similarly, these advances have also found their way into 

the study of the Middle Ages, and more specifically, the study of medieval literature.  It is to this 

tradition and growing scholarship that this article adds its findings, by looking at, and utilizing as 

a methodology, the modern theory of identity formation by way of memory application.  This 

article discusses the Old-English elegy, The Wanderer, and investigates how the wanderer 

himself attains the modern (post-Renaissance) notion of self, by consciously employing his 

memory in a series of stages throughout the poem, and thus creating a new personal-self via 

memory self-formation.  Ultimately, The Wanderer reveals not only what selfhood meant to this 

fictional Anglo-Saxon, but also how the self could change over one’s lifetime in the Anglo-

Saxon world. 

 

Introspection as a tool for understanding the self is one way theorists have approached the 

question of selfhood.1  And while David Hume suggests that introspection alone is untenable in 

discovering a certain underlying, immutable self, the process of memory can be shown to aid in 

understanding this concept.2 This is especially true for the function of memory in The 

                                                
1 Some of the most groundbreaking research on the Anglo-Saxon mind has been done by Antonina Harbus and 
Leslie Lockett. A good start to begin looking at this research continues to be in Antonina Harbus, ‘The Medieval 
Concept of the Self in Anglo-Saxon England’ Self and Identity 1:1 (2002), 77-97, Cognitive Approaches to Old 
English Poetry (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2012), and Leslie Lockett, Anglo-Saxon Psychologies in the Vernacular 
and Latin Traditions. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2011).  See also Simon Kemp, Cognitive Psychology in 
the Middle Ages. (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1996) for additional studies on the Anglo-Saxon self using a modern 
approach. 
2 David Hume is opposed to the proposition that introspection alone allows one to find the self, because, as he 
famously said, “When I enter most intimately into what I call myself, I always stumble on some particular 
perception or other [...]I never catch myself at any time without a perception and never can observe anything but the 
perception”  Thus, the perceptions—or thought that Hume spoke of—prevents one from accessing an understanding 
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Wanderer (TW).3 Hume’s argument is not a fallacy, but it is predicated on his definition of the 

self, which I do not find useful in this instance—i.e., that the self is unrealizable by introspection 

because it cannot be found in the world of the mind.  If we are to use the memory process, which 

is almost entirely indebted to perceptions, to understand and define the particular type of self that 

we find in The Wanderer, then we must make a distinction between a self that is beyond our or 

society’s control (soul) and that which is forged, influenced, and possibly a result of both 

memory and society.  For the purposes of this work, it is incumbent that we formulate a 

definition of the self, that we may not confuse the various terms rife throughout the discourse. 

Memory and the Construction of a Personal Self/Identity  

What constitutes, whither resides, or whether or not human beings have an immutable soul 

somewhere has been approached by thinkers for millennia, and it is this illusive entity that many 

have termed ‘self’.  However, the purpose of this article is not to argue for or against the soul—

this primarily because it is something that we cannot broach using methodologies for 

understanding human individuals or societies as a whole. That is to say, proving the existence or 

non-existence of such a soul by looking at literature is impossible.4 Therefore, to benefit from a 

search for the self in Old-English poetry, we must recognize what it is that the literature can tell 

us about the deepest recesses of the human mind, and it is within this recess that abides a certain 

self, I argue.  Thus, I term this sense of self colloquially here as the ‘personal-self’, a definition 

that is akin to what we would call ‘personal-identity’.5 To be clear, my concept of a personal-self 

is that of a human personality or individual identity—in that it is informed by experiences—but 

                                                                                                                                                       
or knowledge of an inner self.  See H.P. Grice, ‘Personal Identity’, in Personal Identity, ed. by John Perry 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1975), pp. 73-95, p. 79.  
3 It would seem that Hume’s self is more like what many would call the soul, higher self, etc., for he states that 
perceptions ‘block’—as it were—the true realization of an inner self.  Hence, aversion to perceptions is indeed 
understandable if one is to look for such an entity—and of course, Eastern philosophies are thronged with the idea 
that calming perceptions (thoughts) is a primary way in meditation to discover one’s true essence (self, soul, God, 
etc.)  However, my argument throughout this chapter regarding the definition of the self is quite different than 
Hume’s, as I am not arguing for an immutable or soul-like self here, but something that changes and can be changed 
over time.  See below for discussion. 
4 For instance, Stroud is just one of many philosophers who do not believe that there exists an “invariable and 
uninterrupted entity that is the self or mind”.  See Barry Stroud, Hume (Abingdon: Routledge, 1977), p. 121. 
5 The idea of an autonomous, introspective self that is important in its own right, regardless of its role in wider 
society.  
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it is also more than that.6 The personal-self represents the deepest ideas of one’s concept of 

selfhood, which may or may not be represented to the outside world—and in most cases, it is 

not.7 When one thinks of his or her place in the world, considers their past, plans for their future, 

they are in a process of identity formation or personal self-amendment.  Through concentrating 

on the application of memory, this is exactly the kind of self that we can discover and understand 

in Old-English (OE) elegies like TW.8 So how does the application of memory –i.e., the 

conscious or unconscious using of memory in autobiographical self-conception—help inform a 

personal-self.9 David Wiggins once described a person as a member of a species for whom 

“reason and reflection[...]typically enables them to consider themselves as themselves the same 

thinking things, in different times and places”, thus, “Memory is not then irrelevant to personal 

identity.”10 It is this idea of changing one’s self-concept, through the application of memory, 

which is most important for us here.  The idea here is simple: that memory allows us to see 

ourselves as the same person in the present as in our past, which sounds familiar when we recall 

the common adage, “my past made me who I am today”.  Irrespective of the philosophical 

terminology, this is how nearly all of us experience our lives.  Memory, then, requires “[a] strong 

conviction of the sameness of “a man’s identity over time” in order to inform a personal-self, and 

this identity extends “as far back as his memory reaches”.11 From these concepts we are then led 

into the memory-connected theory of personal identity (MCT), which states that ‘If x is a person 

at t1 and y is a person at t2, then y is the same person as x iff x and y are memory-

connected’.12 On its face value, the MCT works well in enabling us to understand how people 

                                                
6 ‘Personal-self’ is certainly not a new term, as it is used throughout the discourse in the social sciences and 
humanities.  I am here only outlining my usage of the term, a term that does not benefit from a strict consensus in 
academia. 
7 For some commentary on similar notions of the self, see Galen Strawson, ‘The Sense of the Self’, in From Soul to 
Self, ed. by M. James C. Crabbe (London: Routledge, 1999), pp. 126-152, p. 131. 
8 The ‘application of memory’ refers to the process of actively considering one’s own past, either internally or 
thorough another medium (like poetry). 
9 In other words, remembering one’s past to piece together or formulate an understanding of oneself. 
10 David Wiggins, ‘Locke, Butler and the Stream of Consciousness: And Men as a Natural Kind’, in The Identities of 
Persons, ed. by Amelie Oksenberg Rorty (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1969), pp. 139-173), p. 168.  
11 This quote comes from Thomas Reid.  See John Sutton, Philosophy and Memory Traces(Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1998), p. 272. 
12 X=person 1, y=person 2, t=time, and iff= ‘if and only if’.  There are debates on this theory within the 
literature.  For instance, there are some issues in the case of amnesiacs.  That these individuals can have semantic 
memory without episodic recall poses a problem for MCT. For the purposes of our discussion, these arguments do 
not matter, because on a basic and intuitive level, if no exceptions are taken into consideration, it is an obvious 
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see their current personal selves the same as a past personal-self, strictly based on 

memory.  In TW, for instance, without this reflective attitude about the past, the first-person 

lament would hold no authority nor incite any sympathy in the audience, because we would not 

understand that the wanderer is referring back to a past personal-self, who is displaying a 

continuum of strong personal change throughout the poem.  It is this idea of changing one’s self-

concept, through the application of memory, which is most important for us here. 

Before moving into the literature, it is important to understand that the use of memory as a 

catalyst to incite personal change in modern people is well established. Memory helps to form 

the idea of individual consciousness and individual expression in our culture.  For example, 

Joseph Butler says that “upon comparing the consciousness of one’s self, or one’s own existence 

in any two moments, there as immediately arises to the mind the idea of personal identity”, and 

that under certain conditions, the ‘I’ twenty years ago and the ‘I’ today are “but one and the 

same”; however, Butler is careful to point out that even though the general concept of personal 

identity may remain intact, the “personality is not a permanent, but a transient thing[...that] lives 

and dies, begins and ends continually”.13 From this discussion it is clear that the idea of 

personality is highly important.  I consider ‘personality’ to be a part of the personal-self, and as 

Butler suggests, it is the personality that is under the influence of a variety of societal structures 

that help to precipitate individual change, thereby contributing to the overall modification of 

                                                                                                                                                       
statement that if x has a memory and can remember that memory, then he or she will naturally feel that both 
memories belong to the same person.  This is how almost all human beings see themselves as having the same 
identity over time, so here I am taking into account how people actually work and not the deeper philosophical 
issues that cannot be criticized using the poetry.  See John W. Carroll and Ned Markosian, An Introduction to 
Metaphysics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), p. 118.  A similar notion can be found in Carl Jung’s 
work, although he terms it ‘individuation’, which he says is ‘a process of differentiation[...]having for its goal the 
development of the individual personality’.  See C Jung, Psychological Types. trans. H Baynes (London: Routledge, 
1989), p. 448.  Also, Hume also spoke of individuation, claiming that it was ‘nothing but 
the invariableness and uninterruptedness of any object, thro’ a suppos’d variation of time, by which the mind can 
trace it in the different periods of its existence, without any break of the view, and without being oblig’d to form the 
idea of multiplicity or number’.  Thus, memory allows for the idea of the personal self to remain intact.  See Davie 
Hume, ‘Our Idea of Identity’, in Personal Identity, ed. by John Perry (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1975), pp. 159-160, p. 160.  
13 Butler is critical of the MCT of identity, saying that consciousness cannot be the same in any two moments.  In 
this instance, the deep philosophical debate does more to hinder than develop our thesis that we may recognize our 
past identity with our current personal self, whilealso changing our notion of self-concept through time.  Taken to 
the extreme, one could argue that Butler’s idea would allow one to claim no responsibility for one’s past action, 
which obviously is not how laws in today’s society, or that of the Anglo-Saxons, worked.  What is important is how 
society functions, not how deeply we can take an argument, for this study.  See Joseph Butler, ‘Of Personal 
Identity’, in Personal Identity, ed. by John Perry (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1975), pp. 99-105, p. 99. 
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personal-self.14 A firm basis has thus been set up for understanding how, through the application 

of memory, modern concepts of the personal-self are both simultaneously static and malleable 

over a period of time.  We now must question if a sense of the personal-self in the Anglo-Saxon 

period could be changed by a similar process, or if the communal identity of the heroic world 

possessed a hold so strong on the individual, that a personal sense of self was discouraged from 

being expressed either outwardly or through internal monologue. 

The Wanderer and Omniscient Recall        

From the opening lines of TW, we find an unnamed exile introduced by the narrator, who—even 

at this early stage—highlights the extreme solitude that will eventually aid in the wanderer’s 

formation of a new self-concept, and emphasises the dichotomy between an old and emerging 

self-identity: 

Oft him anhaga     are gebideð,  
metudes miltse,     þeah þe he modcearig 
geond lagulade     longe sceolde 
hreran mid hondum     hrimcealde sæ, 
wadan wræclastas:     wyrd bið ful aræd.151-5 

[Often the solitary one waits for grace, God’s favor, even though sad at heart he 
has to move with his hands throughout the ocean’s path, the icy-cold sea, the path 
of exile: fate is unstoppable].16 

The emphasis on loneliness is characteristic of the poem, an indicator of the typical relationship 

between the individual and community in the Anglo-Saxon period.17 For instance, De Lacy has 

said that “[f]rom one point of view, the anhaga can be characterized as the epitome of worldly 

philosophy—man without God”, and this may be true;18 however, Anne Klinck has also pointed 

                                                
14 Wiggins similarly states that ‘the memory condition informs and regulates the continuity condition of personal 
identity, holds it apart from mere continuity of material body, and leaves its distinctive mark on judgments founded 
in it’.  So, memory is here seen as a prime cause for a person’s identity over time; i.e., memory can help form and 
shape (change) a person’s personal identity.  See Wiggins, ‘Locke’, p. 152. 
15 Henceforth, all Old English is taken from ‘The Wanderer’, in The Old English Elegies: A Critical Edition and 
Genre Study, ed. by Anne L. Klinck (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1992), p. 75. 
16 Unless otherwise stated, all modern-English translations are my own. 
17 E.g., the importance and power of community over the individual is a theme in nearly all Old-English verse, from 
heroic poetry to the other elegies in the Exeter Book.  
18 De Lacy is referring to a primary theme in Wanderer that is certainly up for debate—i.e., how much this work 
indebted to Christian themes.  I briefly address this argument, and how it potentially plays a part in the formation of 
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out that anhaga (solitary one)is glossed passer solitarius (lone sparrow) in the eleventh 

century Lambeth Psalter; additionally, she has remarked that anhaga may come 

fromhaga (enclosure) or hogian (to think).19 The implication here, then, is not only that the 

wanderer is alone, but that he is one who “travels within or enclosed in his 

mind/thoughts”.  Thus, this exile exists deeply in the recesses of his mind (i.e., he 

is completely alone with his thoughts), and so at this stage he is a man without community, as 

well.20 Similar to Paul De Lacy, Bernard Huppe has also suggested that at this point, “[i]t is clear 

[...] that man is helpless in the grip of Fate, that he can find security only in the mercy of 

God”.21 From the opening, then, it seems that God is the only refuge for an exile in this 

period.  However, as we move forward, we find that the process by which the exile comes to this 

realization is a highly personal, individual, and self-changing exercise. 

The next two lines represent an interesting shift in TW and set the stage for a first-person lament 

that will help us to define who the wanderer is and how his self-concept will change: 

Swa cwæð eardstapa,    earfeþa gemyndig, 
wraþra wælsleahta,    winemæga hryre: 6-7 

[So says the wanderer, mindful of hardships, cruel battle-slaughters, [and] the fall 
of kinsmen]. 

It is unclear whether the wanderer cwæð (says) lines 1-5b, the proceeding lines, or both.22 

However this is interpreted, the suggestion is clear that the wanderer is either analyzing the truth 

that God is one’s only salvation (lines 1-5b), or he is about to take us into his mind and tell us his 

story (8-29a). In either case, the wanderer’s omniscient position suggests that he has already 

completed his journey and is hence relating, through memory, what has occurred.  The swa 

                                                                                                                                                       
a new identity in footnotes 57 and 63 below.  See Paul De Lacy, ‘Thematic and Structural Affinities: The 
Wanderer and Ecclesiastes’,Neophilologus, 82 (1998), 125-137 (p. 127).  
19 Klinck, p. 106.  
20 The salience of this rests on the fact that community was one’s main source—if not the only source—of 
identity/selfhood in this period.  This notion is what is precisely under scrutiny in this work.  See below for a full 
discussion. 
21 Roger Fowler, ‘A Theme in The Wanderer’, Medium Ævum, 36 (1967), 1-14 (p. 4).  
22 I feel that this construction introduces what is to come—i.e., the wanderer is about to relate his story to the 
audience—and that lines 1-5b reflect the state-of-mind the wanderer eventually enters.  Thus, the end goal is given 
first, and the process by which one arrives there comes after.  The power of this is that the audience already knows 
the outcome before the final lines are read; therefore, the rest of the poem acts as a didactic, instructive device.  
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cwæð construction occurs twice in the poem (lines 6 and 111), and Rosemary Woolf has 

suggested that its purpose is to block off the first and last sections of Wan and not as a way to 

“analyse a subtle psychological continuity of thought” throughout this work.23 I suggest, 

however, that a ‘continuity of thought’ is absolutely what is established between lines 6 and 111, 

and that, contrary to Woolf, this construction reflects this purpose.  The stage has thus been set, 

and for the next twenty-one lines, the psychology of the wanderer is explored and his early 

personal-self revealed via memory, before it is challenged and changed in the second half of the 

poem. 

The First-Person Lament and a Communal Self-Concept 

What follows in lines 8-29a demonstrates how a self-concept works through memory in TW, and 

how recognizing this reflection of an earlier self is imperative to understanding the change of the 

personal self that we will explore in later sections.  We are told, in highly emotive speech, the 

emptiness within the wanderer and his identification with his heroic world: 

‘Oft ic sceolde ana     uhtna gehwylce 
mine ceare cwiþan;    nis nu cwicra nan 
þe ic him modsefan     minne durre 
sweotule asecgan.    Ic to soþe wat 
þæt biþ in eorle     indryhten þeaw 
þæt he his ferðlocan     fæste binde,  
healde his hordcofan,    hycge swa he wille’. 8-14 

[Often in the early morning, I alone had to lament my sorrows; now there is not 
anyone living whom I dare to clearly tell my state of mind.  I know truly that it is 
a noble custom in a man that he binds the treasure of thoughts securely in his 
breast; let him think as he will]. 

For a second time, we are reminded of the wanderer, alone (ana) and forsaken, introspecting his 

companionless lot (mine ceare cwiþan).  The emphasis on the wanderer as being alone is 

significant, allowing us to make an obvious and necessary observation: that Anglo-Saxons (at 

least in the tenth-century) could access and make use of an inner world that was distinctly 

                                                
23 ]  Rosemary Woolf, ‘The Wanderer, The Seafarer, and the Genre of Planctus’, in Anglo-Saxon Poetry: Essays in 
Appreciation for John C. McGalliard, ed. by Lewis E. Nicholson and Dolores Warwick Frese (Notre Dame: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 1975), pp. 192-207 (p. 207).  
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separate from their communities, whether by choice or necessity.24 And yet we find that the 

wanderer still tries to adhere to the cultural ethos of his time, its hold still a powerful force over 

him, as it is the custom for him to his ferðlocan  /  fæste binde, healde his hordcofan. Other 

scholars, such as S.L. Clark and Julian Wasserman have noted the obvious contradiction here of 

the wanderer to hold steady the custom of stoic reticence while inviting the audience into the 

deepest recesses of his heart.  Indeed, the wanderer not only keep[s] himself closed off in order 

to prevent what is outside from penetrating inside to the depths of his heart, but he is involved in 

an even more desperate struggle to keep what is already inside his heart (sorrow weariness, 

doubt) from escaping or being expressed to the outside world, and thus contradicting the heroic 

exterior which he tries to maintain.25 

Similarly, Robert Bjork notes that “The wanderer thus once again abides by the dictates of his 

culture as he makes his actions conform to the demands of the situation”.26 But does the 

wanderer conform?27 Is he successful at holding back his feelings?  The wanderer is absolutely 

unsuccessful at both, and that we the audience come to know his heart confirms this.  Thomas 

Hill has likewise picked up on this failed attempt to conform to societal norms, and says that “the 

Wanderer is anything but stoic in his passionate lament for his lost lord and friends”.28 That the 

wanderer reflects upon, and goes against the cultural milieu of his time by sharing his feeling, 

suggests a tension between two realities for him—one based on early communal identity, and 

                                                
24 The precise nature of this ‘inner world’ is explained below, as we will discover that the wanderer’s introspection 
has him question the community that he held so closely to his sense of self.  
25 S.L. Clark and Julian N. Wasserman, ‘The Imagery of “The Wanderer’, Neophilologus, 63 (1979), 291-296 (p. 
292).  
26 Robert E. Bjork, ‘Sundor æt Rune: The Voluntary Exile of the Wanderer’, Neophilologus,73 (1989), 119-129 (p. 
121).  
27 The wanderer’s attempt to ‘bind the treasure of thoughts securely in his breast’ highlights this early attempt to 
conform to the heroic ideal of stoic reticence and is in direct contradiction to the sharing of deep emotional pain that 
we begin to read early on. It is important to remember that every Anglo-Saxon’s sense of self was deeply inbedded 
within a social framework.  Indeed “every member of Anglo-Saxon culture was measured by his or her social bonds 
within the kinship networks of the community”.  This means that by being removed from this network ipso 
facto caused a shift in self identification, upsetting the delicate framework of kinship and community that defined 
the wanderer’s self-identity.  For further, see  Marilynn Desmond, “The Voice of Exile: Feminist Literary History 
and the Anonymous Anglo-Saxon Elegy”. Critical Inquiry 16, no. 3 (1990), p. 584. 
28 Hill is referring to lines 19-29, especially and notes that in Icelandic family sagas, the poets enjoyed a freedom to 
express such thoughts and emotions with the audience, and thus, ‘We may therefore imagine that poetry itself is a 
kind of privileged medium in which warriors can lament openly without demeaning their masculine dignity’. 
Thomas D. Hill, ‘A Stoic Maxim in “The Wanderer” and Its Contexts’, Studies in Philology, 101 (2004), 233-249 
(p. 249).  
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another on independent, personal lament.  There is being established, even at this early stage in 

the poem, a tension between an old and new self.  On the one hand, the wanderer reflects upon 

how he is to act according to a heroic code that fosters a cultural-self, and on the other, he is 

beginning to learn that he can break free from this restriction and enter more deeply into an 

introspective state of reflection and change.  Analysis of the following ten lines will show that 

the wanderer could, by introspection, change his idea of self. 

The next several lines continue the solitary and emotive themes in the first-person that we saw in 

lines 8-14, but with the wanderer’s reason for exile explained and his inner struggle further 

explored: 

‘Swa ic modsefan     minne sceolde 
oft earmcearig,    eðle bidæled, 
freomægum feor     feterum sælan, 
siþþan geara iu     goldwine minne 
hrusan heolstre biwrah     ond ic hean þonan 
wod wintercearig     ofer waþema gebind, 
sohte seledreorig     sinces bryttan 
hwær ic feor oþþe neah      findan meahte 
þone þe in meoduhealle     mine wisse, 
oþþe mec freondleasne     frefran wolde, 
weman mid wynnum’. 19-29a 

[So often I —separated from my homeland, far from kinsmen—had to bind my 
sorrowful state of mind with fetters, since long ago the darkness of Earth covered 
my gold-lord and I, thence wretched, traversed as sorrowful as winter over the 
freezing waves—sad over the loss of a hall—sought a giver of treasure, whether I 
far or near could find him who in the mead-hall would know me, or was willing to 
console friendless me, entice (me) with pleasures]. 

Here we are told that the wanderer was thrown into a situation where he had to look for another 

lord, because his goldwine (gold-lord) of days past is dead and buried.  However, the use 

of siþþan presents us with a question that correlates with the discussion above on stoic 

reticence.  It is initially unclear if the wanderer had to bind his anxieties because his lord has 

died (siþþan used as a conjunction), or whether siþþan is simply referring to a moment in time 

(e.g., used adverbially, as in ‘afterwards’).   The wanderer has already mentioned the noble 

quality that is holding one’s thoughts bound to his heart, and we have discussed how this attempt 
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“is shown to be far from successful”.29 Hence, the wanderer is describing how his initial thoughts 

of loss and depression came about because his lord had died, and this naturally led to his attempt 

to suppress his feelings, as the “heroic code encourages such restraint as a counterbalance to the 

mind’s frailty”.30 However rigid the wanderer believed he should remain in this attempt, he has 

failed.  Again, we should take note of this discrepancy between the old and the new—that is, the 

wanderer’s heroic value system circumvented by a nearly unrestrained emotional process that 

consumes his thoughts.  Thus, while the wanderer reveals his past heroic ties with a lord and an 

abstemious mind, his actions showcase a new present, as the wanderer is at odds with himself 

while struggling to understand the development of a new self-identity from a communal self-

concept to something entirely different. 

The Wanderer’s Multiple Personality and Dream Recall 

We find a dramatic shift in perspective in lines 29b-57b, where the first-person lament gives way 

to the introduction of a hypothetical wanderer/exile, who knows the pains of such a life and 

describes in detail the anxieties suffered by one whom is separated from his community: 

‘Wat se þe cunnað 
hu sliþen bið      sorg to geferan 
þam þe him lyt hafað      leofra geholena. 
Warað hine wræclast,    nalæs wunden gold, 
ferðloca freorig,    nalæs foldan blæd; 
gemon he selesecgas     ond sincð ege,  
hu hine on geoguðe     his goldwine  
wenede to wiste:    wyn eal gedreas. 
Forþon wat se þe sceal     his winedryhtnes 
leofes larcwidum     longe forþolian’ 29b-38 

[He who experiences it knows how cruel sorrow is as a companion to him who 
has few dear confidants.  The path of exile holds him, not twisted gold, a frozen 
heart, not earth’s glory; he remembers men of the hall and receiving of treasure, 
how in his youth his gold-lord accustomed to feast—all joy has perished.  He 
knows [these sorrows], therefore, who must do without his dear lord’s teachings 
for a long time]. 

                                                
29 Susan Irvine, ‘Speaking One’s Mind in The Wanderer’, in Inside Old English: Essays in Honour of Bruce 
Mitchell, ed. by John Walmsley (Oxford: Blackwell, 2005), pp. 117-33 (p. 123).  
30  Ibid.  
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While it may appear that this exile is different from the wanderer himself, as we proceed with 

our thesis that the wanderer’s past self-concept is changing as the poem continues, it becomes 

clearer that the introduction of this exile represents the manifestation—via memory—of an 

earlier persona of the wanderer.  As mentioned earlier, the wanderer is an omniscient narrator, 

and the power of the numerous memories throughout TW lies in the fact that the speaker has 

already disassociated himself from his communal identity and embraced a new personal 

self.  This passage clearly illustrates the wanderer’s disassociation, as there is a change of the 

personal pronouns from the first to the third person.  Some scholars have identified this as a 

retreat into the cerebral, as S.L. Clark and Julian Wasserman suggest that the remembrance of 

a goldwine (gold-lord) here “is tantamount to a retreat into the confines of his [the wanderer’s] 

deeper self”.31 

This ‘deeper self’, or perhaps the imaginative faculty within the mind of the wanderer, is at once 

saddened by and separated from, the earlier memories of the communal identity.  Here, the 

wanderer tells us that without companions, exile and a frozen heart take the place of the joys of a 

gold ring, thus detailing how his earlier self is tormented by this loss.32,33 This choice of memory 

is proven all the more important when we realize that ‘memory is not just a self-contained 

cognitive task but that “ ‘central knowledge structures relating to the self have been employed in 

representing the memory’ “; that is, a person’s “growing sense of self and conception of how he 

or she fits into various relationships is an important factor in the way that events are 

remembered”.34 Thus, by remembering the importance of the hall, the lord-thane relationship, 

and the comforts of community, the wanderer is telling us that his identity was inextricably 

linked with these societal functions, a way-of-life that has completely informed his identity until 
                                                
31 Clark and Wasserman, p. 293. 
32 A simple yet powerful phrase that includes association with a lord, communion with warriors, and a place within 
society.  
33 The wanderer’s refusal, at first, to put aside the emotions he feels for a communal identity speaks to the idea that 
an individual’s ‘sense of action ultimately depends upon one’s embeddedness within a particular sociocultural 
milieu’, an idea cited by Rosaldo in her discussion on how communal identity is as complex as it is illusive.  Also 
see Michelle Z. Rosaldo, ‘Toward an Anthropology of Self and Feeling’, in Culture Theory: Essays on Mind, Self, 
and Emotion, ed. by Richard A. Shweder and Robert A. LeVine (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992), pp. 
137-157 (pp. 139-140).  
34 Here, Gillett is referring to a child’s sense of self-concept and how what he/she remembers is directly related to 
the ways in which their associations within their communities are structured.  I have included ‘person’ here, because 
it is clear that no matter the age, one’s memory still functions in this way.  See Grant Gillett, The Mind and its 
Discontents: An Essay in Discursive Psychiatry (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), p. 335.  
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now.  We may then quite reasonably not only associate Anglo-Saxon community here as the 

most important aspect of identity for the wanderer, but that it was “an analogue of inference—a 

state transition statistically favorable to the organism” (this analogue is represented by the 

community that he was forced away from).35 Hence, he needed to adapt to a new situation in 

order to survive. 

If the preceding section still leaves doubt regarding the power and application of the wanderer’s 

memory to recall an earlier self-concept while simultaneously introducing a new and emerging 

personal identity, the dream and imagination sequences that follow will put those concerns to 

rest.  In lines 39-48, emphasis is yet again put on the new via the old, and the application of 

memory in establishing this dichotomy the spearhead by which it is revealed: 

‘Ðonne sorg ond slæp     somod ætgædre 
earmne anhogan     oft gebindað,  
þinceð him on mode     þæt he his mondryhten 
clyppe ond cysse     ond on cneo lecge 
honda ond heafod,    swa he hwilum ær 
in geardagum     giefstolas breac. 
Ðonne onwæcneð   eft     wineleas guma, 
gesihð   him biforan     fealwe wegas, 
baþian brimfuglas,    brædan feþra, 
hreosan hrim ond snaw     hagle gemenged’. 39-48 

[When sorrow and sleep simultaneously together often bind the wretched solitary 
thinker, it seems to him that he embraces and kisses his lord of men and lays 
hands and head on his knee, as he did in days before when he enjoyed the gift 
throne.  Then the friendless man awakes again, sees dark waves in front of him, 
sea-birds bathing, spreading their wings, falling frost and snow mixed with hail].36 

Herein lies the most explicit reference to memory in TW, while continuing the themes set out 

above of recall and self-identification.  This memory is made all the more powerful by its 
                                                
35 This complex idea that Burge relates to ‘lesser’ animals can also apply to humans and is simplified if we call the 
‘analogue of inference’ a ‘means of survival’.  For example, wolves must hunt in packs in order to survive—one 
cannot live alone for long.  Similarly, human beings at early communal stages always depend on others for 
survival.  The survival instinct naturally implies a dependence on the community, and thus, this dependence is the 
source of identity that one would know in this circumstance.  In the wanderer’s case, however, he has been forced 
out of this atmosphere, and this adaptation, I argue, will show a change in identity or personal self-concept.  See 
Tyler Burge, ‘Memory and Persons’, The Philosophical Review 112.3 (2003), 289-337 (pp. 327-8). 
36 I have translated anhogan here as ‘solitary thinker’, as one possible interpretation.  Alternatively, translating it as 
‘solitary one’ or something similar may also be likely, and would not take anything away from my analysis.  My 
purpose here is to show that the poet may have in fact been conscious of the wanderer as ‘one who thinks’ at this 
stage.  Refer to page 5 and footnote 11 for Klinck‘s discussion on this translation.  
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specificity (þæt he his mondryhten clyppe ond cysse     ond on cneo lecge honda ond heafod).  In 

the whole of TW, this is the only memory that could be considered episodic—but we also must 

not discount the possibility that such an event was a common and well-known trope during this 

time.37 Regardless, it has been scientifically shown of memory recall, if not known intuitively by 

most of us, that “[n]ot all aspects of an experience are remembered equally well”, and that “the 

memory of things that are central to the episode[...]appear to be remembered better than more 

peripheral or more subtle details”.38 Therefore, the generic quality of the memories in TW may in 

fact not only inform our understanding of who the poet is, and whether or not he and the 

wanderer are one-and-the-same, but it may also show a disassociation from these memories by 

the wanderer himself, by his lack of specifics, as the general nature of the recollected memory 

could tell us that the wanderer considers these events as unimportant to his current self-

identity.39 If this is true, it only strengthens the notion that the wanderer goes through a process 

of changing his idea of himself, while emerging on the other end of the process an objective 

witness. 

Here again The wanderer is relating to an earlier self-concept by way of memory (þinceð him on 

mode), juxtaposed against an inchoate identity that is thrust upon us from the dream state. The 

wanderer awakes only to sea-birds, dark waves, and hail-laden cold.  This dichotomy of old and 

new is striking, and that sea-birds immediately occupy his sight upon awaking from a dream 

where he had just enjoyed the company of his lord, suggests that the animals in the natural world 

are now surrogates for his kinsmen.  If this is true, then strengthening our theme of an old and 

new identity is the wanderer’s memory of the lord-thane relationship (his early personal-self), 

while his awakening represents the emergence of a new self-concept, who still yearns for, but is 

beginning to realize is unable to ever again grasp, life in the mead-hall.  Antonina Harbus has 

commented on this dream sequence, and says that “In the Christian tradition[...]sleep is a 

                                                
37 I.e., an actual memory remembered and not a general idea.  
38 Joseph LeDoux, The Emotional Brain: The Mysterious Underpinnings of Emotional Life (New York: Phoenix, 
1998), p. 209.  
39 The importance of this question is overshadowed in this discussion by the memories themselves.  That is, whether 
or not the wanderer is the poet does not matter here, only that a progression of change within an individual is 
accounted for, and this change is recognizable in either persona, showing us how a self-concept functioned during 
this time.  I briefly take up this discussion in the conclusion.  
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metaphor for ignorance, death, or spiritual torpor”.40 Reading the dream as a metaphor for the 

death of the old self may be overzealous at this stage, but in the remaining lines leading up to the 

major shift in the second half of the poem, such a reading certainly seems possible, and perhaps 

even likely. 

Following up on his feelings upon awaking, the wanderer reflects on how the memory of 

kinsfolk provides nothing but pain in his new reality: 

‘Þonne beoð þy hefigran     heortan benne, 
sare æfter swæsne;    sorg bið  geniwad 
þonne maga gemynd     mod geondhweorfeð 
greteð gliwstafum,    georne geondsceawað– 
secga geseldan     swimmað  eft onweg, 
fleotendra ferð     no þær fela bringeð   
cuðra cwidegiedda;    cearo bið  geniwad 
þam þe sendan sceal     swiþe geneahhe 
ofer waþema gebind     werigne sefan’. 49-57. 

[Then because of [the loss of] dear ones, the heart’s painful wounds are heavier; 
sorrow is renewed when the memory of kinsmen moves through the heart: he 
greets them joyfully, eagerly watches them—the hall companions drift away 
again; the floating troops do not bring many well-known speeches there; sorrow is 
renewed to him who must very often send his weary spirit over the freezing 
waves]. 

In contrast to the joys that the memory of kinsmen brought the wanderer in earlier passages, the 

recollection of his lord and community are now only a source of pain, as he reminds us 

thatsorg bið geniwad (sorrow is renewed)when maga gemynd mod geondhwearfeð (the mind 

passes through/recalls the memory of kinsmen).41 swimmað eft onweg (swim away again)from 

                                                
40 In Old English, it can also mean ‘sin’.  Harbus says that ‘The dream is also significant at this point in the text as it 
signals a major breach in the control of the mind by the self or the will’.  There is not explanation here of the self, 
but she is suggesting that the self has somehow lost control of a mind run amuck.  Likewise, Harbus has 
quoted Godden as saying that ‘it is the self, not the mind, which Anglo-Saxon writers considered responsible for 
“conscious thought and understanding”’.  With a similar void in the definition of self, we are left wondering what it 
is if not the mind or its processes.  Our definition of the self has no such ambiguity, as it has been stated earlier that 
our definition does not refer to an immutable soul that is unrecognizable or so elusive as to cause semantic 
issues.  Our definition sees the processes of the mind (in this case, memory) as a prime mechanism by which a self is 
formed—what that self is or where it is housed is a philosophical question not relevant to OE poetry.  See Antonina 
Harbus, ‘Deceptive Dreams in “The Wanderer”’, Studies in Philology, 93 (1996), 164-179 (p. 167).  
41 My purpose here (since these phrases are different from my translation) is to give a more colloquial translation of 
the OE, and thus cite other possible translations that are complimentary to one another.  
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his memory,42 source [sic]of sorrow”, and I would argue that with slight amendment (not the 

mind itself, but rather that which is brought to mind) this analysis is absolutely correct.43,44 TW, 

that through the application of memory, the “[wanderer’s] identity presupposes an uninterrupted 

continuance of existence”, a continuance that is itself shown by the recollection of his earlier 

memories.45 

The Wanderer’s Questioning and a Redefinition of Self 

In the preceding section, we explored the ways in which the first half of TW emphasizes the 

dichotomy between the wanderer’s past and emerging personal identity, with the neutral 

emphasis on both beginning to show signs of strain in favor of the new self-concept in lines 49-

57. This process is fully realized at line 58, as the wanderer—in the first person again—starts to 

truly question the purpose of grasping onto an identity that is no longer tenable: 

‘Forþon ic geþencan ne mæg     geond þas woruld 
forhwan modsefa min     ne gesweorce 
Þonne ic eorla lif     eal geondþence, 
hu hi færlice     flet ofgeafon, 
modge maguþegnas.    Swa þes middangeard 
ealra dogra gehwam     dreoseþ ond fealleþ’. 58-63 

[Therefore, I cannot think why in this world my mind does not grow dark when I 
think of warrior’s lives, how they suddenly left the hall, spirited noble 
kinsmen.  So the whole middle-earth declines and falls each day]. 

Forþon (therefore) bridges all of the previous discussion, explaining why the memory of the 

wanderer’s community is now only a source of a dark mind, a misery that cannot bring solace to 

the exile.  The act of remembering kinsmen has produced a freedom within the wanderer’s mind, 

an introspection that has given him the tools necessary to promote a change in viewpoint.  The 

comparison with men to the eventual destruction of the natural world (Swa þes 
                                                
42 Theories abound as to what was intended by secga geseldan (here glossed companions of men).  Owen says this is 
in reference to visiting sailors, who come only to leave again; Dunning and Bliss gloss ‘seagulls’; Leslie 
translates geseldan as a singular, meaning ‘companion’ (‘mind’, in this case).  However, it seems clear that this 
phrase is referring to the memories of his community, not a literal person or thing that he experiences outside of his 
mind (i.e., gemon he selesecgas [‘he remembers the men of the hall’] in line 34, themondryhten in line 41, and the 
maga in line 51).  See Irvine, p. 119.  
43 James L. Rosier, ‘The Literal-Figurative Identity of The Wanderer’, PMLA (1964), 366-369 (p. 368). 
44 Irvine, p. 120. 
45 Thomas Reid, ‘Of Identity’, in Personal Identity, ed. by John Perry (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1975), pp. 107-112 (p. 108).  
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middangeard…dreoseþ ond fealleþ) displays the power of this introspection, as the wanderer is 

no longer associating his past communal identity with permanence or joy, but with a cold 

epiphany explains that the world of men cannot last, and by extension, the heroic identity he 

once enjoyed likewise cannot forever remain.  In this way, a reading of a two-part structure 

in TW is well-founded, in that the “poem is a reflection of the wanderer’s [sic] mental states” 

over time, where “references to the past[...]illustrate the Wanderer’s [sic] progress in trying to 

reconcile himself to his present state as he moved from an attempt to recapture his past to an 

attempt to explain his loss”.46 Similarly, Selzer says that: 

It is clear, then, that the loss of the speaker’s lord and the speaker’s terrible 
wanderings both took place in the past and that he is recovering those experiences 
through memory[...]the speaker in his meditation is remembering an earlier self 
who wandered in search of his lord.47 

Not only is the wanderer remembering an earlier self in search for a new sinces bryttan(treasure-

giver), but he is remembering the typology of a self who was attached to that life.  At this 

juncture, then, this ‘earlier self’ has faded and given way to a new identity that—as we have 

read—associates the world and its inhabitants with impermanence and anxiety, themes that are 

continued for the next forty-seven lines with even more intensity and lucid description. 

Lines 64-88 highlight the wanderer’s continuing reflection of worldly transience, while also 

implying the importance of memory through the recollection of heroic experience: 

‘Forþon ne mæg wearþan      wis wer ær he age 
wintra dæl in woruldrice.    Wita sceal geþyldig; 
ne sceal no to hatheort,    ne to hrædwyrde, 
ne to wac wiga,    ne to wanhydig, 
ne to forht, ne to fægen,    ne to feohgifre, 
ne næfre gielpes to georn,    ær he geare cunne. 
Beorn sceal gebidan    þonne he beot spriceð 
oþþæt collenferð      cunne gearwe 
hwider hreþra gehygd     hweorfan wille. 
Ongietan sceal gleaw hæle     hu gæstlic bið   
þonne ealle þisse worulde wela     weste stondeð, 
swa nu missenlice     geond þisne middangeard 

                                                
46 Elizabeth A. Hait, ‘The Wanderer’s Lingering Regret: A Study of Patterns of imagery’,Neophilologus, 68 (1984), 
278-291 (p. 279). 
47 John L. Selzer, ‘”The Wanderer” and the Meditative Tradition’, Studies in Philology, 80 (1983), 227-237 (p. 233). 
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winde biwaune     weallas stondað, 
hrime bihrorene.    Hryðge þa ederas; 
woriað þa winsalo.    Waldend licgað     
dreame bidrorene;    duguð eal gecrong, 
wlonc bi wealle.    Sume wig fornom, 
ferede in forðwege;    sumne fugel oþbær 
ofer heanne holm;    sumne se hara wulf 
deaðe gedælde;    sumne dreorighleor 
in eorðscræfe     eorl gehydde. 
Yþde swa þisne eardgeard     ælda scyppend,  
oþþæt burgwara     breahtma lease 
eald enta geweorc     idlu stodon’.  64-88 

[Therefore, a man cannot become wise before he has lived many winters in the 
worldly kingdom.  A wise man must be patient, not too angry, nor too hasty of 
speech, nor too weak in combat, nor too careless, nor too fearful, nor too joyful, 
nor too eager for wealth, nor ever eager of praise before he sufficiently 
understands.  A wise man must understand how eerie it is when all this world’s 
wealth stands ruined, as now randomly throughout this middle-earth, walls stand, 
wind-blown, covered with hoarfrost.  Snow-swept are the homes; wine-halls are 
crumbling; rulers lie dead, deprived of joy; the whole proud noble band, fell in 
battle, decayed beside the wall.  Some battle took and carried away; a bird carried 
one off over the deep sea; one the gray wolf dispensed death to; one a sad-faced 
warrior hid in a cave.  Thus, the creator of men devastated this world, until 
lacking the sounds of town-dwellers, the old works of giants stood empty]. 

There is an association here with old age and wisdom (wintra dæl/wis wer), to be sure; however, 

we find a subtle reminder that it is through the application of memory—not simply old age—that 

one becomes wise.  For instance, the wanderer tells us that one cannot attain wisdom ær he age 

wintra dæl in woruldrice, and that this wis wer must be moderate in all the categories of life until 

he geare cunne (can know well/entirely/sufficiently).  What one is to know is answered in the 

line following, in which the wanderer states that a wise man must understand that the 

constructions of men are ultimately ruined by time, that kings will lie dead, and that warriors will 

often fall in battle.  Thus, the theme of impermanence that we discussed for lines 58-63 continues 

here and contributes to what it is that the wise man should know, but now additionally we find an 

emphasis on the process of memory as a catalyst for understanding that attaching oneself to an 

old identity is futile in the face of inexorable change.  In other words, the wise man here is 

represented by an old man who has had the wisdom to use his memory in order to realize the 

transience of the heroic world.  For if the wanderer were not able to use his memory in this way, 

then he would exist in a sort of limbo, where his former identity would remain, albeit un-
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nurtured by the community from which it was born.  Pope also comments on how the second half 

of TW highlights this dichotomy of past and present, with an emphasis on the present: “it 

becomes evident that the entire speech of the thinker is at one and the same time a lament and an 

antidote against the sort of misery that had long engulfed the wanderer”.48 The so-called 

‘antidote’ is revealed at the end of TW, but part of that remedy is certainly the application of 

memory in the formation of a new self-identity.  At this stage, then, it would be appropriate to 

suggest that solitude, introspection, and memory are all medicines that the wanderer uses to 

realize a new personal-self. 

The application of memory as synonymous with ‘wise’ is continued, as the wanderer re-

introduces the hypothetical exile who would contemplate these things: 

‘Se þonne þisne wealsteal     wise geþohte    
ond þis deorce life     deope geondþenceð, 
frod in ferðe,    feor oft gemon,  
wælsleahta worn,    ond þas word acwið’:‘ 89-91. 

[Then he, with wise thought, deeply ponders this foundation and this dark life, 
wise in intellect often remembers a multitude of slaughters and says these words:] 

Similar to the previous section, but now explicitly stated, the hypothetical exile refers to the 

thought process of remembering lost kinsmen as wise geþohte; that is, not only is he wise who 

thinks of the transience of the world, but the process of introspective memory is itself wise, as it 

is the mechanism by which one uses contemplation to change a certain viewpoint.  Indeed, 

Woolf points out that “the description of the Wanderer’s former life in his lord’s hall makes clear 

that he has to learn detachment from that life[...]because it is inevitable that everything that is 

loved on earth[...]must be lost”.49 Similarly, Hait states of the second half of TW: “no longer 

does he [wanderer] accumulate [emotions], but now he pours out his lament, empties himself of 

his thoughts”; “thus the first and second half of the poem represent ‘fullness’ and ‘emptiness’, 

respectively as “The Wanderer [sic] throughout the poem laments his involuntary exile and at the 

end of the poem focuses on the present moment with respect to his memories of the past”.50 This 

                                                
48 John C. Pope, ‘Dramatic Voices in The Wanderer and The Seafarer’, in Medieval and Linguistic Studies: In 
Honor of Francs Peabody Magoun, Jr., ed. by Jess B. Bessinger Jr. and Robert P. Creed (London: George Allen and 
Unwin Ltd., 1965), pp. 165-193 (p. 173).  
49 Woolf, p. 201. 
50 Hait, p. 284. 
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reflection, combined with what we learned of wisdom from old age suggests that “the cognitive 

processes shaping self-concept during this period [after a man has reached ‘middle-age’] are 

quite similar to those of young adulthood” in that some events may “trigger a major self-

reassessment”.51 The salience of this study reveals that the Anglo-Saxons appear to have been 

able to ‘reassess’ their identities into middle-age (as we do today) based on life-changing events, 

or in this case, both the event of exile and the realizations via memory of the transience of 

life.  Thus, the wanderer represents this reassessment here, as he asks rhetorical questions in 

the ubi sunt construction:52 

Hwær cwom mearg?    Hwær cwom mago?  
Hwær cwom           maþþumgyfa? 
Hwær cwom symbla gesetu?    Hwær sindon seledreamas? 
Eala beorht bune!    Eala byrnwiga! 
Eala þeodnes þrym! 92-95a 

[Where did the horse go?  Where went the kinsmen?  Where did the treasure-giver 
go?  Where went the feast seats?  Where are the hall-joys.  Oh, bright cup!  Oh, 
mail warrior!  Oh, ruler’s glory!] 

The realization of the transience of the world has now come full circle, as the wanderer concedes 

that under a fate uncontrollable by men, all relationships are bound to end, all treasure is an 

illusory pleasure, and the entirety of heroic society is but a small ship in the storm of destiny:53 

Eall is earfoðlic     eorþan rice; 
onwendeð wyrda gesceaft     weoruld under heofonum. 
Her bið feoh læne,    her bið freond læne. 
Her bið mon læne,    her bið mæg læne. 
Eal þis eorþan gesteal     idel weorþeð 106-110 

[Everything in Earth’s kingdom is full of hardship; destiny causes change in the 
world under the Heavens.  Here treasure is transitory, a friend is transitory, man is 
transitory, a kinsman is transitory.  The whole foundation of Earth becomes 
empty]. 

                                                
51 David H. Demo, ‘The Self-Concept Over Time: Research Issues and Directions’, Annual Review of Sociology 18 
(1992), 303-326 (p. 316). 
52 For more on this motif, see Woolf, p. 200 and Klinck, p. 124. 
53 De Lacy claims that in Wan, ‘there is an overwhelming sense of the transitory nature of existence’.  I would 
emend this to ‘the nature of community/society’.  Throughout the poem, there is no reference to the natural world or 
one’s soul dying.  See especially lines 64-88.  De Lacy, p. 129. 
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The preceding lines have shown us that the wanderer’s process of disassociating himself from his 

earlier identity has now nearly finalized, for he knows that he will never again find another lord 

to claim fealty, nor will he ever see heroic society as the only source of identity for him because 

of his new knowledge.  It seems that at this stage, the wanderer is truly without a self or 

personal-identity, for his earlier personal-self has been destroyed by the act of introspection and 

memory, giving credence to the idea that 

Narrative is born out of such tension [referring to different ‘versions’, or periods of the self] in 

that narrative activity seeks to bridge a self that felt and acted in the past, a self that acts in the 

present, and an anticipated or hypothetical self that is projected to feel and act in some as yet 

unrealized moment.54 However, the wanderer has yet to discover a source of respite for his new 

understanding—he is, in effect, a man without a road forward or a ‘projected’, ‘hypothetical 

self’. 

If the previous sections show a conspicuous lack of closure for how the wanderer can identify 

with his new self-concept, the final five lines offer this consolation: 

Swa cwæð snottor on mode;    gesæt him sundor æt rune. 
Til bið se þe his treowe gehealdeþ;    ne sceal næfre his torn to rycene 
beorn of his breostum acyþan,    nemþe he ær þa bote cunne, 
eorl mid elne gefremman.    Wel bið þam þe him are seceð, 
forfre to fæder on heofonum,    þær us eal seo fæstnung stondeð. 111-115 

[Thus spoke the wise man in his mind, as he sat himself apart in thought. “Good is 
it for him who keeps his faith; he must never reveal the resentment from his heart 
too quickly, unless the man beforehand knows how to bring about the remedy 
with zeal.  It is good for him who himself seeks grace, consolation from the father 
in Heaven, where all security lies for us”]. 

Here again we find the swa cwæð construction reintroducing us to the man who was at first 

aneardstapa (wanderer), but has now changed to a man snottor on mode (wise in mind).  Based 

on this construction, it seems clear that everything from lines 8-110 represents the inner dialogue 

in the mind of the wanderer, and that lines 1-8 and 111-115 are from a narrator, who has 

knowledge of this wanderer.  From what has been discussed, such a reading is quite 

plausible.  The body of the poem after line 8 shows a steady progression of thought, and that the 

                                                
54 See Eilnor Ochs and Lisa Capps, ‘Narrating the Self’, Annual Review of Anthropology 25 (1996), 19-43 (p. 29).  
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wanderer was in the process of learning to uncover a new identity by necessity—an identity that 

was once based on the communal, but has since moved on to the personal, the individual.  Pope 

notes that when the wanderer “sat apart [he was] communing with himself”, and that this 

“suggests that he would normally have been expected to be communing with others”.55 Hence, 

that such an emphasis is placed on words like anhaga (solitary 

one), ana(alone), and sundor (apart, separately) throughout TW, we may conclude that a 

distinction is being made consciously between the communal and the individual.  Why mention 

it, otherwise?  De Lacy claims that by the end of the poem, the wanderer has not “gained 

anything by this insight [that is, sitting alone in thought]”.56 But has the wanderer not realized 

that the world is transitory, that mead-halls and companionship cannot bring everlasting joy, and 

that all worldly possessions cannot bring happiness?  And has the wanderer not gained peace 

from fæder on heofonum (the father in heaven) as a solution to the happiness he once found in 

society?  It is manifestly apparent, then, that the wanderer has not only learned to sit alone, but 

has also found a permanent joy that cannot be taken away by time, wars, or the elements, and in 

this way has discovered a new self-concept that has moved away from the communal and into 

the personal. 

Concluding Remarks: Memory and the Defining of a New Self-Concept  

TW is a poem about personal change, a self-metamorphosis spearheaded by the wanderer’s 

memory.  Saint Augustine famously said that ‘Et est quidam imago trinitatis, ipsa mens (and 

there is a certain image of the trinity—the mind itself), a mind that “is endowed with a natural 

capacity for remembering, understanding, and willing of itself; and when these powers are 

rightly directed, the self will be recognized in its true order of being in relation to God”.57 The 

wanderer has discovered this self—a self that is not only powerful in its own right, but is also 

deeply connected with its relationship with God.  Strengthening this idea, Doubleday suggests a 

three-part structure to TW that highlights a progression of change in the mind of the wanderer, 

culminating in a new identity.58 Similarly, Selzer has found an equivalent tripartite structure, 

                                                
55 See Pope, p. 170.  
56 De Lacy, p. 130.  
57 Augustine is here quoted in Selzer, p. 230, as is the John Burnaby quote that follows. 
58 Doubleday suggests that this three-part structure correlates to the ‘three “faculties of the soul”, memory, intellect, 
and will’, citing lines 6-62 as memoria, 62b-110 intelligentia, and 111-115 as voluntas’, respectively.  Via memory, 
the wanderer ‘reflects on the conditions of the world and on what the wise man must understand about it’ by 
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which can be found in some religious lyrics of the seventeenth century, a structure that shows 

first, a “concrete, vivid, dramatic subject for meditation [which] is presented to the mind by the 

memory, while next, an understanding is applied to the remembered subject so that gradually the 

mediator’s soul is lifted up to God”, and finally, the “aroused will lift to address the 

divine”.59 Thus, the application of memory as a way of analyzing one’s place in the world and 

redefining a self-concept in TW is apparent.  The wanderer has used his memory to present 

himself with the old, so that he could come to disregard it.  He does this by thinking of his past in 

a state of reflection, slowly arriving at his current state-of-being.  Doubleday considers this idea 

‘a consolation, for its pattern is from misery to hope’,60 while I am more inclined to say it is 

more akin to ‘past personal-self’ to ‘new personal-self’. 

That TW is a poem about the inner workings of the mind is well founded on past 

scholarship.  Antonina Harbus has said that it “concentrates on the workings of the mind”; 

Godden claims that it “takes its meaning from a disjunction between the mind, the faculty of 

thought and emotion, and the self, the controlling seat of consciousness”;61 Rosier argues that “it 

is intrinsically a mirror of a mind in its several states and faculties, of memory and revery [sic], 

of reason and imagination, of perception and conception”,62 and Bjork remarks that “the poem 

has to do with the mind or processes of the mind”.63 Indeed, this we have seen throughout the 

poem, where lines 8-57b represent the application of memory to bring to mind the remembrance 

of a past self-concept that was entirely indebted to a communal personal identity, lines 58-110b 

describe the process by which the wanderer further employs the faculty of memory to recognize 
                                                                                                                                                       
‘recall[ing] his past hardships’; through the intellect, ‘he states as a directive for action what man must do to be 
saved from his grief’ by understand[ing] fully that his lot is part of the general mutability of the world’; and with the 
will, ‘he perceives the remedy for that mutability in the grace of the unchanging Lord’.  Following our discussion, 
then, it seems that individual change in Wan may be predicated on a reliance on God, and in order to realize it, the 
wanderer must come to terms with separation from his community.  See James F. Doubleday, ‘The Three Faculties 
of the Soul in The Wanderer’, Neophilologus, 53 (1969), 189-194 (pp. 189-193).  
59 Selzer is citing the research that was originally defined by Lous Martz.  Selzer, p. 228. 
60 James F. Doubleday, ‘The Limits of Philosophy: A Reading of “The Wanderer”’, Notre Dame English Journal, 7 
(1972), 14-22 (p. 18). 
61 I would argue, however, that there is not a ‘disjunction’ between the mind and the self, but that both work in 
tandem as complementary elements.  In TW, we cannot understand the mind or its faculties without understanding 
the self that existed before and the one that develops later. Also, Godden’s definition of the self is a bit ambiguous, 
in that the ‘controlling seat of consciousness’ is difficult to locate or identify.  See above for our definition of the 
self.  Godden is quoted here in Harbus, ‘Deceptive’, pp. 164-165.  
62 Rosier, p. 366. 
63 Bjork, p. 123. 
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truths about the impermanence of communal life, and finally, following line 110, we discover 

what the wanderer has understood from his introspection that one is able to redefine their identity 

if they are able to find something to replace the function that community once played in their 

lives—and in this instance, it is God.64, 65 Thus, the wanderer’s process of redefining his self-

concept tells us that at least in some cases, Anglo-Saxons (as we do in the modern world) 

regarded themselves on a continuum of thought, a stream of consciousness that was highly 

informed by past experiences, and that they could employ the very personal nature of memory to 

inspect, discover, and ultimately change their self-association by a cognitive reconstruction of 

the self. 

 

 

                                                
64 Fowler provides a nice description of this, when he says that this section shows ‘the hardship of homelessness, of 
one who has lost his place [identity/selfhood?] in heroic society; exile exemplified in the personal narrative of 
an eardstapa’.  Fowler, p. 7. 
65 It is unclear at this stage whether or not this is the only instance in which an Anglo-Saxon could change their 
identity (this question is explored throughout the rest of the thesis), but as far as we are concerned here, it would 
seem that God could replace community as a determining identity marker in a person’s self-concept.  
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To Touch the Divine: Picturing Christocentric Touch in Late 
Medieval Passion Devotion 

By Nicole Pulichene 

Abstract 

This article explores a selection of late medieval panel paintings of the Deposition and 

Lamentation in which Christocentric touch, defined as the potential to engage in a tactile 

relationship with Christ, functions as a central component of affective piety which is offered to 

the viewer-devotee through the representation of the crucified Christ and his followers.  I argue 

that the specific repertoire of gestures, bodily comportments, and forms of touch performed by 

the figures gathered around Christ’s body informed the devotee’s imitation and imagined 

participation in Christocentric devotion.  It is a system of meditation that is corporeal and tactile, 

yet also metaphorical.  Further, the works discussed in this paper suggest that a polyvalent 

approach to modeling and performing imaginative Christocentric devotion was actively 

promoted through medieval visual culture. 

 

 

Commissioned from an anonymous Avignon school painter, the Pietà of the Castle of Tarascon 

depicts the Virgin, the Magdalene, John the Evangelist, and two anonymous female saints 

collectively cleansing and venerating the broken body of Christ (Musée de Cluny, before 1457, 

Figure 1 visible here). The Virgin’s hands support the gaunt torso of her son that rests on her 

knees, while the Magdalene bends to brush perfumed balm on his pierced feet, and John’s 

delicate fingers interlace between thorns and hair to extract the gnarled crown from Christ’s 

brow. Through this emphasis on the unmediated contact of the saints’ hands with the body of 

Christ, the gaze of the viewer-devotee is directed towards the pitiable central figure, soliciting 

compassion towards both the saints and the Crucified. 

Between the mid-fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, traditions of affective piety in France 

and Northern Europe were firmly established through devotional texts and images, reflecting a 
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greater desire among medieval Christians for intimacy with the saints and with Christ.1 Panels 

such as the Tarascon Pietà belong to a category of devotional images representing the moments 

following the Crucifixion that were particularly efficacious in both satisfying and stoking this 

desire to know the divine not only as the Word, but as tangible flesh. Whether in poses of 

mourning, service, or prayer, it is the entirety of the depicted physical movements performed 

towards the dead Christ in works like the Tarascon Pietà that brought the devotee into spiritual 

proximity to the divine made flesh. This article argues that the potential to engage in a tactile 

relationship with Christ, referred to here as Christocentric touch, functioned as a central 

component of affective piety that was offered visually through the model of the saintly 

personages and participated in imaginatively by the viewer-devotee. The specific repertoire of 

gestures, bodily comportments, and forms of touch articulated by the figures surrounding Christ 

informed the devotee’s imagined imitation of and participation in Christocentric devotion by 

suggesting a polyvalent approach to modeling and performance. Likewise these restrained, 

ritualized gestures offered a focused outlet for the emotional energy generated by Passion 

devotion. This system of meditation is corporeal and tactile, yet also metaphorical. The viewer is 

encouraged to witness, contemplate, and finally imitate the reverential actions of the entire range 

of represented figures, taking advantage of every means of access offered in the painted scene. 

Devotional panels such as the Tarascon Pietà were primarily commissioned by members of the 

clergy or secular elite for the use of both ecclesiastic and secular communities, but little more 

can be done to situate these panels in the contexts in which they were commissioned and 

used.2 However by first identifying representations of touch in both devotional and secular works 

of art, this article will establish a range of interactions in which touch is suggested through both 

mediated and unmediated bodily contact. Texts like the Meditaciones Vite Christiby John of 

Caulibus, which positioned the reader as a participant in elaborations on the New Testament 

                                                
1 This article developed from my undergraduate thesis, and I am indebted to Aden Kumler for her unceasing 
supportand advisement during my research and writing. I would also like to thank Ittai Weinryb, who introduced me 
to new bodies of scholarship that have informed my latest research for this article. I am also grateful to Beth Fischer 
and Hortulus’ anonymous readers for their suggestions. For sources on affective piety and private devotion in the 
late Middle Ages, see Hans Belting, Likeness and Presence: A History of the Image Before the Era of Art (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1994), 409-419; David Freedberg, “Invisibilia per visibilia: Meditation and the Uses of 
Theory,” in The Power of Images: Studies in the History and Theory of Response (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1989), 168-191. 
2 Charles Sterling, Enguerrand Quarton: Le peintre de la Pietà d’Avignon [Enguerrand Quarton: Painter of the 
Avignon Pietà] (Paris: Éditions de la Réunion des musées nationaux, 1983), 9. 
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narrative, will introduce a broader discussion of devotional traditions that encouraged devotees 

to imagine their individualized relationship withChrist.3Therefore by considering the 

iconography of Christocentric devotional panels in conjunction with secular representations of 

touch, and identifying the roles and actions permitted to specific biblical personages in 

devotional images and texts, this article enables a more focused understanding of the ways in 

which touch allowed a range of possibilities for medieval devotees to personally interact with the 

divine. 

Proxies for Touch: Representing Erotics and Desire in Late Medieval Art 

Within a particular set of both secular and religious objects of the late Middle Ages, the dialectic 

between the desire to touch and the suggestion, realization, or refusal of that desire is manifested 

specifically through mediated forms. Courtly scenes make particular use of gestures and objects 

to embody abstract notions of love and desire. However the eroticism of longing for the body of 

the beloved also informs questions of access to the body of Christ, for the sacred and the profane 

cannot be considered mutually exclusive categories of images. The medieval trope of Christ as 

the bridegroom of the Song of Songs is perhaps the most widespread and well-researched 

instance of what Michael Camille describes as the “shared languages, subjectivities, and 

even…identical visual codes” of the sacred and profane.4 In the broken body of Christ, the 

medieval devotee found both the subject of spiritual longing and the object in which emotional 

energy and tension culminated. 

                                                
3 See John of Caulibus, Meditations on the Life of Christ, trans & ed. Francis X. Taney, Anne Miller, & C. Mary 
Stallings-Taney (Asheville, North Carolina: Pegasus Press, 2000). 
4 “On all levels, from the political down to the psychological, the sacred and profane overlapped, shared languages, 
subjectivities, and even…identical visual codes.” See Michael Camille, The Medieval Art of Love: Objects and 
Subjects of Desire (New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1998), 22; see also 22-25, 37-38; Jeffrey Hamburger, Nuns 
As Artists: The Visual Culture of a Medieval Convent (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 56-58; 116-
117; 218-220. 
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Figure 2. Unknown. MS Clm. 4660, folio 72 recto. Illumination from the poem “Suspice, flos, florem,” from the Carmina 
Burana. ca. 1230. Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Munich. 
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Whether this subject of desire is human or divine, the exchange of the gift is the clearest example 

of the mediating object’s capacity to establish both a physical and an emotional bond between 

the individual and his or her beloved.5 In his seminal anthropological work The Gift, Marcel 

Mauss argues that the gift is not merely a passive object. Rather, by leaving the possession of the 

giver it becomes a conduit for part of the giver’s soul.6 The gift is conditional, its acceptance 

establishes a relationship of obligation, such that “the giver has a hold over the beneficiary just 

as, being its owner, through it he has a hold over the thief.”7 The illumination squeezed between 

the lines of a Latin poem in the thirteenth century German Carmina Burana manuscript 

exemplifies this interaction through two lovers who, through the offering of a flower, reiterate 

the poet’s longing to consummate his desire for his beloved (Bayerische Staatsbibliothek MS. 

Clm. 4660 f. 72r; Figure 2).8 The negative space between their represented bodies impedes the 

realization of the poet’s carnal desires, which are suggested visually by the horizontal orientation 

of the figures.9 Endeavoring to close this divide, the man dangles a bouquet of flowers above the 

grasp of his beloved, entreating her to accept his gift: “Flower, pluck my flower, because a 

flower stands for love.”10 The woman in turn responds by lifting her gaze to contemplate the 

white blooms hanging languidly out of reach. The conflation of three-dimensional space in the 

illumination creates an ambiguity concerning the distance between the hands of the lovers who 

reach out to offer, entice, and contemplate the flowers and their latent suggestive meaning. In 

this way the lovers seem to touch, if only with a few gracefully curving fingertips, and 

communicate gesturally across the space separating their bodies. The viewer is therefore asked to 

contemplate the moment between offering and acceptance that in turn signals both the desire to 

touch and the possibility of its realization. 

                                                
5 Camille, The Medieval Art of Love, 51-52.  
6 Marcel Mauss, The Gift: The Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic Societies, trans. W.D. Halls(New York: 
W.W. Norton, 1990), 11-20; Camille likewise cites Mauss’ argument that the gift retains something of the spirit of 
its giver. See Camille, The Medieval Art of Love, 63.  
7 Mauss, The Gift, 12.  
8 Camille, The Medieval Art of Love, 23-25.  
9 Ibid., 24-25.  
10 Ibid., 25.  
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Figure 3. Ivory mirror backs depicting circuits of desire and amorous pairs, Paris, ca. 1320. Ivory, 11 cm. Musée du Louvre, 
Paris, MRR 197. 

A pair of fourteenth century ivory mirror cases housed at the Louvre likewise suspends that 

moment of enticementthrough the representation of pairs of lovers playfully exchanging circlets 

across its eight vignettes (Figure 3). Michael Camille refers to these circlets as “circuits of 

desire,” highlighting the capacity of the geometric forms to act as the loci of the pictured lovers’ 

mutual longings.11 The culmination of love and desire is projected onto the circuits through a 

gestural dialogue of teasing refusals and gentle offerings.12 The lovers’ contact with the circlets 

and with each others’ bodies displays a touch that is simultaneously direct and unmediated, yet 

also mediated through objects. The lovers’ dance reflects the ritual of courtship, allowing these 

ivory mirrors to carry the romantic musings of young lovers into reality, for mirrors were 

likewise often exchanged by amorous couples.13 Seen in Mauss’ terms, the mirror cases function 

                                                
11 Ibid., 54-57.  
12 Jean-Claude Schmitt, La raison des gestes dans l’occident médiéval (Paris: Éditions Gallimard, 1990), 256-258.  
13 See Camille, The Medieval Art of Love, 51, 69. 
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contractually as seals of possession in which the beloved is expected to respond favorably to the 

lover’s advances. 

While the exchange of gifts in late medieval art was a common method of suggesting a 

relationship between two figures, the use of cloth to mediate flesh-to-flesh contact is also often 

attested, especially when the body of Christ is handled and adored by biblical figures. In a 

representation of the Presentation at the Temple from a Flemish Book of Hours (Bodleian 

Library, MS. Douce 112 f. 71r, early sixteenth century; Figure 4 visible here), the devotee 

witnesses the biblical prophesy of Simeon, which is contingent on Simeon’s desire to witness, 

and indeed to take into his arms and bless, the materially present salvation of his people.14 Here, 

Simeon is represented holding the figure before him in an unmistakable reference to the 

celebration of the Eucharist, with the infant’s feet steadied against the altar.15 Yet Simeon’s 

contact with the Christ Child is mediated through the infant’s swaddling clothes. In turn, these 

tightly wrapped and banded textiles visually reinforce the biblical prefiguration of Christ’s death 

and resurrection through their affinity with contemporaneous representations of burial shrouds.16 

                                                
14 For the Biblical story of Simeon see Luke 2:25-35. All biblical citations are taken from the Douay-Rheims 
Version.  
15 Simeon is portrayed in the vestments of a bishop, and his position behind the altar and under the wooden 
baldacchino signifies a privileged position in the medieval church as well as a privileged access to the Eucharistic 
corpus. By placing the Biblical episodeagainst the backdrop ofa church interior and endowing the Biblical 
personages with the garb and attributes of the late medieval nobility, the illumination creates a space in which the 
possibilities for the reader’s imagined participation are defined by the interactions permitted these figures. For a 
discussion of how manuscript representations of the liturgy reveal ideals of bodily comportment and personal piety 
among the laity, see Aden Kumler, “Translating the Eucharist” in Translating Truth: Ambitious Images and 
Religious Knowledge in Late Medieval France and England (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011), 103-159.  
16 Sophie Oosterwijk, “Swaddled or Shrouded? The Interpretation of ‘Chrysom’ Effigies on Late Medieval Tomb 
Monuments” in Weaving, Veiling, and Dressing: Textiles and Their Metaphors in the Late Middle Ages, ed. Kathryn 
M. Rudy and Barbara Baert (Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 2007), 307-348. 
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Figure 5. Unknown. Presentation at the Temple. Burgundy, late 14th century. Marble. Musée al du Moyen Âge de Cluny, 
Paris 

A late fourteenth century Burgundian Presentation at the Temple offers an alternative 

representation of the interaction between Simeon and the Christ Child (Musée de Cluny, Figure 

5). Here, Simeon’s outstretched hands are draped with the folds of his cloak in anticipation of 

receiving the infant, with his left arm posed to bring the Christ Child to his body and his right 

hand raised in admiration and prophetic announcement.17 The contours of his spread fingers can 

be discerned beneath the heavy drapery folds, emphasizing the tactile relationship of the 

receiver’s flesh to the texture and weight of the cloth itself. Simeon’s preliminary act of covering 

his own hands manifests the importance of a physical preparedness to receive and to likewise 

                                                
17 The covering of hands to receive sacred objects is widely attested in the context of the liturgy, specifically in the 
handling of sacred texts and the Eucharistic species. Significantly, these objects in themselves were conceived of as 
the body of Christ, signaling the presence of the divine in mediated, material forms. Christine Sciacca notes the 
frequency with which dedicatory images for manuscripts are presented through veiled hands in her article “Raising 
the Curtain on the Use of Textiles in Manuscripts” in Weaving, Veiling, and Dressing, ed. Kathryn M. Rudy and 
Barbara Baert, 161. 



Hortulus Volume 8, Issue 1 

 36 

shield the infant’s sacred body.18 Both Presentations therefore suggest that, whether by 

shrouding the body of the infant or the skin of the devotee, cloth served as a specialized object of 

mediation predicated on a reverential distinction between profane hands and the divine made 

flesh. This provided a model for the medieval devotee to imaginatively prepare his or her own 

body in order to lay hands on that sacred object of devotion. 

 

Figure 6. Rogier Van der Weyden, The Descent from the Cross, Louvain, c. 1435, oil on panel, 220 x 262 cm. Madrid, Museo 
Nacional del Prado, P02825. 

Rogier Van der Weyden’s Deposition enables a consideration of the mediation of Christocentric 

touch through textiles in the post-Crucifixion narrative (Museo del Prado, ca. 1435; Figure 6). 

Here, contact with Christ’s body is emphatically mediated as both Nicodemus and Joseph of 

                                                
18 Philine Helas postulates that the notion of being “clothed in righteousness” expressed in Job 29:14-16 was the 
inspiration for a prayer (unfortunately otherwise unspecified), which was recited by priests when vesting themselves 
before mass. See Helas, “The Clothing of Poverty and Sanctity in Legends, and their Representations in Trecento 
and Quattrocento Italy” inWeaving, Veiling, and Dressing, ed. Kathryn M. Rudy and Barbara Baert, 284. She further 
describes robes as “[matrices] for the visualization of the social position” of venerable Christians, and thus as active 
players in what she terms “the ‘economy’ of salvation.” See 283-284; 287. 
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Arimathea support the torso and legs of Christ behind a white cloth draped under the body. 

Joseph and Nicodemus’ role in physically supporting the body in its descent derives from a long-

established iconographic tradition coinciding with their biblical roles.19 In Van der 

Weyden’sDeposition, the men control and propel the panel’s central action of lifting the body of 

Christ from the cross to the ground, while an aging Joseph echoes Simeon’s relation to Christ, 

his shrouded hands holding Christ from the back of the torso. A third unidentified man 

positioned behind the ladder is the only figure privileged to touch Christ directly, yet his modest 

white garments and fluttering sash recall the vestments of a cleric or an angel.20 If the figure is 

indeed angelic, his privileged access to the body of Christ is justified by his holiness. Beneath the 

other figures’ hands, the sheet-like drapery conforms to the curve of Christ’s body, helping the 

devotee imagine its contours and its pose, for even the hard bones pressing against the gaunt 

flesh could conceivably be felt through the mediation of cloth. 

Just as the Christ Child in both Presentation scenes functions as an animate object of veneration, 

conflating the notion of the beloved with the passivity arising from the infant’s lack of mature 

agency, so too does the crucified body hanging lifeless and conforming to the grasps of the 

saintly persons reinforce the conception of Christ as object. Employing the vocabulary of 

thepsychoanalystD. W. Winnicott, Brooke Hopkins observes that “it is Jesus’ ‘quality of ‘always 

being destroyed’’ that makes him an object, in Winnicott’s terms, that can be used, that is, 

experienced as something external, something independent, ‘wholly other.’”21 The possibility of 

witnessing this process of perpetual destruction of Christthrough images was widespread and 

influential in fifteenth century devotion, yet the continual process of lamentation over the 

destroyed object informs the affective response to this subset of Deposition and Pietà 

scenes.22 At these extremes in the cycle of human life, Christ is represented as a hollow form that 

                                                
19 John 19:38-40. 
20 Barbara Baert, “Mantle Fur, Pallium: Veiling and Unveiling in the Martyrdom of Agnes of Rome” in Weaving, 
Veiling, and Dressing, ed. Kathryn M. Rudy and Barbara Baert, 231; 235-236. 
21 Brooke Hopkins, “Jesus and Object-Use: A Winnicottian Account of the Resurrection Myth” in Transitional 
Objects and Potential Spaces: Literary Uses of D. W. Winnicott, ed. Peter L. Rudnytsky (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1993), 255; Referenced in Camille, “Mimetic Identification and Passion Devotion in the Later 
Middle Ages: A Double-sided Panel by Meister Francke” in The Broken Body: Passion Devotion in Late-Medieval 
Culture, ed. A.A. MacDonald, H.N.B. Ridderbos, & R.M. Schlusemann (Groningen: Egbert Forsten, 1998), 183-
210. The sacrificial godhead is likewise discussed cross-culturally in Henri Hubert & Marcel Mauss, “The Sacrifice 
of the God” in Sacrifice: Its Nature and Function (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1964), 77-94. 
22 Camille, “Mimetic Identification and Passion Devotion,” 205. 
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merely echoes the contours of a man, much like the textiles that so often enfold him in scenes of 

lamentation. Likewise the saints interacting with Christ’s body tangibly model the emotional 

response that the devotee is encouraged to produce in his or her own meditative exercises. 

II. Exploring the Modalities of Christocentric Touch in Scenes of Lamentation 

Through the dissemination of copies and the selective quotation of formal elements in 

commissioned works, Van der Weyden’s Deposition exercised a decisive influence on 

subsequent Deposition panels throughout late medieval Europe.23 One example, the 

Bartholomew Master’s Descent from the Cross (Musée du Louvre, 1480-1510; Figure 7 visible 

here), references Van der Weyden’s painting through its figural composition and in the graceful, 

cruciform curve of Christ’s body as it is lifted from the cross. By virtue of the panels’ shared 

influence, a comparison of the differing means by which Christocentric touch is presented in the 

panels sheds light on the specific possibilities each painting offers the devotee. 

The direct, unmediated contact of the male figure group with the body of Christ in the Descent 

from the Cross contrasts with the mediated touch of the corresponding personages in Van der 

Weyden’s panel. The heavy cloth that supported the body in Van der Weyden’s Deposition has 

been reduced to a modest covering. A young and fashionable man, his arms encircling Christ’s 

waist as both figures descend the ladder, has replaced the aging Joseph of Arimathea who 

appeared in Van der Weyden’s composition. Christ’s upper body slumps over the man’s 

embrace. With his arms and legs stretched between the hands of the attending figures, Christ’s 

body is suspended in the posture of the Crucifixion. 

The angelic figure of the Van der Weyden Deposition has also been replaced by a young man 

who, rather than gently supporting Christ’s elbow, squeezes the malleable flesh of Christ’s arm 

under the sinking weight of the body. Straining under the corpse, the figure emphasizes the 

physicality of Christ’s body in terms of its mass and human proportions, while the young man’s 

grip prompts the viewer to consider how sacred flesh might be perceived beneath the hand. By 

witnessing the labor involved in lowering the body from the cross, the devotee may develop a 

                                                
23 For the history of the commission and reception of copies of Van der Weyden’s Deposition, specifically panels by 
the Bartholomew Master, see Amy Knight Powell, Depositions: Scenes from the Late Medieval Church and the 
Modern Museum (New York: Zone Books, 2012),18-19, 143-157; Powell, “The Errant Image: Rogier Van der 
Weyden’s Deposition From the Crossand its Copies,” Art History 29.4 (September 2006), 540-562. 
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sense of the weight and feel of Christ’s human body. Jacqueline Jung has argued that, from the 

twelfth century onward, sculpture was uniquely capable of suggesting these very qualities in the 

wounded body of Christ.24 Similarly,the medieval preoccupation with determining Christ’s 

physical measurements has been attested in fifteenth century woodcuts and illuminations 

depicting the mandorla-shaped side wound where, as David Areford has observed, the images 

“encouraged a very corporeal kind of meditation, allowing the body of Christ to become part of 

the devotee’s physical and spatial reality.”25 Like the sculptural modeling andtwo-dimensional 

mapping of Christ’s body, the Descent from the Cross suggests an interest not only in viewing 

the corpse and its relation to other figures as in the Van der Weyden panel, but also the devotee’s 

decidedly tactile desire to apprehend the weight of the body, the malleability of its flesh, and the 

texture of its skin. 

The insistence on mediated contact with the body of Christ in Van der Weyden’s composition 

can also be contrasted with the Bartholomew Master’s panel through the figure of Mary 

Magdalene, whose bare right hand supports Christ’s legs while her gloved left hand presses her 

breast. The Magdalene’s removal of the glove before handling the body of Christ suggests the 

necessity of flesh-to-flesh contact with Christ and underscores the privilege of this form of touch. 

The discarded glove limply overlaying a vessel enhances the Magdalene’s traditional 

iconographic pairing with the perfume jar while also serving as a powerful metaphorical 

reference to theories of the Eucharistic body.26 When describing the miracle of 

transubstantiation, Peter of Poitiers (d. 1205) likened the presence of the physical body of Christ 

within the consecrated elements of the Eucharist to a gloved hand, such that the body is merely 

                                                
24 Jacqueline Jung, “The Tactile and the Visionary: Notes on the Place of Sculpture in the Medieval Religious 
Imagination” in Looking Beyond: Visions, Dreams, and Insights in Medieval Art and History, ed. Colum Hourihane 
(Princeton: Index of Christian Art, 2010), 224-225. Jung also observes that van der Weyden’s panel “explicitly 
simulated sculpture.” See 224.  
25 David S. Areford, “The Passion Measured: A Late-Medieval Diagram of the Body of Christ,” in The Broken 
Body: Passion Devotion in Late-Medieval Culture, ed. A.A. MacDonald, et. al. (Groningen: Egbert Forsten, 1998), 
238. 
26 The jar carries references to Mary Magdalene’s biblical relationship to Christ during his life, a relationship 
founded on acts of service and atonement. The Magdalene was often associated with the fallen woman in the Gospel 
of Luke who baths Christ’s feet with her hair and tears, then anoints his feet with perfume from an alabaster jar 
(Luke 7:36-50). Even John of Caulibus’ description of the Magdalene cleansing Christ’s body recalls these earlier 
scenes of devotion and service: “And the feet which on another occasion she had moistened with tears of contrition, 
now much more copiously she washed with waves of tears of sorrow and compassion. See John of 
Caulibus, Meditations on the Life of Christ, 261-262. 
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veiled by the species of bread and wine.27 Although this notion of Christ’s veiled bodily presence 

had been solidified by the early thirteenth century, Peter’s metaphor of the glove retains the 

significance of its original Eucharistic reference while gaining new meaning in the context of 

Passion devotion. Inscribed into the painted scene as a symbolic object for the viewer’s 

contemplation, the glove recasts the notion of divine sacrifice as a metaphor, suggesting that 

Christ’s divine nature is present yet veiled by the flaccid shell of his flesh. Like human contours 

enfolded by cloth, one has only to lay hands upon that covering in order to approach and discern 

the presence of the divine beneath.28 

The metaphor of the glove makes explicit the role of human flesh as another form of object 

mediation which veils Christ’s divine nature yet also enables the devotee to approach that 

divinity through touch. In both the Tarascon Pietà and the Pietà de Villeneuve-lès-Avignon by 

Enguerrand Quarton(Musée du Louvre, ca. 1455; Figure 8 visible here), the gaunt figure of 

Christ lays stretched and rigid on the knees of the Virgin with his skin pulled taut against his 

ribs.29 In the Quarton Pietà, Christ’s body arcs backwards lifelessly so that the bones of his torso 

push unnaturally against his flesh, suggesting underlying layers of human corporality through the 

cloth-like membrane of skin. The hard angles of Christ’s skeleton, so prominent in both panels, 

allow the viewer to imagine the feel of his corpse, perhaps with greater immediacy than the still 

fleshy bodies in the Deposition panels. Likewise, around the attenuated figure of Christ in the 

Quarton Pietà, the heavily populated compositions that characterized the Deposition altarpieces 

have been dramatically reduced to a minimum of figures. In the Quarton Pietà, only the Virgin, 

John the Evangelist, and the Magdalene preside over the body of Christ, surrounding his exposed 

flesh in a triad of mournful, haloed faces. Christ’s exposed flesh contrasts sharply with the 

                                                
27 Caroline Walker Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance of Food to Medieval 
Women (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987), 51. 
28 I am grateful to Beth Fischer for bringing to my attention Petrarch’s use of metaphors of gloves and veiling in his 
poetry. While a comparison of the use of the metaphor of the gloved hand and veiled flesh in romantic poetry and 
devotional literature is beyond the scope of this article, it is nevertheless important to note the extended implications 
of these metaphors in late medieval Europe. See Francesco Petrarca and Mark Musa, Petrarch: The Canzoniere, or 
Rerum Vulgarium Fragmenta Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1996; Margaret Brose, “Fetishizing 
the Veil: Petrarch’s Poetics of Rematerilization” in The Body in Early Modern Italy (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2010), 3-23. 
29 For a related discussion of representations of the suffering body of Christ at the Passion in relation to the body of 
the punished medieval criminal, see Mitchell B. Merback, The Thief, the Cross, and the Wheel: Pain and the 
Spectacle of Punishment in Medieval and Renaissance Europe (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999). 



Hortulus Volume 8, Issue 1 

 

heavy, richly colored robes of his followers, which enfold the body while accentuating his naked 

disfigurement. 

Yet how might the viewer-devotee respond to the suggestion of divine presence beneath that veil 

of suffering human form? The figure of Mary Magdalene in the Descent from the Crossoffers a 

powerful insight into the viewer’s emotional response to Christ’s body, for her role aswitness is 

one of the clearest calls to affective piety. Her extended arm and unmediated grip on Christ’s 

ankle serve to direct the viewer’s attention towards the body of Christ. Simultaneously, the free 

hand clutched to her breast acts as an intercessory gesture, an attribute ascribed more frequently 

to the Virgin in late medieval art.30 While the Magdalene’s touch suggests an emotional response 

to the suffering body, her grief is not expressed through unrestrained weeping or other physical 

gestures. Rather, the Bartholomew Master paints the Magdalene such that the figure’s implied 

grief is externalized through tearstained, reddened skin and puffy eyes directed out from the 

canvas towards the viewer, as well as the physical link her gesture establishes between her breast 

and Christ’s body. 

While the Bartholomew Master echoes Van der Weyden’s Magdalene as a model for internalized 

grief, in the Van der Weyden panel the Magdalene’s knees, shoulders, and elbows are strained in 

a vigorously controlled expression of interior suffering. She wrings her interlaced hands as 

though locking her fingers through the force of her grief. The tendons in her hand and neck swell 

in her effort, suggesting a conscious choice to abstain from touching the feet of Christ lowered 

close to her face. Joining her hands, the Magdalene forms a circuit through her own body that 

ultimately serves to prevent her from touching the object of her compassion. Thus while the 

figure of the Magdalene in both altarpieces strains against dramatic displays of emotion, the 

resistance of Van der Weyden’s Magdalene to touching Christ contrasts the touch of the 

Bartholomew Master’s Magdalene, suggesting not only an indulgence of grief but also a 

reverential responsibility to Christ’s physical body. 

                                                
30 Hamburger, Jeffrey F. St. John the Divine: The Deified Evangelist in Medieval Art and Theology, (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2002), 79-81. Hamburger cites an illuminated D from Psalm 101 from the liturgical 
psalter of Saint Andreas (Engelberg, ca. 1325-1350) to demonstrate the dual roles played by the Virgin and Christ as 
intercessors, bearing breast and side wound respectively for the salvation of mankind.  
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Textual Traditions of Affective Piety 

Contemporaneous devotional texts help situate the devotional art of the late Middle Ages within 

the broader tradition of affective piety. Through the genre of meditations on the life of Christ, the 

reader was invited to contemplate Christ’s humanity by witnessing the events of his life and 

Passion.31 John of Caulibus’ widely read Meditaciones Vite Christi, which set the tone for 

subsequent meditation literature in the later Middle Ages,provides a striking textual example of 

Christocentric touch because of its unique incorporation of the reader-devotee as a participating 

member at the scene of Christ’s deposition.32 Scholars postulate that 

Caulibus’Meditaciones were first written near the year 1300 upon the request of a Poor Clare 

nun.33 The voice shifts fluidly between third person narration and direct address as Caulibus 

guides his advisee in an imaginative narrative of Christ’s life, ultimately inviting the Poor Clare 

to witness the agony of Christ and his followers at the Passion through their elaborated gestures, 

emotions, and dialogues. In the Meditation on the Passion at Vespers, Caulibus narrates the 

Deposition as a series of actions undertaken by successive personages. He treats each of the 

biblical figures individually, ordering the progression of actions through a physical descent from 

the arms of the cross to the ground below: 

Nicodemus climbed down to extract the nail from the feet. Joseph held up the 
Lord’s body; a fortunate man indeed is that Joseph, who won the privilege of 
embracing the body of the Lord! Then our Lady reverently took his limp right 
hand, pressed it to her face, gazed upon it, and tearfully rained kisses on it, with 
deep sighs. After the nail was pulled out from the feet, Joseph came down a little 
at a time, and they all took hold of the Lord’s body and placed it on the ground. 
With the disciples around her, our Lady cradled his head in her lap; and 
Magdalene his feet where once she had won so much grace. The others all stood 
around and all loudly raised their lamentation over him (Acts 8:2): for they all 
mourned him most bitterly (Ez 27:31-32), as if he were a first-born son (Zec 
12:10).34 

                                                
31 Bernard McGinn. The Presence of God: A History of Western Christian Mysticism, vol. 3,“The Flowering of 
Mysticism: Men and Women in the New Mysticism (1200-1350).” (New York: Crossroad Publishing Company, 
1998), 119.  
32 Freedberg, The Power of Images, 168-169 
33 Lawrence F. Hundersmarck, “The Use of Imagination, Emotion, and the Will in a Medieval Classic: 
The Meditaciones Vite Christi,” Logos 6:2 (2003): 46-62. Datation from McGinn, The Flowering of Mysticism, 119.  
34 John of Caulibus, Meditations on the Life of Christ, 260. 
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Caulibus is selective in his development of characters,35 and it is essential to note in this passage 

that the actions attributed to Christ’s followers relate the saints physically to the body of Christ 

through gestures of service, veneration, and mourning. Here the male characters are occupied 

with the more strenuous tasks of extracting and carrying the body from its cross, while the Virgin 

and the Magdalene cradling the corpse create a space for the emotional identification of 

the Meditaciones’ original female audience. Throughout the extended passage of the post-

Crucifixion scenes, the format of the reader’s engagement with the text is founded on a 

polyvalent approach to imitatio, such that the reader is told to carefully watch and model herself 

after specific characters’ methods of venerating and preparing the body of Christ. 

While John of Caulibus is often studied in terms of soliciting affective piety through the 

devotee’s compassion for Christ’s physical suffering, the role of Christocentric touch as the 

stimulus for compassio and imitatio within the Meditaciones has yet to be considered.36 By 

collectively taking hold of Christ’s body, the biblical personages in Caulibus’ Deposition 

sequence offer a model for the veneration of Christ as a physical entity. This emphasis on the 

collective and the tactile is likewise mobilized visually in the devotional art of the late Middle 

Ages, as seen in Rogier Van der Weyden’s Deposition and in the Descent from the Cross by the 

Bartholomew Master. Both panels represent the biblical personages enacting individualized roles 

within a multi-figural composition centered on the body of Christ. Yet while the paintings 

parallel Caulibus’ description of tactile veneration and service, the immediacy and poignancy 

through which the panels solicit the desire to touch Christ’s body ultimately move beyond the 

capabilities of devotional literature. 

The Erotics of Promise and Withdrawal 

In Van der Weyden’s Deposition, touch is again suggested but ultimately denied through the 

proximity of Christ’s right hand to the hand of the Virgin, who has collapsed unconscious under 

the arms of John the Evangelist and a female attendant (Figure 9). The corporeal mirroring 

between fainting Mother and crucified Son is widely attested in both devotional literature and 

                                                
35 Hundersmarck, “The Use of Imagination, Emotion, and the Will in a Medieval Classic,” 53. 
36 Freedberg, The Power of Images, 168-175; Hundersmarck, “The Use of Imagination, Emotion, and the Will in a 
Medieval Classic,” 168-175. 
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visual art dating to the Byzantine period.37 As Christocentric devotion increasingly focused on 

Christ’s humanity in the late Middle Ages, the emphasis on Mary’s parallel suffering likewise 

arose from an affective model of devotion.38 Through her swoon, the Virgin participates in the 

sacrifice of her son, as Marguerite de Navarre narrates the Crucifixion: 

[…..] et [ta parfaicte mere] 
qui n’avoit moins de toy tristesse [amere], 
car l’unÿon de vous deux, ce me s[emble], 
par une mort en tuot deux ensemble. 
[…..] and [your perfect mother] 
who had no less of your [bitter] sorrow, 
by the union of the two of you, it [seems] to me, 
through a death in both of you together.39 

This potential for the union of Christ and the Virgin through dual suffering and death at the 

Passion is reiterated in the Van der Weyden panel through the suggested yet unfulfilled union of 

their hands. The soft luminosity of the Virgin’s fair skin contrasts sharply with the pallor of 

Christ’s hand, gored by the nail wound that opens the flesh to the viewer’s gaze.40 While the 

figures’ arms hang limply, the hands appear to be animated with human desire, actively seeking 

for one another as though their proximity is mutually sensed. 

                                                
37 Amy Neff, “The Pain of Compassio: Mary’s Labor at the Foot of the Cross,” The Art Bulletin80 (1998): 254. For 
the specific mirroring of the Virgin and Christ’s bodies in Van der Weyden’sDeposition, see Powell, Depositions, 
18, 144-149.  
38 Neff, “The Pain of Compassio,” 254.  
39 I am grateful to Andrew Goodhouse for helping me to translate this passage. For the full text, see Marguerite de 
Navarre, Miroir de Jhesus Christ crucifié [Mirror of Jesus Christ Crucified], ed. Lucia Fontanella.(Alessandria: 
Edizioni Dell’Orso, 1984), 190-200.  
40 In Wisdom’s Watch Upon the Hours by Henry Suso (d. 1366), the dialogue between the Disciple and Christ 
appearing in the guise of Wisdom derives much of its emotional intensity from discussions of Christ’s suffering at 
the Passion. Through Wisdom’s words, the reader begins to understand the significance of this appeal to the 
violence of the Passion and the mutilation and decay of Christ’s human body: “The more I take on the pallor of 
death out of the greatness of my love and sorrow, the more hideous I appear in a deathly discoloring, the more 
lovable shall I become to a loving heart and a mind well disposed.” After viewing the body of Christ in its 
disfigurement, Suso’s Disciple is moved to declare his love and fidelity to the Crucified. See Henry Suso, Wisdom’s 
Watch Upon the Hours. Trans. Edmund Colledge (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 
1994), 77. 
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Figure 9. Detail. Rogier Van der Weyden, The Descent from the Cross, ca. 1435. Oil on panel, 220 x 262 cm. Museo Nacional 
del Prado, Madrid, PO2825. 

Paradoxically, the negative space between Christ and the Virgin in the Van der 

WeydenDeposition is the locus for all tensions and frustrations between the figures and the 

signifier of their tragedy. In this way, the physical separation of the figures can be compared to 

the illumination in the Carmina Burana, with the erotic charge between the poetic lovers of the 

manuscript echoed in the complex bond of the holy Mother and Son.41 While enumerating the 

multiplicity of human relationships culminating in the pair, John of Caulibus’ commentary on the 

Lamentation combines notions of spiritual espousal with the suffering of the Virgin as a widow: 

Those days really were days of widowhood, because the Lord Jesus was to her 
both son and spouse, father and brother, and every good; and with his death at a 
single stroke, she lost everything. She is really a widow (1 Tm 5:5) and a person 
abandoned, and she has no one to turn to.42 

                                                
41 Camille, The Medieval Art of Love, 135; Hamburger, Nuns as Artists, 56-58; 103; 116-117; Hamburger, St. John 
the Divine, 30. 
42 John of Caulibus, Meditations on the Life of Christ, 263.  
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With the many relationships manifested between Christ and the Virgin culminating in the 

mourning of a widowed spouse, Caulibus laments the disrupted union of Christ and the Virgin 

through notions of abandonment and loss. Likewise, the Carmina Burana illumination echoes 

the words of the Latin poet by soliciting, yet ultimately suspending, the figures’ longings in a 

moment of unconsummated desire. Van der Weyden similarly acknowledges the potential of 

touch as a powerful medium for eroticized spiritual union. By offering the flesh of their hands 

for contemplation, the viewer-devotee is persuaded to long for the consummation of their union 

through the proximate hands. In deliberately refusing that touch, the panel speaks to a literally 

hands-off mode of piety that likewise enforces a spiritual separation between the medieval 

viewer and Christ, the object of his or her devotion. 

Acts of Service Rendered onto the Body of Christ 

The desire for physical union with the Crucified is not only solicited in devotional panels in 

terms of unfulfilled longing; the eroticism of touch is also realized through the laying on of 

hands in the veneration of Christ’s body. While the Magdalene of the Bartholomew Master’s 

panel exhibits a strong emotional response to the crucified Christ, her association with the glove 

and perfume jar implies a preparatory moment occurring outside of the immediate pictorial 

narrative. Indeed, the notion of serving Christ through the treatment of his corpse at the Passion 

exemplifies the majority of relationships between Christ and the biblical personages attested in 

this set of devotional images. In a similar way, John of Caulibus narrates the Magdalene’s 

preparation of the corpse as an improvised effort to offer a reverential service to Christ: 

“A quite new and yet final service it was that she now performed for him: and in 
its very performance her soul was embittered, because she was unable to do it as 
fittingly as she would have liked. She longed to bathe his entire body, to anoint it 
and wrap it carefully, but there was neither time nor place for that. She could do 
no more. She could do nothing else; so she did what she could. At least she 
washed his feet with her tears. One last time she devoutly dried them, embraced 
and kissed them; and then, as carefully as she could and knew how, tenderly 
wrapped them.”43 

Here, the final offering of Caulibus’ Magdalene entails both cleansing the body of Christ and 

venerating the corpse through tears and caresses. Through Caulibus’ progressive treatment of 

distinct gestures, the Magdalene’s actions are imbued with a sense of ritual, as though the care 
                                                
43 John of Caulibus, Meditations on the Life of Christ, 262. 
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with which she bathes, dries, and wraps the body is conducted according to a code of reverential 

actions. Thus Caulibus’ Meditaciones again offers parallels to the representation of 

Christocentric touch in devotional art, which in consideration of acts of service rendered onto the 

body of Christ is best exemplified in both the Tarascon and Avignon Pietàs. 

Drying her face with her garment, the Magdalene of the Quarton Pietà demonstrates a more 

immediate concern with the act of mourning, or rather literally wiping clean the external signs of 

lamentation. With the ointment jar posed ready in her left hand, the Magdalene is portrayed in 

the moment preceding the physical act of salving the corpse for burial. Likewise, one of the 

anonymous female saints in the Tarascon Pietà brings Christ’s pierced hand to her lips, kissing it 

reverently. She lifts his arm delicately at the wrist and with her index finger touches the blood 

flowing from the wound on his palm. The saint’s reflective gaze on the hand, coupled with this 

gesture towards the crucified body, legitimizes her position within the depicted scene not only in 

terms of the function she performs in the veneration of the body of Christ, but also through the 

dual possibilities of touch she offers to the viewer. As an exemplar of devotional response, both 

the saint of the Tarascon Pietà and the Magdalene figures of the Quarton Pietàoffer models of 

touch that ultimately bring the devotee into immediate physical contact with the residual blood 

and grime of Christ’s torments. In both images, interactions with Christ implying the touch of 

flesh to liquid offers the blending of blood, balm, and tears as alternative tactile means of 

approaching Christ’s body. 

In the Quarton panel, John the Evangelist, like the Magdalene, also treats the body of Christ with 

reverence, entering into a tactile relationship with the instrument and wounds of his Passion. 

With his right hand, John delicately disentangles the crown of thorns from Christ’s radiating, 

gilded aureole. His left hand stabilizes Christ’s head, his fingers interlacing with the aureole and 

Christ’s hair. Yet, the figure of John the Evangelist is complicated in terms of gender and his 

gendered relation to Christ. As Jeffrey Hamburger argues, John’s virginity renders him “not just 

male and female, but also body and soul, desire and bliss, change and stasis, corruption and 

transcendence.”44 Thus his virginity renders his body a pure vessel much like the Virgin’s, ready 

                                                
44 Jeffrey Hamburger, “Brother, Bride and alter Christus: The Virginal Body of John the Evangelist in Medieval 
Art, Theology, and Literature” in Text und Kultur: Mittelalterliche Literatur 1150-1450, ed. Ursula Peters (Stuttgart: 
Metzler, 2001), 300. See also Hamburger,St. John the Divine, 145-164. 
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to bear the divinity of Christ as the Word made Flesh and to present the Word through the 

Gospels. By interlacing his finger between the rays of Christ’s aureole, the crown of his divinity, 

Quarton’s John is depicted with the authority to lay hands upon the materialized manifestation of 

Christ’s divine nature. Through his touch, John effectively accepts the crown of thorns as a 

nuptial circlet, like the circuits of desire, now recast with the promise of salvation through 

spiritual union with the divine (Figure 3). 

The overarching significance of the Pietà and Deposition panels discussed in this paper lies in 

the fact that each biblical figure is represented in a distinct and highly individualized relationship 

with the body of Christ. The roles they fulfill within the visual narrative certainly draw 

inspiration from the Gospels, yet elaborate them as individuals with an emotional expressiveness 

and sense of personal agency which render their relationship to the dead Christ more accessible 

to the medieval devotee. These distinct roles converge within each panel, so that as a group the 

figures encircle their beloved, enfolding that object of devotion within the circuit formed by the 

curving outlines of their own bodies, the sumptuous folds of their garments, and the lattice of 

their outstretched hands. 

III. Responding to the Promise of Christocentric Touch 

It remains to be explained how the medieval devotee would have responded to the promise of 

Christocentric touch in panels representing the moments following the Crucifixion. In order to 

illuminate the ways in which the medieval viewer might have synthesized the multifarious 

options for touch into a clear devotional program, one might look to the donor portrait, an 

obvious point of reference for imaginative devotional practices. Donor portraits were not merely 

artistic inventions, but highly motivated choices determined in correlation with the patron’s 

specifications. Because the donor or the donor’s family paid for the donor’s inclusion, the 

placement and pose of the donor figure is indicative of the benefactor’s devotional preferences 

and intentions. Enguerrand Quarton’s Pietà exemplifies one model of portraiture with the 

supposed donor, the canon Jean de Montagnac, kneeling in prayer in the left foreground of the 

panel (Figure 8).45 The canon is removed from the central narrative through his bodily separation 

                                                
45 For a background on the attribution of the Pietà to the canon Jean de Montagnac, see: Charles 
Sterling, Enguerrand Quarton: Le peintre de la Pieta d’Avignon (Paris: Éditions de la Réunion des musées 
nationaux, 1983), 101-102. 
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from the saintly personages, and his gaze is distant and clouded as he stares obliquely away from 

the scene of lamentation. Thus, rather than a biblical scene actively witnessed by the donor, the 

moment of lamentation is cast as an external reflection of the donor’s interior meditations on the 

Passion. 

Conversely, in the Descent from the Cross by the Bartholomew Master, the inclusion of a donor 

portrait is hardly apparent to the viewer due to the harmonious integration of the figures into 

active poses and their collective engagement with supporting the body of the Crucified. However 

the young man encircling Christ around the waist may represent a donor, as he enfolds the 

crucified body in an intimate embrace unmatched by the models of touch represented by the 

surrounding figures. In turn, Christ hangs limply in his arms, conforming to the man’s touch. The 

notion of Christ’s embrace is repeated frequently in monastic textual and visual sources, 

reflected in the desires of medieval Christians and in the raptures attributed to the mystics by 

their followers.46 If the young recipient of the embrace in the Descent from the Cross is indeed 

the donor of the painting, the panel opens a new and complex range of questions concerning the 

imagined role of the viewer-patron. His presence brings to mind the climactic mystical encounter 

of the soul with God, a physically transformative experience best evidenced in Bonaventure’s 

writings: “the soul itself is an image of God and a likeness so present to itself and having God so 

present that the soul actually grasps him and potentially ‘is capable of possessing him and of 

being a partaker in him.’”47 The soul is able to reach across the space dividing itself from God to 

lay hands on, take possession of, and even merge into the divine. Therefore, in addition to 

indicating the extent to which the viewer might insert him or herself into the biblical narrative, 

the fifteenth-century figure in the Descent from the Cross also manifests the devotee’s capacity 

to envision a personal relationship with Christ that culminates in a direct, unmediated mode of 

touching. Clothing both the devotee’s soul and God in human flesh, the panel sets the devotee’s 

spiritual encounter against the backdrop of the Passion in all the complexity of its historical 

reality. Thus in late medieval Passion devotion, touch has the potential to be both individualized 

and thematized, such that it shows a specific touch by a specific individual, as well as a touch 

that is grounded in a broader cultural framework. 
                                                
46 Hamburger, “The House of the Heart” in Nuns as Artists, 137-175. 
47 Bonaventure, “The Soul’s Journey into God,” Bonaventure, ed. et trans. Ewert Cousins (New York: Paulist Press, 
1978), 81. Here Bonaventure quotes Augustine, De Trinitate, XIV, c. 8, no. 11.  



Hortulus Volume 8, Issue 1 

 50 

While the modern viewer cannot know if the painted representations reflect the donors’ original 

specifications, it is clear that the paintings were motivated by an initial desire on the part of the 

donors or their families to visualize and concretize their imagined participation in the biblical 

narrative through the paintings. In both examples of donor portraits, the affective participation of 

the devotee is solicited by manifesting on the painted surface a coherent model for an interior 

experience of devotion. As demonstrated specifically in the Bartholomew Master’s Descent from 

the Cross, through the imitation of biblical personages the devotee was equipped to 

imaginatively insert him or herself within the various scenes of the Passion and participate in the 

tactile veneration of the body of Christ. Further, by presenting a concrete and immediate 

visualization of the donor’s devotional possibilities, the panels no doubt fueled a further desire to 

experience the Passion with the fullness of the senses, to feel the true weight and malleability of 

Christ’s flesh beneath the hands rather than merely witnessing one’s own distant presence at the 

event. 

Although a range of theories treating Christocentric devotion circulated in the late Middle Ages, 

one contemplative tradition emphasized a turning away from the physical world, including the 

reliance on images, believing that true spiritual vision necessitated a blindness of corporeal 

sight.48 In the Quarton Pietà the Virgin’s hands join together in prayer over the body of her son 

and her eyes are lowered reflectively. Through her insistently hands-off pose over the body of 

Christ, the Virgin exemplifies an internalized, contemplative mode of piety such that some 

scholars have even likened the Virgin to a priestly figure presiding over the first mass.49 The 

Virgin’s transcendence of the immediate action of Quarton’s Pietà speaks to the implied 

intellectualism of her spiritual understanding. Yet while this Augustinian model of interior vision 

was prevalent in medieval devotional theory, there was likewise a strain of devotional practice 

                                                
48 Hamburger, St. John the Divine, 18.  
49 Sterling, 104; Caroline Walker Bynum, Fragmentation and Redemption: Essays on Gender and the Human Body 
in Medieval Religion (New York: Zone Books, 1991), 101. Sterling integrates a citation of Bazin’s argument within 
the body of his own, while Bynum likens the Virgin to a priest because “it is she who offers to ordinary mortals the 
saving flesh of God.” 
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that considered imitatio the first step in the soul’s ultimate ascension to communion with the 

divine.50 

Mobilized through this interrelationship of visualization and tactility, the central devotional 

practices of affective piety, imitatio, and imaginative participation were available in late 

medieval textual sources in addition to devotional art. John of Caulibus situated his text within a 

larger process in which the contemplation of Christ’s humanity through the Meditaciones 

functioned as one rung in a hierarchical approach to God.51 The devotee was expected to 

meditate profoundly on the historical events of the Passion with the aid of devotional literature 

and images before ascending to more reflective, intellectual stages of devotion.52 It follows that 

Caulibus’ reader utilizes the examples of piety offered by the characters of Christ’s followers so 

that he or she might metaphorically join these figures in the preparation and veneration of the 

body of Christ. For example, Caulibus invites the reader to perform the role of a handmaiden at 

the Nativity: 

“And you who have lingered a bit, kneel and adore your Lord God, and then his 
mother, and reverently greet the holy old man Joseph. Then kiss the feet of the 
child Jesus lying in the manger, and ask our Lady to hand him to you and even 
allow you to hold him. Take him and hold him fast in your arms; gaze on his face. 
Kiss him with loving reverence and delight confidently in him. You can do this 
because he came to sinners for their salvation. He humbly conversed with them 
and finally left himself as food for them. Therefore his loving kindness patiently 
permits his person to be touched as you wish, and he’ll not attribute it to your 
presumption but to your love… Afterwards hand him back to his mother and 
carefully note how devotedly and wisely she minds him, nurses him, and so forth. 
She is showing her loving care. Stay and help her if you can. Delight in these 
things, rejoice in them and remember to meditate on them time and again; and as 

                                                
50 Augustine, On the Literal Meaning of Genesis, Book 12, Vol. 2, trans. John Hammond Taylor (Paulist Press, 
1983), 178-232, ; David C. Lindberg, Theories of Vision from Al-Kindi to Kepler. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1976), 88-90; McGinn, “The Flowering of Mysticism,” 119.  
51 John of Caulibus, Meditations on the Life of Christ, 172.“You ought to know that there are three kinds of 
contemplation, the two principal kinds for the perfect, and the third added for the imperfect. The two for the perfect 
are the contemplation of the majesty of God and the contemplation of the heavenly court. The third kind for 
beginners and the imperfect is the contemplation of the humanity of Christ, which I describe for you in this little 
book. You must begin with this kind if you wish to ascend to the higher kinds; otherwise, you could not so much 
rise to the others as be in awe of them.” 
52 Jeffrey Hamburger, “The Use of Images in the Pastoral Care of Nuns: The Case of Heinrich Suso and the 
Dominicans” Art Bulletin 71 (1981), 20-46; Richard C. Trexler, “Peter’s Words” in The Christian at Prayer: An 
Illustrated Prayer Manual Attributed to Peter the Chanter (d. 1197), (Binghamton: Medieval & Renaissance Texts 
& Studies, 1987), 23-53. 
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much as you can, remain close to our Lady and the boy Jesus…. So that you do 
not risk being turned away, always approach, as I’ve said, with reverential fear 
(Heb 12:28). For you should consider yourself unworthy of such an experience.”53 

While this excerpt is exemplary as a model for the manner in which the Nativity is re-imagined 

in late medieval Passion literature, it is especially notable for the step-by-step narration of the 

reader’s participation in caring for the Christ Child. Not only does the female reader caress the 

infant, enfolding him in her arms and devoutly kissing him, her authorization to touch the Christ 

Child is granted through an implied verbal exchange with the Virgin. The reader is instructed to 

take the Virgin as a model for care giving, and only after closely observing the mother’s duties is 

the reader allowed to imitate the Virgin and serve the Child through tactile means.54 

Ultimately, Caulibus reminds his reader to look upon her role in the Nativity as a privilege rather 

than a certainty. Gaining access to the Christ Child is predicated on the devotee’s earnest 

demonstration of humility and reverence. In approaching the holy family with fear, the devotee 

must adhere to a solemn code of authorized expressions of adoration. This model of bodily 

comportment is provided through the actions and gestures of the biblical personages, for as 

Jeffrey Hamburger argues, “the repetitive, diagrammatic quality of the scene renders it an ideal 

matrix for the mapping out of essential and exemplary relationships not only among the three 

protagonists, but also between the sacred figures and the viewer, for whom they stand as models 

of pious response.”55 The participatory actions articulated in John of Caulibus’ account of the 

Nativity are highly expressive and can be visualized much like prayer gestures attested in both 

the text and illuminations of medieval manuscripts.56 Scholarship has tended to treat these 

gestures as isolated instances; however, the juxtaposition of reverential gestures in the 

Deposition and Pietà groups suggests that the devotee should instead develop a wide vocabulary 

                                                
53 John of Caulibus, Meditations on the Life of Christ, 28.  
54 For counterpoints to nuns’ modeling of personal piety in visual culture, see Hamburger,Nuns as Artists, 56-58; 
Jacqueline Jung, “Crystalline Wombs and Pregnant Hearts: The Exuberant Bodies of the Katharinenthal Visitation 
Group” in History in the Comic Mode: Medieval Communities and the Matter of Person, ed. Rachel Fulton and 
Bruce W. Holsinger (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007), 223-237. 
55 Jeffrey Hamburger, “Brother, Bride and alter Christus: The Virginal Body of John the Evangelist in Medieval 
Art, Theology, and Literature” in Text und Kultur: Mittelalterliche Literatur 1150-1450, ed. Ursula Peters. 
(Stuttgart: Metzler, 2001), 304.  
56 For example see Richard Trexler, The Christian at Prayer. The very gestures articulated in Peter the Chanter’s 
text are in fact described in Caulibus’ post-Crucifixion narrative, in which the holy personages frequently genuflect 
before the cross, the tomb, and other isolated subjects of meditation. 
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of associations. These in turn ought to be imaginatively performed in the meditations in 

accordance with the devotee’s emotions rather than in a prescribed, sequential order. 

The reader’s imagined presence and physical participation in the Nativity is given a clear 

theological justification in Caulibus’ Nativity: Christ suffered the company of mankind for their 

salvation, thus the devotee’s tactile interactions with the human body of the divine are not 

presumptive but a bodily gesture of love. It is indeed significant that touch is explicitly justified 

at the beginning of Caulibus’ text. By providing a rationale for physically expressing love for the 

divine as well as a set of thematic approaches to tactile veneration, Caulibus establishes a 

devotional framework through which the entirety of his text is experienced. The obvious 

differences between the Nativity and the Passion must be acknowledged as a complication for 

the issue of Christocentric touch. However, if the mystery of Christ’s sacrifice can only be 

understood through both Christ’s birth and death, the justification for touching the crucified body 

of Christ is extended and even considered with greater urgency. 

Perhaps the most vivid examples of the power of contemplating Christ are devotional 

meditations centered around the metaphor of the speculum, or mirror, which in the late Middle 

Ages became a popular means of both comprehending the Passion and conceptualizing the path 

to a more perfect Christian life.57 In Marguerite de Navarre’s Miroir de Jhesus Christ crucifié, 

the focus shifts comparatively among contemplation of the Ecce Homo figure of Christ, the 

mortality of the narrator’s own body, and mankind’s internal disfigurement through moral 

corruption.58 Michael Camille explicates this textual notion of reciprocity across devotional 

mediums through the relationship between the viewer and the viewed, saying, “When any 

character in a painting looks directly at us, conscious not only of being observed but also 

observing us, this crucially breaks the illusion of reality that has been constructed. Instead of 

being a historical narrative happening in the past, the internal gaze incorporates the viewer 

within the scene.”59 In the Descent from the Cross by the Bartholomew Master, the mirrored 

relationship between the figures and the viewer-devotee is made possible through the 

                                                
57 McGinn, “The Flowering of Mysticism,” 68-69. McGinn attributes the introduction of the metaphor of 
the speculum in the Franciscan mystical tradition to Clare of Assisi (1193-1253). 
58 Marguerite de Navarre, Miroir de Jhesus Christ crucifié. 
59 Camille, “Mimetic Identification and Passion Devotion in the Later Middle Ages,” 190. 
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Magdalene’s direct gaze. In calling the viewer to share in her internal suffering and duties to the 

body of Christ, the Magdalene becomes a model for the viewer’s meditations and the gateway to 

his or her imagined participation in the various manifestations of Christocentric touch. 

By the late Middle Ages, popular understanding and theory likened the specificity of vision to 

the literal touching of viewer and viewed.60 Yet existing scholarship often focuses exclusively on 

ocular questions in devotional art without identifying how the senses are mobilized collectively 

to solicit compassio. In the Tarascon and Avignon Pietàs and the Deposition scenes by Rogier 

Van der Weyden and the Bartholomew Master, one begins to understand the reciprocal 

relationship between the senses, namely that touching is thematized through the act of 

visualizing and witnessing the Passion narrative. This interplay of the senses suggests that 

somatic encounters function as a means of accessing the divine, perhaps with greater efficacy 

than purely intellectual or cognitive exercises.61 Bonaventure likewise reinforces this notion by 

identifying the regaining of spiritual senses as the stimulus for spiritual union, saying, “No one 

grasps this except him who receives, since it is more a matter of affective experience than 

rational consideration.”62 By imitating the performance of services around Christ and 

imaginatively participating in tactile acts of lamentation, the devotee is able to experience the 

divine with greater immediacy and specificity. 

Concluding Remarks 

In considering the possibility of individual experience of the divine through devotional texts, 

McGinn points out that, “whatever ‘knowledge’ it is that may exist on the superintellectual level, 

it is so purely personal that it can never be conveyed to anyone else.”63 This private, even 

exclusive bond between the devotee and the divine operates within the thematic structure of the 

devotional prompt, be it textual or visual. John of Caulibus paces his Meditaciones in a flexible 

rhythm, pausing his narrative to allow the reader’s mental departure from the text into her own 

meditations. It is precisely the level of personal reflection permitted within the Meditaciones that 

effectively allows the reader to imaginatively lay hands on that physical object bearing the 

                                                
60 C.M. Woolgar, The Senses in Late Medieval England (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 148. 
61 Camille, “Mimetic Identification and Passion Devotion in the Later Middle Ages,” 197.  
62 Bonaventure, “The Soul’s Journey Into God,” 89.  
63 McGinn, The Flowering of Mysticism, 83.  
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weight of his or her desires. By inspiring conceptions of the weight and feel of Christ’s crucified 

body, mobilizing the desires of the devotee for tactile access to that body, and providing models 

of service through which that desire might be realized, visual culture specifically establishes a 

framework through which the desire for Christocentric touch is solicited and offered as a 

devotional possibility. Nevertheless, it is the viewer’s spiritual meditations that animate the 

painted figures. At the core of what unites the figures of the scene, the immobile body of Christ 

is the locus for narrative elaborations and spiritual longings. 

In the Deposition and Pietà panels discussed here, the consummation of the desire to touch is 

precluded by the very nature of the relationship between viewer and representation. Through his 

discussion of the Carmina Burana manuscript, Camille considers the parallel narrative of the 

poet longing for his beloved as a tragedy: “For the lover the image seems to be on the one hand 

just an empty illusion, an always-elusive object of desire, but on the other this very emptiness 

serves as an indispensable prop in the construction of that desire. Without the image love could 

not exist.”64 While Camille’s argument is certainly true in relation to secular experiences of love 

and longing, the space between the viewer-devotee and the devotional object is not the locus of 

frustration, but rather promise. Like the hands of Christ and the Virgin in Van der 

Weyden’s Deposition, in late medieval devotional art it is the space separating the viewer from 

the painting that solicits and perpetuates desire. In the examples discussed in this article, touch is 

mediated in terms of the viewer’s visual access to the pictorial realm of touching. Even prayer 

and ritual are in themselves forms of mediation, allowing the devotee to approach the divine 

while maintaining a distinction between the divine and the human self.65 Likewise, it is the space 

separating the viewer from the devotional image in which devotion truly occurs. 
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64 Camille, The Medieval Art of Love, 25. 
65 Bernard McGinn, ed. The Essential Writings of Christian Mysticism. (New York: The Modern Library, 2006), xvi. 
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Compromise and Integration: A Study of the 1243 Dispute Between 
the Bishop of Valencia and the Knights Hospitaller  

 
By Ryan Storr 

Abstract 

This article analyzes the legal proceedings of the 1243 dispute between the Hospitallers and the 

bishop of Valencia, Arnau de Peralta. The Knights prompted the 1243 dispute by refusing to pay 

any ecclesiastical taxes to the bishop from the five Hospitaller-controlled parish churches; but 

the issues debated in the arbitration, such as the tithe, burial fees, visitation responsibilities and 

appointment of rectors, reflect a larger conflict within the Catholic Church—the integration of 

regular and secular clergy within the diocesan structure. A close analysis of this case provides 

information on the Hospitaller’s activities in the region and their responsibilities to the 

laity.  Above all, it reveals the compromises that both parties in the dispute needed to make, in 

order to assimilate Hospitaller-owned parishes within the diocesan structure. The compromise 

established a precedent for later arbitrations between the diocese and the other military orders, 

such as the Knights of Santiago and Calatrava, in the Kingdom of Valencia. 

 

The Knights Hospitaller were no stranger to legal conflict in Valencia; they clashed with rival 

military orders, the Cistercians, and the bishops of Valencia and Tortosa.1 In 1243, Arnau, the 

bishop of Valencia, instituted legal proceedings against the Hospitallers. Hospitaller-owned 

churches in Valencia had precipitated the conflict by refusing to pay any ecclesiastical taxes to 

the bishop for four years. The 1243 arbitration charter introduced the issues of the dispute, 

stating: 

In the name of Christ, let all know well that since a controversy should have been 
conducted for a long time between the venerable Arnau, bishop and chapter of 

                                                
1 This article is based on the second chapter of my MA thesis, Hospitaller Legal Disputes in Thirteenth Century 
Valencia, Western Michigan University, 2011; the two arbitration charters from 1243, which I transcribed and 
edited, appear in full in the thesis appendix. These documents were examined, photocopied, and translated on a 
research trip to the Valencia cathedral archives (Archivo Catedral de Valencia) in December of 2009. 
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Valencia, from one party, and Hugh de Folcalquier Castellan of Amposta and the 
Hospitaller brothers in Valencia and for the others of the diocese having been 
established, from the other party, under the venerable examination of the 
archbishop of Tarragona for the peace and grace of God, regarding the churches 
of Cullera, Silla, Torrente, Montroy and Amacasta, and those of the Valencian 
diocese and the tithe rights and the first fruits and all other things, which they 
were able to watch over for the bishop and chapter of the church within diocesan 
law for maintaining jurisdiction or privileges.2 

The immediate issues of the 1243 conflict centered on the ownership of lands, the appointment 

of proper rectors, the collection of ecclesiastical revenues, such as the tithe, first fruits and burial 

fees, and the Order’s responsibility for the spiritual welfare of Christians. However, these were 

indicative of larger concerns, the foremost being the centralization of the diocese around the 

bishop in the frontier areas of Iberia.3 Bishop Arnau, who had been elected the second bishop of 

Valencia in the summer of 1243, worked assiduously to construct the diocese and to defend 

diocesan rights. The Order’s ownership of these village parishes represented competition over 

financial resources and threatened the bishop’s authority over these parishes. In addition, Bishop 

Arnau expressed concern for the proper management of ecclesiastical activities at Hospitaller 

parishes. Therefore, he reserved the right to appoint rectors and to visit churches. The second and 

larger issue was the integration of exempt religious-military orders within the diocesan structure. 
                                                
2 Archivo Catedral de Valencia [ACV] Pergamino no. 4104: “Nouerint universi quod cum questio verteretur inter 
dominum Arnaldum Valentinum episcopum et capitulum eiusdem ecclesie ex parte una et Hugonem de Follalquerio 
castellanum Emposte et fratres domus hospitalis Jherusalemitani in Valencia et eiusdem diocesi constitutos, ex 
altera, super ecclesiis de Cullera, de Cilla, de Torrent, de Montroy, et de Amacasta et earum juribus, que ad 
episcopum et capitulum lege diocesiana vel jurisdictionis vel privilegiorum obtentu spectare poterant et fructibus 
earundem pro bono pacis et concordie super praedictis ecclesiis et earum juribus: necnon super omnibus aliis 
ecclesiis et juribus, possessionibus, defunctionibus usque modo habitis et possessis vel in futurum habendis et 
possidendis.” These documents and their copies remain unedited and are stored in the ACV, although they appear in 
Robert I. Burns,The Crusader Kingdom of Valencia: Reconstruction on A Thirteenth-Century Frontier, 2 
vols.(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1967), p. 185. I will refer to these documents by date instead of number 
for the rest of this work. 
3 Exempt privileges, such as the right to retain tithe revenues or freedom from episcopal visitations, were granted to 
the Hospitallers by the papacy through a series of bulls that began in the twelfth century. Despite attempts to define 
exempt status through papal councils, these privileges were negotiated locally in each diocese between the bishop 
and the order’s local representatives. The rights of exempt orders in the Middle Ages varied considerably with no 
definite standard. The 1243 dispute represents the first attempt of the bishop of Valencia to systematize the 
Hospitallers right of exemption in Valencia and King Jaume, although frequently involved in ecclesiastical affairs in 
the kingdom, did not attempt to define the Hospitaller’s exempt privileges. Jonathan Riley-Smith, The Knights of St. 
John in Jerusalem and Cyprus c. 1050-1310 (London: Macmillan & Co, 1967), pp. 38-39. Luis García-Guijarro 
Ramos,Papado, Cruzadas y Órdenes Militares, Siglos XI-XIII (Madrid: Ediciones Catedra, 1995), particularly 
chapter seven, “La Orden de San Juan de Jerusalén: Peculiaridades Transitorias e Identidades Profundas Con Otras 
Experiencias Monásticas Coetáneas.” The integration of the Order of Santiago within Spanish dioceses is closely 
documented in Derek Lomax’s La Orden de Santiago (1170-1275) (Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones 
Científicas Escuela de Estudios Medievales, 1965). 
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Many religious organizations justified their refusal to pay the tithe due to prior exemptions 

granted to them by the generous Aragonese monarchs, who sought to encourage the settlement of 

frontier regions by religious orders. Thus, the 1243 dispute highlights the Hospitaller transition 

from an active fighting force in Valencia to an occupation organization that focused on the 

acquisition of revenue and spiritual care.4 It was one of the first ecclesiastical compromises 

between the Bishop of Valencia and religious-military orders; thus it set a precedent for other 

military orders, especially the Knights of Santiago and Calatrava, in the diocese.5 

During the thirteenth-century Iberian crusades (cumulatively known as the reconquista), military 

Orders such as the Knights Hospitaller supported the king’s campaigns with men, material, and 

money. With their participation, the Muslim states fell one by one to Christian armies: Cordoba 

in 1236, Seville in 1248, and Valencia in 1238. The conquest of the Muslim kingdom of 

Valencia, which began approximately in 1232 and continued throughout the 1250s, proved a 

massive undertaking by King Jaume I of Aragon-Catalonia (1213-1276). The subjugation of 

Valencia nearly doubled the Christian kingdom of Aragon and, along with the previous conquest 

of Majorca, accelerated Catalan power in the Mediterranean.6 However, the post-conquest 

situation in Valencia was managed chaos. Secular and ecclesiastical authorities attempted to 

consolidate Christian control of the region and to establish an ecclesiastical structure, which had 

not existed in the region since the Muslim invasion of 711. As a result, the Hospitallers received 

numerous estates from King Jaume in compensation for military support. The Order utilized 

these lands to colonize Valencia through Christian resettlement, and thereby provided a unique 

                                                
4 Historians have debated the Order’s military role in the kingdom, because the majority of the extant documentation 
was administrative and legal in nature, and Jaume’s chronicle only mentions Folcalquier and his brothers in passing. 
Thus the Order’s role in the reconquest and its martial character remain unclear, but evidence suggests that as 
Valencia transitioned from a combat zone to a subjugated kingdom, the Order concentrated on the improvement of 
its Valencian assets. The Order’s reluctance to commit resources to the Al-Azraq campaign may demonstrate this 
shift in priorities. 
5 Bishop Arnau engaged in two separate arbitrations with the Knights of Calatrava, ACVPergamino no. 1317 
(January 27, 1246, and the Knights of Santiago ACV Pergamino no. 463 (February, 1, 1246). The arbitrations 
duplicated the compromises of the 1243 dispute with the Hospitallers. Burns, Crusader Kingdom, vol. 1, pp. 11, 17, 
and 54. No kingdom-wide arbitration exists for the Templars in Valencia, but tithe compromises over individual 
properties appear in other documents, such as ACV, Pergamino no. 2437 (January 19, 1262), which required the 
Templars to pay two thirds of the tithe on a farm. 
6 The Valencian reconquest is best documented by Jaume’s autobiography: Jaume I of Aragon, The Book of Deeds 
of Jaume I of Aragon: a translation of the Medieval Catalan Llibre dels Fets, trans. Damian Smith and Helena 
Buffery (Hampshire, England: Ashgate, 2003). See also Pedro López Elum, La Conquista y Repoblación 
Valenciana durante el Reinado de Jaime I(Valencia: Ajuntament de Xativa; Ajuntament de Biar, 1995). 
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solution to the kingdom’s instability. While the extent of their military presence is often debated, 

it is clear from twelfth- and thirteenth-century sources that they protected frontier regions with 

soldiers and defensive structures.7 Following the conquest, the Hospitallers became active 

participants within the regular diocesan structure – a role that has received scant scholarly 

attention.8 

Traditional historiography emphasizes the military and colonizing role of the Knights, rather 

than their religious identity. Overall, research on the Hospitallers in thirteenth-century Valencia 

remains somewhat sparse,9 while scholarship on the Valencian church generally omits the 

Hospitaller’s ecclesiastical activities. However, the Order owned churches, appointed rectors, 

buried the faithful, and provided spiritual comfort to believers.10 There has been limited 

                                                
7 Burns, Crusader Kingdom, pp. 185. The Hospitallers settled in the Crown of Aragon in the beginning of the 
twelfth century and within a century had attained considerable prestige in the kingdom. The order reached its apex 
of power and influence during the Valencian crusade when it, along with other military orders, served as the nucleus 
of King Jaume’s army. King Jaume’s account of the invasion in his autobiography, the Book of Deeds, described the 
multifarious roles of military orders as combatants, moneylenders, landowners, advisors, and monastics. As the 
frontier became more secure in the second half of the thirteenth century, the Hospitallers lost their military 
importance and maintained a minimal military presence. Burns, one of the first to study the Hospitallers’ role in 
thirteenth-century Valencia, briefly discussed the arbitration documents in his succinct subsection on the order. Most 
research focuses on the activities of the Hospitallers in the Holy Land and little work exists for the Hospitallers in 
Spain, particularly Valencia. Historians such as Anthony Luttrell, Pierre Bonneaud and Maria Bonet Donato have 
conducted considerable research on the order within the Crown of Aragón in the fourteenth and fifteen centuries, but 
for the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, scholarship is limited. Fernando Llorca’s Una fundación del siglo xiii, San 
Juan del Hospital de Valencia remains out of print. María Luisa Ledesma Rubio’s Templarios y Hospitalarios en el 
reino de Aragón (Zaragoza: Guara, 1968) provides a general history for both orders. The work of Luttrell and Bonet 
Donato is cited below; for Bonneaud, see Le Prieure de Catalogne, le Couvent de Rhodes et la Couronne D’Aragon 
1415-1447 (Le Vigan: Etudes et Communication, 2004). 
8 Burns, Crusader Kingdom, 2, pp.324. Valencia prior to Jaume’ conquest, unlike urban centers in Andalusia or 
Castile that retained a significant Christian population, was devoid of a bishop, churches or diocesan structure. It is 
unlikely, although the lack of documentary evidence prevents a definite conclusion, that a Christian community 
survived in the kingdom. The Hospitaller owned-parishes, therefore, represented the first ecclesiastical presence in 
these villages since the Muslim conquest in 711. 
9 The main works on the Hospitallers remain Enric Guinot Rodríguez, “La Orden de San Juan del Hospital en la 
Valencia Medieval,” Aragón en la Edad Media, 14-15 (1999), pp. 721-742; Maria Bonet Donato, La Orden del 
Hospital en la Corona de Aragón: Poder y gobierno en la Castellania de Amposta (s. XII-XV);  and Carlos Ayala 
Martínez, Las Órdenes Militares hispánicas en la Edad media (siglos XII-XV) (Madrid: Marcial Pons, 2003). 
Chapter ten of Burns’Crusader Kingdom, entitled “The Military Orders as Frontier Institutions,” remains the only 
work in English on the order in Valencia. Burns cited the 1243 arbitration charters in that chapter, which provided 
the impetus for this project. 
10 Scholars such as Roque Chabás y Lloréns and José Sanchís y Sivera have made substantial contributions to 
Valencian ecclesiastical history, but it is the prolific research of Robert Burns that shaped scholarship on the 
Valencian church and the post-conquest kingdom. His Crusader Kingdom comprehensively examined the church in 
Valencia as an economic, societal and colonizing organization on the frontier of the reconquest. Chabás y Lloréns is 
cited below; for Sanchís y Sivera, see La Iglesia Parroquial de Santo Tomás de Valencia. Monografía histórico-
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scholarship regarding the legal proceedings of ecclesiastical organizations in Valencia, but 

scholars working on this region have noted the importance and quantity of these conflicts.11 For 

example, Thomas Barton compares the consolidation of the Tortosa and Lleida dioceses through 

tithe conflicts in order to modify the previous historiographical paradigm of the frontier 

diocese.12 The 1243 dispute, therefore, encompasses several overlapping but distinct 

historiographical traditions within the context of post-conquest Valencia: the thirteenth-century 

Valencian church, the Knights Hospitaller, and medieval arbitration. 

The Dispute 

Hospitaller ownership of parish churches was a common practice throughout Europe and a well-

established source of revenue; moreover, in Valencia these churches formed part of Hospitaller-

organized efforts to repopulate the kingdom with Christians. In 1154, Pope Anastasius IV had 

permitted the Order to operate parish churches within the diocesan structure for the care of 

laypersons, and parish taxes proved a profitable revenue source for the Order.13 Limited 

documentation exists for the Valencian parish structure, including the Hospitaller-owned 

churches, until the inventory of King Pere of Aragon, 1276-1285; therefore, the 1243 arbitration 

                                                                                                                                                       
descriptive (Valencia: F. Vives Mora, 1913), and La Catedral de Valencia: guía histórica y artistic (Valencia: F. 
Vives Mora, 1909). 
11 Mark Meyerson’s multiple monographs on interfaith relations and the work of Deborah Blumenthal have explored 
the immense documentation for the fourteenth- and fifteenth- century secular courts. The ecclesiastical archives in 
Valencia contain numerous arbitration charters and scholars have employed this documentation within larger 
themes: Robert Burns’Crusader Kingdom, Brian Catlos’ The Victors and the Vanquished: Christians and Muslims 
of Catalonia and Aragon, 1050-1300 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), and Enric Guinot 
Rodriguez, Feudalismo en Expansión en el Norte Valenciano: antecedentes y desarrollo del señorío de la Orden de 
Montesa. Siglos XIII y XIV (Castellón: Diputación de Castellón, 1986). Catlos and Enric analyzed ecclesiastical 
lordship as a facet of the resettlement of Valencia and focused on land exploitation. 
12 Thomas W. Barton, “Constructing a diocese in a post-conquest landscape: a comparative approach to the lay 
possession of tithes,” Journal of Medieval History 35 (2009): 1-33. Burns described Valencia as a frontier diocese, 
which operated under a unique set the difficulties, such as tithe usurpation, resulting from the reconquest. Peter 
Linehan, “Segovia: a ‘frontier diocese’ in the thirteenth century,” English Historical Review, 96 (1981): 481-508. 
Linehan challenged the frontier model and concluded that interior dioceses confronted the similar issues as those on 
the frontier. He revisited the issue in a case study that compared the organization of the dioceses of Lleida and 
Tortosa. He found the distinction between frontier and interior derived not from a unique set of problems, but that 
frontier dioceses required additional time to resolve these issues. 
13 J. Delaville Le Roulx, Cartulaire général des Hospitaliers de S. Jean de Jérusalem (1100-1310) 4 vols. (Paris: E. 
Leroux, 1894-1906), 1:226, pp. 174-175. Michael Gervers, “The Commandery as and Economic Unit in England,” 
in La Commanderie, instutions des ordres militaries dans l’Occident Médiéval edited by Anthony Luttrell and Léon 
Pressouyre (Paris: Comité des travaux historiques et scientifiques, 2002), pp. 245-261. He concluded that 
ecclesiastical taxes from parishes were the order’s main source of revenue for English commanderies. 
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charters represent some of the only sources for Hospitaller ecclesiastical activity and the parish 

structure in Valencia.14 

In 1243, Bishop Arnau of Valencia was the third bishop appointed to office after Jaume’s 1238 

conquest.15 The diocese of Valencia had been established only five years earlier (no bishop or 

formal church structure existed under Muslim rule) and faced serious external and internal 

difficulties. Before his term in Valencia, Arnau had served as an archdeacon in Lleida, which had 

been conquered by Aragonese-Catalan forces in 1149. Thus, he had experience with the 

difficulties of a recently established diocese. He served as Bishop of Valencia for five years until 

1248 when he transferred to the diocese of Zaragoza, where he remained bishop until his death in 

1271.16 Arnau came from a noble family in Ribagorza, which may explain his transfer to 

Zaragoza and involvement in local politics there; his 1248 inventory reflects that he traveled with 

a sizable retinue.17 Documentation regarding Arnau’s activities and person remains scarce since 

none of his writings survived, if they ever existed, and archival materials only pertain to official 

acts. The documents in Valencia’s ecclesiastical archives reflect Arnau’s priorities to establish 

the parish system, insure the proper care of souls, manage the church’s finances and mitigate the 

influence of religious-military orders in the kingdom of Valencia. The 1243 dispute, therefore, 

serves as a case study for the Arnau’s efforts to construct the diocese of Valencia. 

The Bishop and the Hospitallers resolved their disagreement over the Order’s role in the diocese 

through an arbitration, which was conducted on October 28 and 29, 1243. Hugh de Forcalquier, 

                                                
14 Reconstructing Valencian parishes in the first half of the thirteenth-century is challenging due to the lack of 
evidence. King Pere II’s inventory listed parishes in Cullera, Silla and Torrente, but did not differentiate between the 
parishes of the secular clergy or the religious orders. Cullera was a more prominent town than the other holdings, so 
it probably had at least one other parish aside from the Hospitallers. 
15 The first bishop of Valencia, Bishop Ferrer de Pallarés, was appointed in 1240 and murdered by bandits in the 
spring of 1243. Burns, Crusader Kingdom, 1, pp. 22, and 24. See also chapter three of D. Roque Chabás y 
Lloréns, Episcopologio Valentino 2 vols. (Valencia: Imprenta De. F. Vives Mora, 1909), entitled “Segundo Obispo: 
D. Arnaldo de Peralta.” Arnau de Peralta served as an archdeacon in the diocese of Lleida before he was appointed 
as bishop of Valencia in June 1243. Burns, Crusader Kingdom, vol. 1, p.18. The bishop of Valencia was also the 
most important ecclesiastical figure in the corts or parliament of the kingdom of Valencia, along with the bishops of 
Segorbe and Tortosa, the masters of the Temple and Hospital, and the abbots of Benifasá and Valldigna. 
16 It was in Zaragoza in 1250 that he presided over one of the few ritual murder trials in Spain, which purported that 
the Jewish populace of Zaragoza murdered the altar boy Dominguito de Val. Bishop Arnau, according to later 
chronicles, organized a procession for his death and confirmed the martyr cult of Dominguito de Val. Wifredo 
Rincón García, Santo Dominguito de Val, Mártir Aragonés: Ensayo Sobre su Historia, Tradición, Culto e 
Iconografía(Zaragoza: Delegación del Gobierno en Aragón, 2003). 
17 Burns, Crusader Kingdom, vol. 1, pp. 22 and 24. 
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Master of the Hospitallers in Aragon-Catalonia argued the Order’s case, and Bishop Arnau de 

Peralta represented the Valencian chapter.18 The Archivo de la Catedral del Valencia [hereafter 

ACV] contains the two charters that record the details of the compromise: Pergaminos no. 1315 

(Oct. 28, 1243), and no. 4104 (Oct. 29, 1243).19 These two settlement charters are the focus of 

this article. Pergamino no. 1315, composed by the public notary Guillem de Jacca, introduced 

the dispute and set up the framework for the arbitration: the parties, penalties, appeal process, 

and issues to be disputed.20 The scribe Dominic de Binenafar wrote pergamino no. 4104 on the 

following day, which resolved the conflict’s three major points: ecclesiastical taxes (both for 

Christians and Muslims), defunctions or burial fees, and the Order’s spiritual responsibility to the 

laity.21 

The arbitration required each party to concede certain points in order to incorporate the 

Hospitallers in the diocese, and while certain outcomes favored one party or another, neither the 

bishop nor the Hospitallers could claim a complete legal victory.22 Bishop Arnau asserted his 

authority over the Order’s ecclesiastical activities; confirmed his visitation rights in order to 
                                                
18 These representatives possessed political, administrative and religious clout in the newly conquered kingdom. 
ACV Pergamino no. 1315: “Hugonem de Follalquerio castellanum Emposte et fratres domus hospitalis 
Jherusalemitani in Valencia.” Jaume, The Book of Deeds, pp. 114, and 137: “now, we had made Hugh de 
Forcalquier master in our land, which we had asked of the grandmaster of Ultramar (Hospitaller Grand Priory in the 
Levant), and he was a man whom we loved very much, and he us.” Forcalquier was elected Master of the Aragonese 
Priory in 1224 and retained this office until his death in 1245. He received high praise throughout theBook of Deeds, 
and served the king as a friend, advisor, and diplomatic representative. 
19 See note 2. Pergamino no. 2313 is a copy of the original document, no. 1315, and appears in the Cathedral 
cartulary. The original is a typical charter in its dimensions, format and signatures; the cartulary copy, however, is in 
a paginated format with copied signatures not originals. The content of the text for both of these documents is 
exactly the same. D. Roque Chabás y Lloréns, Episcopologio Valentino, pp. 58. 
20 ACV Pergamino no. 1315: “signum Guillelmi de Jacca publici notarii Valentie.” Based on his will and extant 
documents, he was a well-established and succesful notary. 
21 Christian laypersons throughout Europe paid a series of ecclesiastical taxes to their local parish: the tithe was a 
ten-percent tax on all income to support the diocesan structure; the first fruits tax, which varied from ten percent to 
one-seventieth of all revenues, was exclusively for the maintenance of parish churches; and defunctions allowed the 
laity to obtain a proper burial at their local church. Giles Constable, Monastic Tithes from their origins to the Twelfth 
Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1964), p. 12. 
22 Warren C. Brown and Piotr Górecki, “What Conflict Means: The Making of Medieval Conflict Studies in the 
United States, 1970-2000,” in Conflict in Medieval Europe, edited by Brown and Górecki (Aldershot, England: 
Ashgate, 2003), pp. 1-36. Brown and Górecki demonstrated that medieval legal disputes represented negotiated 
agreements between both parties, rather than unilateral judgments. Work done on medieval Catalonia supports this 
view: Adam Kosto’s study of the convenientia agreements in Catalonia and Paul Freedman’s research on the diocese 
of Vic demonstrate a restructuring of the social order through negotiations between rival parties. Adam J. 
Kosto, Making Agreements in Medieval Catalonia: Power, Order, and the Written Word, 1000- 1200 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2001); Paul H. Freeman, Diocese of Vic: tradition and regeneration in Medieval 
Catalonia (New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1983). 
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insure the proper conduct of the Hospitaller-owned parishes; and retained significant portions of 

diocesan taxes. The consolidation of episcopal authority was an important issue within the 1243 

dispute, because religious-military orders flooding into Valencia post-conquest challenged the 

traditional rights of the bishop to collect incomes and to supervise the parishes. Thus the 

incorporation and regulation of the Order’s parishes within the diocesan structure was a strategy 

by the bishop to strengthen his authority and to limit the power of the Hospitallers as an exempt 

organization.23 The Hospitallers, meanwhile, sought to utilize parish churches as an investment. 

In order to do so, it was to their advantage to integrate the churches within the diocesan structure. 

While the Knights were financially responsible for the upkeep of the churches and the salary of 

the rector, they exercised the right to collect ecclesiastical taxes, such as the tithe, first-fruits, or 

burial fees, from local inhabitants. The 1243 compromise served the interests of both parties and 

codified the hierarchical relationship among ecclesiastical organizations. 

Given the early date of the 1243 conflict, and the isolation of the villages, it is reasonable to 

assume that the disputed churches were the only ones in Amacasta, Cullera, Montroy, Silla and 

Torrente. The secular clergy probably lacked the resources to establish parishes in rural locations 

two years after the fall of Valencia City, while King Jaume and the Hospitaller Master Hugh de 

Folcalquier were still campaigning in the south. The Hospitallers established commanderies in 

Torrente, Silla, and Cullera, but little information exists regarding the level of ownership for 

Montroy and Amacasta. This network of Hospitaller parishes remained a feature of the 

Valencian landscape until Hospitaller holdings were transferred to the Order of Montesa in 

1318.24 

                                                
23 See note 3 for a discussion of exemptions. Arnau initiated the arbitration with the Hospitallers, in order to 
consolidate his authority and to construct a diocese, but it would be overly simplistic to attribute his actions to a 
desire for greater power. Bishops were responsible for every aspect of diocesan affairs: the appointment of rectors, 
cure of souls, ecclesiastical finances, consolidation of military-religious orders, the maintenance of churches and the 
care of the poor. Numerous citations from canon law describe the responsibilities of bishops: Aemilius Friedberg, 
and Emil Friedberg, eds. Corpus Juris Canonici (Graz: Akademische Druck- U. Verlagsanstalt, 1959). 
24 The commandery was a unit of organization within the Hospitaller Order, by which an individual brother or a 
small group managed whatever estates the Order controlled in the region. Jonathan Riley-Smith, “The Origins of the 
Commandery in the Temple and the Hospital,” in La Commanderie, pp. 11.Cullera appears in a dispute with Jaume I 
over Cullera castle in 1240. A compromise was reached between the parties with a shared holding of the castle. 
ACV Pergamino no. 1307; López, La Conquista y Repoblación, pp. 67-68. One settlement charter survived for the 
Hospitaller commandery of Silla: Manuel Betí, “Carta-puebla de Cilla, otorgada por Fr. Hugo de Follalquer, 
Castellan de Amposta en 31 octubre de 1243,” in Boletín de la Sociedad Castellonense de Cultura Vol. 2 No. IV 
(Castellon de la Plana: Castellonense de Cultura, 1921), pp. 23-28. Burns concluded that Torrente was a major 
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Arbitrations such as this were a frequent method of conflict resolution throughout twelfth- and 

thirteenth-century Europe, as the secular clergy fought to curb the privileges and exempt status 

of new religious-military orders; the most notable of these disputes involved the mendicant 

orders in the late thirteenth-century.25 Similar to the rise of the military orders in the early 

twelfth-century, the great mendicant orders, the Franciscans and Dominicans, received extensive 

ecclesiastical privileges from the papacy and were granted special exemptions. The bull Cum a 

nobis petitur (1250) granted the friars burial rights, and despite papal restrictions, such as Etsi 

animarum, the mendicants competed with the clergy over burial rights, tithes and other 

ecclesiastical incomes. Mendicant privileges became a major issue at the 1274 Council of Lyons 

and persisted until Boniface VIII issued the infamous Super Cathedram in 1300.26 The bull 

settled the numerous thirteenth-century conflicts between the mendicant orders and the French 

clergy and provided a framework for the integration of the mendicants within dioceses across 

France. 

Ramon de Siscar, Bishop of Lleida, served as the arbitrator for the 1243 dispute; he heard the 

arguments of each party; and negotiated a compromise favoring the diocesan bishop and chapter: 

The said bishop (and chapter) has submitted to arbitration by Raymond Bishop of 
Lleida promising in turn to keep the arbitration, judgment and agreement, 
perpetually giving to the same bishop unimpeded power to proceed, judge, 
arbitrate, settle and assign concerning all previous issues, both with the present 
party and the absent one.27 

                                                                                                                                                       
commandery based on Llorca’s San Juan del Hospital. On the transfer of holdings to the Order of Montesa, see Alan 
Forey, The Fall of the Templars in the Crown of Aragon (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing, 2001). 
25 The various conflicts with the Hospitallers, Knights of Santiago, and Knights of Calatrava in the thirteenth century 
demonstrate the wish of the Valencian bishop to limit the exempt status of the orders and integrate them within the 
episcopal fabric. These disputes are briefly examined in Burns’ Crusader Kingdom of Valencia, but further research 
is possible due to the extant archival materials. The bishop and church of Valencia pursued this the strategy of 
consolidation and integration through compromise with mendicant orders in the kingdom. Jill R. Webster, Per Déu o 
per diners: els mendicants i el clergat al País Valencià (Catarroja: Afers, 1998). 
26 John Moorman, A History of the Franciscan Order: from its Origins to the Year 1517(Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1968), pp. 94, 122, 177, 202, 339, and 340; C. H. Lawrence, The Friars: The Impact of the Early Mendicant 
Movement on Western Society(London: Longman Group, 1994), pp. 160-163; and D. L. Douie, The Conflict 
Between the Seculars and the Mendicants at the University of Paris in the Thirteenth-Century (London: Blackfriars, 
1954). For Super Cathedram see August Potthast’s Regesta Pontificum Romanorum, pp. 1992, no. 24913. 
27 ACV Pergamino no. 1315: “compromiserunt in dominum Raimundum episcopum Ylerdensem promittentes ad 
invicem se dicti episcopi arbitrium, laudum, vel compositionem perpetuo seruaturos; dantes eidem episcopo 
potestatem liberam procedendi, laudandi, arbitrandi, componendi et diffiniendi super iamdictis omnibus, utraque 
parte praesente vel altera.” 
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The document also contained a provision for an appeal, if either party disagreed with the results 

of the arbitration, although it never occurred. It was stipulated that the archbishop of Tarragona, 

Pedro de Albalat (1238-1251), could reexamine the case and provide a final judgment: 

Thus moreover, if anything should be uncertain or vague, they should be allowed 
a settlement, which they should plead before the archbishop of Tarragona, since it 
was under the examination of the bishop of Lleida.28 

Tarragona was the highest ecclesiastical authority within the Crown of Aragon, and if the appeal 

to the archbishop failed, then both parties could petition the papacy.29 Cases in ecclesiastical 

courts could become entangled in a series of appeals, therefore, arbitrations proved a more 

efficient method of resolution, with minimal costs and rapid results.30 

Compilations of canon law, such as the Siete de Partidas, or Gratian’s Decretum, provided a 

theoretical framework for ecclesiastical issues, but the practical application at the diocesan level 

often differed from this. The 1215 Fourth Lateran Council transferred the tithe issue to local 

bishops, who negotiated individual compromises with religious orders over the amount to be 

rendered to the bishop.31 The 1243 dispute represents the first settlement between the Bishop of 

Valencia and a military order regarding ecclesiastical issues. 

                                                
28 ACV Pergamino no. 1315: “siquid dictum fuerit dubium vel obscurum ita tamen quod ea que super iamdictis 
ecclesiis et earum juribus coram domino Terraconense archiepiscopo fuerunt actit[at]a valeant sedem, quod de jure 
fuerit sub examine episcopi Ylerdensis.” Lawrence McCrank. “Restoration and Reconquest in Medieval Catalonia: 
The Church and Principality of Tarragona, 971-1177” (Ph. D. Diss., University of Virginia, 1974). Peter 
Linehan,The Spanish Church and the Papacy in the Thirteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1971), pp. 63. Pedro de Albalat was considered a highly influential reformer in his archdiocese. He visited the 
Valencian Cathedral a year prior to the arbitration to oversee its correct administration of the diocese. 
29 Hospitallers frequently appealed to the papacy over ecclesiastical issues: ACV Pergaminos nos. 5988 (August 16, 
1263), and 4647 (July 16, 1263). 
30 James Brundage, The Medieval Origins of the Legal Profession: Canonists, Civilians, and Courts (Chicago: 
Chicago University Press, 2008), pp. 139, 356, 443, 445, 448, and 459. Lawyers were a necessity in formal legal 
recourse in order to understand the complexities of canon law, but their retainer fees could often outweigh the 
benefits of winning the suit. The Church courts as a matter of policy encouraged to parties to compromise on their 
differences, through informal agreements. Paul Freedman, The Diocese of Vic: Tradition and Regeneration in 
Medieval Catalonia (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1983), pp. 115, 120, 124, and 136. 
31 For canons on the tithe see: Gratian, “Decretum Magistri Gratiani,” in Corpus Juris Canonici, ed. by Aemilius 
Friedberg, and Emil Friedberg (Graz: Akademische Druck- u. Verlagsanstalt, 1959), c. 42, XVI, q. 1, p. 774, c. 66, 
XVI, q. 1, pp. 784, c. 1, XVI, q. 7, pp. 800, and c. 8, XVI, q. 7, pp. 802. Also, Robert I. Burns, ed. Siete 
Partidas, vol. 1 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001), pp. 226- 230. The contemporary Castilian 
legal compilation Las Siete Partidas, compiled by King Alfonso X, “the Wise” (1221-1284), described the tithe as 
between one-fortieth and one-seventieth of all Christian income. No definite source on the tithe in the Kingdom of 
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Issues 

 

Tithe and First-Fruits 

The key issues in the 1243 arbitration were the Hospitaller’s possession of the tithe and first 

fruits taxes.32 After Jaume’s conquest, the Valencian diocese was in a state of chaos, disordered 

and lacking in funds; the number of dispute settlements in the Valencia archives reflects the 

struggles of bishops to establish and organize the diocese.33 Arnau confronted numerous 

difficulties during his episcopate, but the extant documentation, in my judgment, indicates that 

he gave priority to organizing the diocese’s finances. He focused particularly on the tithe, which 

was the lifeblood of the diocese. Tithe conflicts raged throughout the thirteenth and into the 

fourteenth century, as nobles and religious-military orders competed for position and privileges 

in the kingdom.34 The tithe was a contentious issue for religious orders and the Valencian 

diocese, because financial solvency frequently corresponded with institutional survival. The 

orders were desirous of ecclesiastical incomes in order to found houses and ensure their 

continuity. Thus Valencian bishops negotiated with these orders to retain the diocese’s portion of 

the tithe, although they never received the entire revenue. 

The compromise reached in the 1243 case required the Hospitallers to give up exclusive 

ownership of the tithe and to divide the revenue equally between the bishop and the order. 

However, the Knights were permitted to retain all revenues from the first fruits and lay 

donations: 

The Bishop and Chapter of Valencia in the churches of Silla, Torrente, Montroy, 
Amacasta and in all churches that the said brothers, when given by the present 
lord, should receive, rescue, and free from the hands of the Saracens with or 
without weapons, should hold the entire half of the tithe by their right, and the 

                                                                                                                                                       
Aragon exists for the thirteenth century, but canon law and the Siete de Partidas provide some indication of tithing 
norms. 
32 See footnote 18. 
33 Bishop Ferrer de Pallarés, the predecessor of Arnau, made the diocesan struggle for ecclesiastical revenue more 
acute, when he surrendered one-third of the tithe and first fruits in 1241 to King Jaume. Elías Olmos Canalda and 
Miguel Bordonau Mas, Inventario de los pergaminos del Archivo Catedral de Valencia (Valencia: Arzobispado, 
Diputación Provincial y Ayuntamiento de Valencia, 1961), and Burns, in “A Medieval Income Tax: the Tithe in the 
Thirteenth-Century Kingdom of Valencia.” Speculum, 41, no. 3 (July 1966), p. 441. 
34 Burns, Crusader Kingdom, vol. 1, pp. 149, and chapter nine, “Ending the Tithe War.” Jaume attempted to resolve 
the conflicts in 1254, 1258, 1260, and finally in 1268. ACV Pergamino no. 2360. 
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other half (of the tithe) should apply to the abovementioned brothers without the 
hindrance of the bishop and chapter with all first fruits, defunctions, oblations and 
other pertaining rights in whatever manner for the churches.35 

The tithe compromise of one-half has some precedent in other disputes, but no standard existed. 

The terms of the 1243 compromise certainly created a model for later arbitrations with other 

military-religious orders in Valencia. The settlement achieved the objectives of Bishop Arnau: it 

provided much needed revenue to the diocese, while curbing the exempt status of the Order, and 

permitted the Hospitallers to benefit financially from their interactions with the laity. The charter 

required the Hospitallers to maintain the parish churches under the authority of the bishop, thus 

confirming the Order’s place within the diocese. The Hospitallers also agreed to repay Bishop 

Arnau his one-half portion of the tithes for the previous four years when the Order had not paid 

taxes. Arnau was not recompensed for the first-fruits, since the Order retained the tax exclusively 

for itself: 

But from the church’s profits, possessions, tithes and first-fruits the Hospitallers 
received before, we recommend and arbitrate that the castellan and brothers 
should restore the incomes for four years to the bishop and chapter through the 
fixed portion that we indicate to the chapter and bishop according to the 
abovementioned tax on each possession.36 

No evidence exists to indicate whether the order repaid these revenues. The compromise fixed 

Hospitaller tithe payments to the bishop at one half of all revenues, except the defunctions, first-

fruits and oblations that they collected from their parish churches—an agreement that was not 

contested by the order. 

The 1243 arbitration also focused on the Hospitaller’s obligations to the bishop for services 

rendered by Muslims on the Knights’ lands, and it determined that taxes paid by these 

                                                
35 ACV Pergamino no. 4104: “episcopus et capitulum Valentinum in ecclesiis de Cilla, de Torrent, de Montroi et de 
Amacasta et in omnibus ecclesiis, quas dicti fratres hospitalis dante domino praesente accipient, eripient aut 
liberabunt de manibus sarracenorum cum armis vel sine armis, habeant dimidiam decimarum omnium iure suo et 
praedictis fratribus altera dimidia sine inquietationeepiscopi et capituli ap[p]licentur cum omnibus primitiis, 
defunctionibus, oblationibus et aliis iuribus quoquomodo pertinentibus ad ecclesias supradictas.” 
36 ACV Pergamino no. 4104: “De fructibus vero quos hospitalarii percipiunt de possessionibus, ecclesiis, decimis et 
primitiisantedictis ita laudamus et arbitramur quod castellanus et fratres memorati restituant episcopo et capitulo 
fructus quat[t]uorum annorum perceptos per rata portione quam iuxta taxationem praedictam in singulis 
possessionibus adindicavimusepiscopo et capitulo memoratis.” 
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inhabitants were subject to the one-half tithe payment to the bishop.37 The Knights were required 

to pay their portion of the tithe to the bishopon all revenues and crops gained from the Muslim 

labor: 

Indeed, we understand the collection and payment made of the whole tithe, that 
the brothers should tithe the returns or produce from everything they receive from 
the Saracens, except the questia, without injustice or wrongful exaction. The 
brothers are ordered that on behalf of the arbitration that they should not diminish 
returns by fraud of the church in whatever manner, from which the bishop and 
chapter should hold and receive their tithe portion, as it was said above.38 

Many Christian landowners employed Muslim labor as sharecroppers, or exarici, to work the 

land, in order to avoid tithe payments.39 The papacy expressed concern over the lack of Muslim 

tithe payments, which they considered defrauding the church and extending an advantage to 

Muslims and Jews over Christians. The 1243 compromise prevented this exemption. The tithe 

encompassed all forms of revenue, including taxes, similar to the modern income tax. The 

arbitration, however, allowed the Hospitallers to retain the questia, a secular tax obtained from 

the Muslim populace, without paying the bishop his one-half portion.40 The Order, therefore, 

paid no tithe tax on the tax they collected. The charter does not indicate why the questia tax was 

exempted from tithe payments or if the Muslim populace paid the tithe.41 No consistent picture 

                                                
37 Alan Forey, “The Military Orders and the Conversion of Muslims in the Twelfth and Thirteenth 
Centuries,” Journal of Medieval History, 22 (2002): 1-22. This is one of the few scholarly articles that focus on the 
interactions between the Hospitallers and the Muslim inhabitants on their lands. 
38 ACV, Pergamino no. 4104: “collectionem quidem et praestationem decimarum omnium praedictarum sic 
intelligimus faciendam, quod redditus omnes sive proventus quos dicti fratres a sarracenis percipiunt decimentur, 
excepta questia sive exactione iniusta vel iniustis, siquid vel siquas provoluntatis arbitrio duxerint faciendas. Quos 
inquam redditus fratres praedicti in fraudem ecclesie non diminuant quoquomodo.” 
39 Thomas W. Barton, “Muslims in Christian Countrysides: Reassessing Exaricus Tenures in Eastern 
Iberia,” Medieval Encounters 17 (2011): 236. The exaricus was a type of landholding status, like sharecropping, in 
the Christian kingdom that derived from the Muslim practice of the sharik. It appears that exaricii were given 
agricultural lands by Christian landlords in return for a portion of their harvest. 
40 ACV, Pergamino no. 4104. 
41 Burns, Islam under the Crusaders: Colonial Survival in the Thirteenth-Century Kingdom of Valencia (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1973), pp. 105-106:  “Muslims normally paid no tithe.” Pergamino no. 1304 ACV “Que 
sunt vobis cum conditione subiecti dum tali modo permaneant, sarraceni vero populati in terras libere acquisitis, 
dent integram decimam de omnibus.” Brian Catlos’s Victors and the Vanquished, pp. 181-182, provided a more 
detailed analysis. Catlos argues that Muslims were not required to tithe from lands that they held prior to the 
reconquest, but the tithe was required for lands or assets attained after the conquest. As John Boswell notes, “The 
question of tithes is as perplexing to the historian as it apparently was to the Muslims.” Boswell, The Royal 
Treasure: Muslim Communities under the Crown of Aragon in the Fourteenth Century (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1977), p. 200. 
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of Muslim tithe payment in the post-conquest kingdom has emerged from the extant 

documentation, but disputes such as the 1243 arbitration shed some light on the fiscal 

relationship between the landownership of the military orders and Muslim inhabitants.42 The 

compromise seems to have satisfied both parties: the bishop prevented a potential loss of 

ecclesiastical revenue by requiring the Order to tithe on all Muslim revenues, and the 

Hospitallers benefited financially from the right to collect a tax without paying the tithe on it. 

Burial Fees 

In 1216, Pope Honorius III justified the Order’s use of burial revenue, which included bequests 

of arms and horses, in order to continue military campaigns against the Muslims in the Holy 

Land.43 The burial fees for the five parishes were among the disputed revenues that the Order 

kept for itself, since few monetary streams proved as profitable or consistent.44 The episcopal 

chapter was unwilling to renounce its claim to all burial fees; as a result, they wanted to limit the 

Order’s exempt status. The arbitration charter required the Hospitallers to pay to the bishop “a 

quarter part of all bequests, defunctions, donations, annual gifts, purple vestments of lectors, 

offerings of bread, resources, candles, monies and everything from any lector of whatever 

ancestry.”45 The Hospitallers, however, kept all donated weapons and horses free from taxation, 

in order to protect the Order’s assets and to mount campaigns in the kingdom. The arbitration 

charter stated: 

And in all the defunctions of those, who chose to be buried near the Hospitaller 
cemetery, the bishop and chapter should have one quarter except horses and arms, 

                                                
42 Pascual Ortega, Musulmanes en Cataluña: las comunidades musulmanes de las encomiendas Templarias y 
Hospitalarias de Ascó y Miravet (siglos XII-XIV) (Barcelona: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones científicas 
institución milá y fontanels, 2000), and Brian Catlos’Victors and the Vanquished. 
43 J. Delaville Le Roulx, Cartulaire, pp. 173-74, no. 226; and Dominic Selwood, Knights of the Cloister: Templars 
and Hospitallers in Central-Southern Occitania c. 1100- c. 1300(Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1999), pp. 94-96. 
Laypersons paid fees to their local parish in order to receive a Christian burial. However, many persons also chose to 
bequeath monies and goods to the Order as a symbol of respect and in exchange for spiritual intercession. 
44 The bull Christiane fidei religio (1154) gave the Hospitallers the right to possess churches for the care of the 
faithful, which included burial rights. 
45 ACV Pergamino no. 2391: “quarta parte omnium legatorum, defuntionum, obventionum, novenalum 
anniversariorumanimalium, lectorum purpurarum vestium, oblationum panis et viri et candelarum et denarioum et 
omnium aliorum legatorum cuiscumque generis.” The Hospitallers negotiated with the parish clergy in Valencia 
City in 1255 over the ecclesiastical income and their exempt status. 
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in which the bishop and chapter should not be able to claim anything for 
themselves.46 

The hostile nature of the Valencian frontier made it imperative for the brothers to equip 

themselves. The one-quarter portion was a standard compromise between military orders and 

bishops; mendicant orders would negotiate the same settlement later in the thirteenth century.47 

The direct payment of this income to the bishop supports the supposition that the Hospitaller-

controlled churches were the only spiritual presence in these locations, since no secular clergy 

were compensated in the 1243 dispute.48 The 1243 arbitration also confirmed the rights of the 

Knights Hospitaller to bury laypersons in their cemetery without harassment from parish 

chaplains: 

Moreover, the brothers are permitted the body of those, who chose to be buried 
with cross and possession, to be carried to their cemetery to be buried freely and 
without impediment. They should not be harassed by parish chaplains over the 
conferring of defunctions in the canonical portion, but the bishop and chapter 
shall defend the brothers from their molestations.49 

The arbitration clearly prevented the Order from becoming a supplemental religious 

establishment and emphasized that the Order’s churches operated with the same legitimacy as a 

secular diocesan parishes. At the same time, the compromise accommodated the Knights, who 

received the majority of the fiscal and material patronage of laypersons tax-free. 

                                                
46 ACV Pergamino no. 4104: “et in defunctionibus omnium eorum, qui apud cimiteria hospitalis elegerint sepeliri 
quartam habeant episcopus et capitulum Valentinum exceptis equis et armis, in quibus nullum ius possint sibi 
episcopus et capitulum vendicare… Ceterum de possessionibus a militibus vel laicis vel quibuscumque aliis 
acquisitis vel in posterumacquirendis sive ad ipsos fratres quocumque titulo devolutis vel devolvendis, episcopus et 
capitulum ius suum illesum retineant.” 
47 Burns, Las Siete de Partidas, p. 176: “where no certain custom was in existence in that country governing how 
much the church should receive, it should have the fourth part of the bequest; no one can avoid giving it by alleging 
that it is not customary to give anything for this reason.” 
48 A separate dispute, for example, occurred in 1255 regarding burial fees in Valencia City, where the Hospitallers 
entered into arbitrattion with the city’s rectors, who felt the order was usurping their income (ACV 2391). While the 
tithe was the exclusive domain of the bishop, local rectors received burial fees directly from the laity. Thus conflicts 
over defunctions involved both military-religious orders and the surrounding parish clergy, who frequently appealed 
to the bishop for support. For further evidence, see the mendicant disputes discussed in note 25. 
49 ACV Pergamino no. 4104: “liceat autem fratribus supradictis corpora eorum, qui apudipsos elegerint sepeliri cum 
cruce et possessione ad cimiterium suum libere et sine impedimento tumulanda deferre, nec a capellanis 
parochialibus inquietentur super conferenda sibi in defunctionibus canonica portione, sed episcopus et capitulum 
praedictos fratres ab illorum inquietatione defendant.” 
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Hospitaller Parish Ownership 

The Hospitallers owned and operated parish churches throughout Western Europe; however, 

their role as monks has received little study, despite the fact that the Order spent the bulk of their 

time and energy in this capacity. Military campaigns were infrequent and the majority of 

brothers were not stationed anywhere near a combat zone.50 The order’s ownership of the 

Valencian churches highlights an underappreciated aspect of the Order: a spiritual responsibility 

to the laity. Hospitaller-owned parishes were preferred burial sites and the recipient of sizable 

donations, because of the order’s reputation as a crusading order.51 The frontier nature of 

Valencia suggests that the churches in the 1243 dispute were the only churches in the villages of 

Cullera, Silla, Torrente, Montroy and Amacasta.52 Thus, there was no competition from secular 

churches and the Order garnered all ecclesiastical revenues from these locations. The Hospitaller 

parish in Valencia City, for example, received 4,000 solidi in ecclesiastical revenue from 

laypersons between 1238 and 1255.53 Several gaps remain concerning the Order’s parish 

churches, such as their interactions with the laity, the education of its rectors, and the Order’s 

management of their parishes. Yet the 1243 arbitration makes clear the bishop’s concern with the 

proper conduct of the parish churches in his diocese, while at the same time recognizing the 

Hospitallers’ responsibilities to the laity. 

                                                
50 Selwood, Knights of the Cloister, pp. 1-2: “The daily life led by a European brother was one of a monk following 
a religious life. His was a vocation as real as that of a Benedictine, Cistercian, or any other member of the ordo 
monasticus.” Anthony Luttrell, “L’oeuve religieuse des Hospitaliers á Rhodes: 1309-1439” in Studies on the 
Hospitallers after 1306: Rhodes and the West (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing, 2007), article XXIV, p. 105, notes: 
“Toutes les activités d’un ordre de type religieux-militaire, comme était le cas de l’Hôpital, n’étaient pas militaires, 
mais elles étaient toutes religieuses. Les actions de l’Hôpital, soit liturgiques, caritatives, hospitaliéres et meme 
militaires, étaient de caractére essentiellement religieux.” (“Not all the activities of a religious-military order, like 
the Hospital, were military, but they were all religious. The activities of the Hospital,  liturgical, charitable, medical 
and even military, were essentially of a religious character.”) 
51 Jonathan Riley-Smith, Templars and Hospitallers as Professed Religious in the Holy Land (Notre Dame: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 2010), p. 21; and Helen Nicholson, The Knights Hospitaller (Woodbridge: Boydell 
Press, 2001), p. 85. Confraternities associated with a particular Hospitaller parish also received a similar treatment. 
They would make an annual donation to maintain their membership, and in turn, these confratres or consorors were 
taken care of in their old age and received a Christian burial in the Hospitaller cemetery. 
52 The Valencian diocese’s emphasis on the rapid establishment of parishes often meant that the rectors were poorly 
educated and did not execute their position with the necessary professionalism or pastoral vigor. Damian J. 
Smith, Innocent III and the Crown of Aragon: the Limits of Papal Authority (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing, 2004), 
pp. 176-177. 
53 ACV Pergamino no. 2391. The arbitration of 1255 between the Hospitallers and Valencia City’s rectors contained 
this estimate for the Valencia City parish since its founding in late 1238 and indicates the Order’s popularity. For 
example, Guillem Boneti Junioris gave a bequest to be buried in the Hospitaller cemetery in Valencia City. Archivo 
del Reino de Valencia, CleroPergamino no. 2103. 
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The Hospitallers’ right of appointment gave them considerable influence in these communities, 

since the rector was also responsible for the religious instruction of the laity. The Order 

appointed rectors from the secular clergy to operate these parishes under their supervision, 

because Hospitaller priests were few in number and only intended for the spiritual welfare of the 

brothers.54 This spiritual care was important for newly settled Christians that lived within the 

Order’s jurisdiction in the Kingdom of Valencia. For the newly settled citizens of the city of 

Valencia and its surrounding parishes, the Knights Hospitaller, as the elite of the crusading 

forces, must have represented a living testament to the success of the Christian cause in the 

region. 

Visitation fee 

Bishops throughout the Latin Church were required by canon law to conduct “visitations” of the 

parish churches in their diocese as part of their pastoral duty, in order to manage discipline, 

finances, charitable aspects, and the proper care of souls.55 The churches owed a hospitality fee 

to their bishop on an annual basis even if he did not conduct a visitation. This was preferred by 

the orders, since lodging and entertaining the bishop and his retinue was extremely 

expensive. Pergamino no. 4104 stated: 

They (the Hospitallers) should hold and receive procurators (episcopal agents) 
with the bishop and archbishop in the abovementioned churches, which they are 
owed by reason of visitation of the location, and likewise the bishop should hold 
the correction and obedience of clerics. But no church dioceses should be vacant 
and vicars ought to be established. The brothers should present qualified persons 
to the bishop who will assign suitable property for the good of the church and 
they will receive the care of the souls.56 

The Hospitallers obtained the right to appoint clerics under the Bishop’s supervision; and by 

receiving episcopal visitations, they placed their churches under the Bishop’s authority and 

confirmed their spiritual responsibilities towards laypersons. Meanwhile, the diocese’s right of 

                                                
54 J. Burgtorf, The Central Convent of Hospitallers and Templars: History, Organization, and 
Personnel (1099/1120-1310) (Leiden: Brill, 2008), pp. 327-331. Nicholson, The Knights Hospitaller, pp. 79 and 81. 
55 C. R. Cheney, Episcopal Visitation of Monasteries in the Thirteenth Century (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 1931), pp. 62 and 72. 
56 ACV, Pergamino no. 4104: “quod in praedictis ecclesiis episcopis et archidiaconisloci procuratores,que ratione 
visitationis debentur, habeant et percipiant, necnon et episcopus habeat correctionem et obedientiam clericorum. 
Cum vero dicte ecclesie vacauerint aut vicarii in ipsis instituendi fuerint dicti fratres personas ydoneas episcopo 
representent, quibus assignent de bonis ecclesie congruam portionem et ab episcopo curam recipiant animarum.” 
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visitation limited the Order’s exempt status, since military orders in other dioceses were free 

from visitation, and reaffirmed the Bishop’s authority over religious matters in Valencia. 

Tithe exemption 

The arbitration also contained a tithe exemption for the rectors appointed by the Hospitallers, and 

reminded the order of its responsibilities to the laity. Parish priests on the frontier were given a 

minimal salary to support themselves but often supplemented this with agricultural 

production.57 The October 29 document granted each parish rector a tithe exemption for twenty-

four kaficia (a dry goods measurement) of produce from a twenty-five acre (vigeribus) plot of 

land. The tithe exemption was probably intended to support the parish rector; in addition, the 

bishop required each rector to be “assigned a suitable property for the good of the church.”58 The 

first fruits tax, bequests and defunctions, which Valencian Hospitallers retained in full, may have 

also partially supported the parish priests. Here again, the compromise accommodated both 

party’s objectives. The Hospitaller’s right to present rectors and the tithe exemptions integrated 

its parishes within the diocese structure. Bishop Arnau, meanwhile, confirmed his authority over 

the exempt Order by retaining his right to appoint rectors and to visitation. 

Conclusion 

The Hospitaller arbitration established a precedent, in my estimation, regarding ecclesiastical 

revenues and responsibilities within the diocese that was repeated in future compromises 

between military orders and the bishop. The 1243 dispute influenced the 1255 arbitration 

between the Hospitaller parish and the regular parish churches in Valencia City regarding 

ecclesiastical authority and revenue.59 This later compromise directly cited the 1243 Hospitaller 

settlement and obtained similar results that confirmed the Hospitaller’s integration within the city 

and granted the parishes churches one-quarter of Hospitaller burial revenues.60 

                                                
57 Burns, Crusader Kingdom, vol. 1, p. 66. 
58 ACV, Pergamino no. 4104: “sane de omnibus terris habitis et habendis quas in Valentina civitate vel diocesi dicti 
fratres propriis manibus vel sumptibus duxerint excolendas, similiter episcopus et capitulum Valentinum dimidiam 
percipiant decimarum, exceptis viginti quinque vigeribus bonum in tota diocesis, quorum unumquodque contineat 
viginti quatuor kaficia admensuram Valentie, de quibus nihil percipiantepiscopus et capitulum memora[t]i.” The 
separate arbitration with the Hospitaller church at Cullera (August 31, 1244) contained these same stipulations. 
59 ACV Pergamino no. 2391 (September 28, 1255). Burns discusses the conflict briefly inCrusader Kingdom, vol. 1, 
pp. 187. 
60 ACV Pergamino no. 2391 
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Bishop Arnau also engaged in two separate arbitrations with the Knights of Santiago and the 

Knights of Calatrava in the early months of 1246 that contained nearly identical results as the 

1243 settlement: one half division of tithe payments, the Orders retention of the first fruits, and 

the payment of one-quarter of all burial fees to the bishop.61 A comparison between the 1246 

cases and the 1243 dispute reveals similarities in the format, disputed issues, and outcome. 

Arnau, as the second of a series of thirteenth-century bishops who sought to establish a diocese 

in Valencia, integrated the churches of the military orders within the episcopal structure and 

codified their exempt status. Arnau’s predecessor, Ferrer de Pallarés, and subsequent bishops 

shared these objectives of consolidation and integration, as evidenced by the arbitration 

agreements negotiated throughout the thirteenth century. The bishop’s concern for the proper 

management of parishes also appears in the 1246 disputes: “thus moreover, in the four 

abovementioned places, it should have two episcopal procurators annually and two 

archdeacons.”62 The series of episcopal compromises with the Knights of Santiago and Calatrava 

over similar ecclesiastical issues helps to confirm the precedence set by the 1243 dispute and 

demonstrates the integration of military orders within the rapidly evolving Valencian diocese. 

Bishop Arnau utilized the series of arbitrations with military orders to consolidate his authority 

over the diocese of Valencia and curb the independence of exempt military orders. 

The Hospitallers held a prominent place in Valencian society not only as an elite military order, 

but also as a spiritual and economic power. The 1243 dispute permitted the Order to operate 

parishes as a form of investment, to provide for the spiritual welfare of Christians in Valencia, to 

present clerics, and to bury Christians. The arbitration also incorporated the Hospitallers into 

religious life in Valencia under the supervision of the bishop. Bishop Arnau, in turn, recovered a 

significant portion of ecclesiastical taxes, insured the proper conduct of the parishes through 

visitation rights, appointed rectors, and asserted his ecclesiastical authority. He was the first 

Valencian bishop to curb the Order’s exempt status in the post-conquest kingdom and 

                                                
61 Knights of Calatrava, ACV no. 1317 (January 27, 1246) with copies ACV Pergaminos no. 2317 and no. 2318 
(January 27, 1246), and the Knights of Santiago ACV Pergamino no. 463 (February, 1, 1246 with copies 
ACV Pergamino no. 787, no. 5009, and no. 2319 (February 1, 1246). These documents remain unedited and were 
investigated during my 2010 research trip to the ACV. 
62 ACV Pergamino no. 1317: “ita tamen, que in quatuor locis praenominatis habeat episcopos duas procurationes 
annuatim et archdiaconus duas, ut superius est distinctum.” 
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established an ecclesiastical precedent for other religious-military orders. Early Valencian 

bishops were crucial to the stabilization of the kingdom and relied on legal compromises to 

consolidate their authority and to create an ecclesiastical structure that established a firm legal 

precedent. The success of the arbitration permitted the Hospitaller Order to become a major 

influence in the spiritual and social fabric of Valencia. It created a precedent that shaped future 

compromises with the military orders over ecclesiastical revenue and spiritual responsibilities. 

Moreover, the series of compromises reinforced the Valencian bishop’s authority over the 

diocese. The 1243 dispute provides a case study of a much larger, kingdom-wide conflict over 

the tithe and demonstrates efforts of the ecclesiastical officials throughout Europe in the twelfth 

and thirteenth centuries to curb the privileges of exempt religious-military orders, foreshadowing 

conflicts between the secular clergy and the mendicant orders. 
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Heroides and (Anti-)Heroines: Gendered Discourse in Boccaccio’s 
Elegia de Madonna Fiametta 
 
By Sarah J. Todd 

Abstract 

The Elegia di madonna Fiammetta is a tragic account of the title character’s extramarital love 

affair with Panfilo, who, having succeeded in seducing Fiammetta, returns to his native Florence, 

leaving her with nothing but empty promises of his return. Composed between 1343 and 

1345,1 the Elegia is one of only two narratives produced by Boccaccio in which the narrator is 

also the protagonist.2 The second of these first-person narratives, the Corbaccio — a contentious 

dream narrative, in which the unnamed protagonist is visited by the ghost of his love-object’s 

deceased husband, who lectures him about the faults of women — shares many similarities with 

the Elegia: both tales are recounted by melancholic would-be lovers and concern themselves 

with the psychological effects of unrequited love, both narrators are suicidal at times. However, 

what sets the Elegia apart, not only from the Corbaccio, but from the whole of 

Boccaccio’s corpus, is the perspective from which it is written: Boccaccio authors the text from 

the point of view of ‘Fiammetta’, a pseudonymous adulteress, abandoned by her illegitimate 

lover, to whom she attributes the name ‘Panfilo’. 

 

Boccaccio’s use of female narrators is not exclusive to the Elegia: seven out of the Decameron’s 

ten fictional brigata are also women, and the seventy stories told by these women also raise 

questions pertaining to gendered discourse. However, within the Elegia (unlike 

                                                
1 For a summary of the argument regarding the dating of the Elegia di madonna Fiammetta, see Carlo Delcorno’s 
introduction in Tutte le opere di Giovanni Boccaccio, in which he states that “come di gran parte delle opere 
giovanili del Boccaccio, non è certa la data di composizione” [as with a good deal of Boccaccio’s earlier works, we 
cannot be sure of the date of composition], but that the most likely dating is between 1343 and 1344. Carlo 
Delcorno, ‘Introduzione’, Elegia di Madonna Fiammetta, ed. by Carlo Delcorno, in Tutte le opere di Giovanni 
Boccaccio, III, 1-21 (p. 1).  
2 Eugenio Giusti, ‘Boccaccio’s Elegia di madonna Fiammetta: First Signs of an Ideological Shift’, in Boccaccio and 
Feminist Criticism, ed. by Thomas C. Stillinger and F. Regina Psaki (Chapel Hill: Annali d’Italianistica, 2006), pp. 
69-82 (p. 69). 
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the Decameron) there is no omniscient narrator to offer an objective overview of the tale: we 

must rely solely upon the account of Fiammetta, who quickly proves herself to be a most 

unreliable witness. Littered with allusions to classical sources, especially Ovid’s epistolary 

Heroides, the Elegia di madonna Fiammetta raises many contentious questions regarding the 

gendering of testimonies, and forces us to ponder a voice wherein the author completely 

subsumes his masculine authority by employing a female narrator: this is the very point upon 

which this article will focus. 

Whilst the expected problems arising from a male-authored female narrative exist,3 the Elegia 

also presents issues ranging from authorial intentions to Boccaccio’s engagement with his textual 

predecessors. Many scholars have commented upon Boccaccio’s use of the character 

‘Fiammetta’ as a senhal — a rhetorical figure, usually used to represent the object of a poet’s 

desire — yet what sets Fiammetta’s role in the Elegia di madonna Fiammetta aside from these 

other texts is that she is given a voice: Boccaccio no longer presents her as an object of male 

desire, but as a lover, a reader, an individual capable of experiencing real emotion, and, most 

importantly, he presents her as a woman able to tell her own story.4 

Perhaps the most important issue to arise from Fiammetta’s melancholic tale is the question of 

her own (albeit fictitious) motivation for composing her account. Whilst she states in her 

prologue that within her testimony “non troverete favole greche ornate di molte bugie, né troiane 

battaglie sozze per molto sangue” [you will find no Greek myths embellished with many lies, nor 

Trojan battles soiled with much blood] her reliance upon such sources is overwhelmingly 

apparent almost from the very beginning of her narrative.5 Suzanne C. Hagedorn suggests that 

Fiammetta’s account of misery and abandonment is, in fact, intended to add to the very genre of 

literature to which she turns in her moments of lovelorn despair, literature addressed to 

“sympathetic (female) readers who sustain themselves by reading about her miseries, much as 
                                                
3 For a full analysis of the problems associated with gendered narratives, see Danielle Clarke and Elizabeth Clarke 
(eds.), This Double Voice: Gendered Writing in Early Modern England(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2000). 
4 For a comprehensive discussion about the varying forms of Fiammetta in Boccaccio’s works, see especially Janet 
Levarie Smarr, Boccaccio and Fiammetta: The Narrator as Lover (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1986); and 
Victoria Kirkham, ‘Maria a.k.a. Fiammetta: The Men Behind the Women’, in Boccaccio and Feminist Criticism, pp. 
29-38. 
5 Unless otherwise stated, all quotations from the Elegia di madonna Fiammetta will be taken from the following 
version: Elegia di madonna Fiammetta, ed. by Carlo Delcorno, in Tutte le opere di Giovanni Boccaccio, III, 23–
189; translations mine.  
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she has been comforted by reading about others’ sorrows”.6 Considering her unambiguous denial 

that she might manipulate mythological and classical sources in the narration of her experiences, 

one must consider the impact the character of Fiammetta wished to achieve: is the recitation of 

her account a cathartic exercise, “an acceptable compromise between declaring her feelings 

openly and hiding them completely”,7 or, as Francesco Erbani intimates when he comments that 

“[l]a propria storia è superiore alle altre non solo per lo strazio che procura, ma perché è 

meglio raccontata”[her own story is better than the others, not only because of the torture she 

endures, but because it is told in a better way], a method of exploring the theme of literary 

composition?8 

In order to gain a better understanding of Boccaccio’s authorial intentions, and those he assigns 

Fiammetta, this study will address several issues. First of all, I will consider the function of the 

text for Fiammetta as a character, by questioning her purpose in narrating her experiences, and 

what she hopes to achieve from this story-telling, before discussing the implications of gender in 

terms of this narrative, and how employing a first-person female protagonist, created by a male 

author, impacts upon the messages portrayed within the Elegia.Whilst acknowledging the 

difficulties surrounding Boccaccian texts with regard to latent meanings and notoriously 

ambiguous imagery and phrasing, such as puns and the veiled use of satire,9 I aim to cast new 

light upon what has been described, albeit problematically, as “the first psychological novel in a 

modern language”.10 

                                                
6 Suzanne C. Hagedorn,Abandoned Women: Rewriting the Classics in Dante, Boccaccio & Chaucer (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 2004), p. 126.  
7 Giusti, p. 73.  
8 Francesco Erbani, ‘Introduzione’, Giovanni Boccaccio, Elegia di madonna Fiammetta; Corbaccio (Milan: 
Garzanti, 1988), pp. vii-xxxvi (p. xxi); translation mine. 
9 For a detailed argument regarding the inherent ambiguities of Boccaccian texts, see especially Nancy E. F. 
Minicozzi, ‘Sources of Comedy in Boccaccio’s “Decameron”: The Tale of Frate Cipolla’, Pacific Coast Philology, 
25 (1990), 106-115; Emma Campbell, ‘Sexual Poetics and the Politics of Translation in the Tale of 
Griselda’, Comparative Literature, 55 (2003), 191-216; Robert Hollander, Boccaccio’s Dante and the Shaping Force 
of Satire (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1997). 
10 Mariangela Causa-Steindler, ‘Introduction’, in Giovanni Boccaccio, The Elegy of Lady Fiammetta, ed. and trans. 
by Mariangela Causa-Steindler and Thomas Mauch (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1990), pp. xi-xxvi 
(p. xvii). 
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Fiammetta as Narrator: A Web of Fiction 

As a character, Fiammetta is complex. She invokes many literary issues, such as the “proper” use 

of rhetorical devices; how intertextual references can be manipulated within narratives; and the 

role of gender within texts which ensue from both masculine and feminine voices. In this section, 

I examine the function of the text for Fiammetta: by comparing her character to the abandoned 

heroines of classical literature, I will show that she transgresses the established conventions of 

gender-appropriate literature through her manipulation of literary sources. 

In works of literature any author must stand at one remove from his characters, since the 

characters are presented by a narrator who is, in turn, a work of fiction created by the author.  As 

the title character, Fiammetta’s role in the Elegia is obviously pivotal. Whilst her voice is the 

only medium through which her account is given, what renders her character most problematic is 

her own confession that, in order to protect her own virtuous reputation, details – including the 

‘real’ names of the characters – have been deliberately concealed. ‘Fiammetta’, therefore, is a 

fictional veil created by a fictional character, and Boccaccio has successfully distanced himself 

even further from the ‘fiction’ he has created. The information provided within a text is 

something determined only by the author, yet in the case of the Elegia, we must question the 

extent to which this comment is true.11 Boccaccio, as the text’s author, is the sole creator of the 

narrative: his characters and their accounts are fictional. Yet Boccaccio is also allowing 

Fiammetta to possess a certain sense of autonomy, not only by giving her a voice, but also by 

allowing her character to ‘make choices’ regarding the accuracy of the information she provides 

within her testimony. There is, however, one crucial difference between Boccaccio as the author 

of the Elegia and Fiammetta as the author of her own account, as Eugenio Giusti quite rightly 

notes: “by choosing to become an elegiac heroine and to reject finally her nurse’s pragmatic 

advice, Fiammetta falls into a literary trap from which she cannot escape. She actually has no 

choice, for, unlike her readers, she cannot choose between words and actions because she is a 

product of fiction”.12 It is necessary, therefore, to examine the reasons for Boccaccio’s use of 

Fiammetta in such a way as to almost deny his own responsibility for the construction of her 

narrative. In order to better understand the ways in which the text reflects upon the position of 

                                                
11 Harold Isbell, ‘Introduction’, in Ovid,Heroides, trans. and intro. by Harold Isbell (London: Penguin, 1990) p. 56. 
12 Giusti, p. 71. 
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women within narratives, especially within amatory tragedies, the likes of which Fiammetta’s 

character claims to read in order to find “le altrui miserie, e quelle alle mie conformando, quasi 

accompagnata sentendomi, con meno noia il tempo passava” [other people’s miseries, and by 

comparing them to my own, I felt as if I had company, and so the time passed less tediously] 

(Elegia, III, 11, 2), it is necessary to first and foremost consider the character of Fiammetta and 

how this character facilitates the multiple interpretations of the Elegia. 

‘Fiammetta’ first appears as a character in the Filocolo, but characters with this name also play 

significant roles in many of Boccaccio’s other works, such as the Teseida, Comedia delle Ninfe, 

and the Amorosa Visione.13 Although frequently compared to stereotypical figures of the 

beloved, notably Dante’s Beatrice and Petrarch’s Laura, Fiammetta does not appear to fulfil 

identical purposes in all of her narrative appearances. “Cara Fiamma”, or Maria, to whom 

Boccaccio addresses the introductory sonnets of the Amorosa Visione, is often thought to 

represent the poet’s carnal urges; whilst in the Comedia delle Ninfe, Boccaccio uses the character 

as a goddess. Yet Fiammetta’s role in the Elegia deviates significantly from the submissive, 

objectified, and deified Fiammettas of these two works: here she is a woman scorned; a married 

woman consumed by her unrequited and adulterous love for Panfilo. 

Despite her extramarital dalliances, Fiammetta is keen to present herself in a pure and chaste 

light. In the fourth chapter of Ovid’s Heroides, Phaedra explains how her failure to experience 

love prior to her affair with her stepson, Hippolytus, had left her with a kind of virginity, clearly 

evoked in her self-description as having always lived life “in innocent purity” (IV; 43). Although 

Phaedra is married and (presumably) not a virgin, the way in which she describes having lived a 

life of purity suggests otherwise and Boccaccio allows his protagonist this same virginal virtue as 

found within Heroides IV.  Speaking after making love to Panfilo, Fiammetta’s speech parallels 

Phaedra’s rhetoric. She almost claims, despite her married status, to have only just lost her 

virginity (“dopo cotale avenimento, da me avanti non che saputo, ma pure pensato” [after such 

an event, which in the past I had never experienced before, but which I had imagined, Elegia,1. 

                                                
13 See Smarr, Boccaccio and Fiammetta, in which the author dedicates chapters to the presence of this character in 
many of Boccaccio’s minor works, alongside a discussion of Fiammetta in the Decameron’s brigata, and 
selected Rime; see also Kirkham ‘Maria a.k.a. Fiammetta’, in Boccaccio and Feminist Criticism. 
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25. 4]), raising questions regarding the reliability of her testimony.14 Although the Elegia’s 

protagonist has made it clear that the names she uses within her account are fictional, this 

sentence prompts the text’s readers to question the verity of the other information she provides; 

nominally, is she really all she claims to be? Does her husband really exist? And finally, can we 

really trust a narrator who describes her own writing as “meno onesta che vaga” [less honourable 

than graceful] (Elegia, 1, 24, 2). 

Perhaps the section of narrative in which most allusions are made to Fiammetta’s pure and chaste 

nature is the dream sequence (Elegia, 1, 3), which prefigures her unrequited love for Panfilo. The 

sequence, which opens with Fiammetta “sola fra verdi erbette era avviso sedere in uno prato, 

dal cielo difeso e da’ suoi lumi da diverse ombre d’àlbori vestiti di nuove frondi”[sitting alone 

amid the tender green grass in a field protected from the brightness of the sky by the many 

shadows of the newly-leafed trees] (Elegia, 1.3.1), is steeped in sexual imagery; indeed, the very 

“newly leafed trees”, which Fiammetta states are protecting her from the brightness of the sky, 

appear to show a childlike vulnerability, consistent with the awakening of sexual desire. The 

snake (“serpe”, Elegia,1.3.3), which bites Fiammetta’s breast, is a multifaceted figure: not only 

does it evoke Eden-like imagery, thus pre-empting Fiammetta’s ‘Fall’ from virtue, but it is 

also  an obvious phallic symbol. This very sexual reading of this sequence is made all the 

stronger by the description Fiammetta provides of drawing the snake towards her bosom, 

“imaginando lei dovere, col beneficio del caldo del proprio petto, rendere a me più benigna” 

[imagining that by offering it the warmth of my chest, I would make it kinder towards me] 

(Elegia,1.3.3), which served only to render the beast “più sicura […] e più fiera” [bolder and 

fiercer] (Elegia, 1.3.4). Fiammetta’s dream-persona appears to have innocently (or not?) awoken 

the sexual appetite in the snake, which then, without her consent, penetrates her (“al dato morso 

raggiunse la iniqua bocca, e dopo lungo spazio, avendo molto del nostro sangue bevuto; mi 

parea che, me renitente, uscendo del mio seno” [it fastened its ungodly mouth onto the bite it had 

given, and after a long time, having swallowed much of our blood, it seemed to leave my bosom 

against my will, Elegia,1.3.4]). The presence of blood here — “nostro sangue” [our blood]  is 

symbolic of her loss of virginity or purity, although Boccaccio’s use of the plural pronoun, 

                                                
14 It must, however, be mentioned that it is unclear whether Fiammetta’s allusions to her loss of purity at 
experiencing something “I had never experienced before, but which I had imagined” refer simply to sex or, 
conversely, to sex in a loving relationship.  
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“nostro”, remains perplexing. Furthermore, the way in which she describes the wound left by the 

snake “piena rimasa del veleno vipereo” [full of the snake’s venom], and the way “tutto il corpo 

con enfiatura sozzissima pareva che occupasse” (the whole body was taken over by a dreadful 

swelling’, Elegia,1.3.7), leaves the reader with one grim question: has the ‘snake’ impregnated 

Fiammetta Despite the lack of obvious reference to an unborn child within the narrative, 

Boccaccio appears to have written the text in such an ambiguous way so as to facilitate this 

reading; be this impregnation the conception of a baby, or the beginnings (‘foetus’) of her own 

self-destruction.15 

Although the Ovidian allusions within the Elegia suggest that Boccaccio intended Fiammetta to 

represent a ‘classical’ literary woman, her character within the narrative often blurs 

characteristics of several mythological women and cannot be exclusively identified with one 

specific legendary figure. From the Heroides, the characters of Phyllis (a princess who addresses 

Demophoon, with whom she has had a sexual relationship, II) and Phaedra (IV) appear to have 

been drawn upon during the composition of Boccaccio’s narrator. However, in order to 

investigate other attributes of Fiammetta’s character, we need look no further than Boccaccio’s 

own De mulieribus claris. The De mulieribus claris is the first collection of biographies in 

Western literature devoted exclusively to women, which can but reinforce the somewhat proto-

feminist impression of the Elegia di madonna Fiammetta, wherein Fiammetta recalls how 

Tisiphone, in the guise of the Goddess Venus, states “non si fa loro ingiuria, se per quella legge, 

che essi trattano altrui, sono trattati essi; a loro niuna prerogativa più che alle donne è 

conceduta” [it doesn’t harm them (men) if they are treated how they treat others; they are not 

given more privileges than women] (Elegia,1.17.24).16 Boccaccio allows his characters to 

overtly express the opinion that men and women should be treated equally. However, it is not 

                                                
15 For further suggestive references to Fiammetta’s possible ‘impregnation’, see Elegia, 1.8.2-3, in which Fiammetta 
exclaims that “quanto male per me nel mondo venne sì fatto giorno” [how much harm came into the world that day 
because of me]. The harm which came into the world, to which she refers here, appears to allude to an illegitimate 
child and she states that such actions can be “molto più agevolmente biasimare che emendare” [are much more 
easily regretted than altered], suggesting that she is unable to ‘undo’ the pregnancy. See also Elegia,5.15.2, in which 
Fiammetta states that she explained her melancholy to her husband as such: “Io li rispondea lo stomaco averne 
colpa, il quale, non sappiendo io per qual cagione guastatomisi” [I responded that the blame lied with my stomach, 
which for some unknown reason had gone bad]. Such phrasing may easily be interpreted as the protagonist suffering 
from nausea gravidarum (morning sickness), typically associated with pregnancy. 
16 Giovanni Boccaccio, Famous Women, trans. and intro. by Virginia Brown (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 2003), p. xi. 
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only within the feminist ideals that similarities can be drawn between the Elegia and the De 

mulieribus claris, as Boccaccio also draws upon the biography of Lucretia (De. mul., XLVIII) 

within Fiammetta’s narrative. After being considered the most chaste wife of Collatinus’s 

companions, Lucretia was stripped of her virtue by Sextus, the son of Superbus, who raped her 

under the threat of not only her own death, but also that of one of her male servants, vowing to 

tarnish Lucretia’s unblemished reputation by publicly claiming that the pair had committed 

adultery.  Not wanting to die without clearing her name, Lucretia submitted her body to her 

attacker and subsequently killed herself immediately after telling her father and husband of the 

rape. In Michael A. Calabrese’s article, ‘Feminism and the Packaging of 

Boccaccio’s Fiammetta’, the author draws parallels between Lucretia and Fiammetta: 

Boccaccio has imagined a woman who imagines date rape, who tries to free 
herself of responsibility by depicting herself as the victim of male deceit and male 
force. When we inspect Fiammetta’s initial description of her and Panfilo’s love-
making, we see that she makes clear that the sex is consensual, mutual, and 
joyous.17 

Fiammetta initially speaks of her sexual relationship as such: “con più ardire che ingegno, ebbe 

da me quel che io, sì come egli, bene che del contrario infignessimi, disiava” [with more 

boldness than intelligence, he found a convenient time and place and obtained from me that 

which I wanted just as much as he did, although I feigned to the contrary] (Elegia, 1, 25, 2); yet 

after the departure of Panfilo and her realisation that he will not return, our protagonist does, 

indeed, cry rape, claiming that her lover “me presa nella tacita notte sicura dormendo, sì come 

colui che altre volte eri uso d’ingannare, prima nelle braccia m’avesti e quasi la mia pudicizia 

violate, che io appena fossi dal sonno interamente sviluppata” [took me in the night-time while I 

was soundly sleeping, like someone who had been so deceptive many times before; firstly you 

took me in your arms and virtually violated my chastity, almost before I was even awake] 

(Elegia,5, 5, 12). Fiammetta, well-versed as she has proven herself to be in mythological 

characters, uses the weapon of language to contort the truth within her account, drawing upon 

established models of female virtue to enhance the promulgation of her own virtue. 

Calabrese further comments that the Elegia “is not about rape; it is about a woman using 

language to change the rules of an Ovidian game […] to summon a rape out of the vasty [sic.] 
                                                
17 Michael A. Calabreses, ‘Feminism and the Packaging of Boccaccio’s Fiammetta’, Italica, 74; 1 (1997), 20-42.   
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deep of her own bitterness”; Fiammetta’s cries of rape serve as little more than an exploration of 

the use of language, and how it can distort meaning.18 In doing thus, Fiammetta (and, 

consequently, Boccaccio) not only draws upon the Lucretia episode, but also upon the Latin 

poem, Pamphilus, de Amore, considered “one of the most influential and important of all the 

many pseudo-Ovidian productions concerning the ‘arts of love’”.19 Not only does Boccaccio 

mirror this dramatic poem in the naming of Fiammetta’s lover, Panfilo, but the protagonist also 

addresses the Goddess, Venus. Yet what is perhaps most striking about the Pamphilus, de 

Amore, considering the extent to which Boccaccio — and, presumably Fiammetta, as his narrator 

— is aware of this anonymous work, is the violent rape scene, which occupies the final verses of 

the poem (vv. 681-96). Galathea, the focus of the protagonist’s love, strongly objects to 

Pamphilus’s advances, crying, “Pamphile, nostra tuo cur pectore pectora ledis? │ Quod sic me 

tractas, est scelus atque nephas” [Pamphilus, you are hurting my breasts with yours; │ It is a 

crime and a sin; why handle me so?] (Pamphilus, vv. 687-88), but these protestations are met 

with disdain, and the character continues to rape the young woman, heeding the advice given to 

him by Venus: “Pulcrius esse putat ui perdere uirginitatem, │ Quam dicat: ‘De me fac modo 

uelle tuum!’” [To lose her virginity by force, she deems nobler │ Than to say “do with me as you 

desire!”] (Pamphilus, vv. 113-14). This advice plays upon the belief held by Calabrese that, “a 

woman cannot say yes to sex, lest she compromise her honor, and she cannot say no and be 

believed. So the only answer is ‘no’ and its only meaning is ‘yes’”; a view which Fiammetta only 

too willingly manipulates in her own testimony.20 

Despite previously declaring her joy at experiencing a sexual relationship with Panfilo, once 

abandoned, Fiammetta accuses her lover of despoiling her virtue without her consent. However, 

Fiammetta has already proved herself as an unreliable narrator, whose sole objective appears to 

be to recount her tale in such a way as to outclass the misery found within any of the “diversi 

libri” [various books] she reads for consolation. It should not, then, seem inconceivable that she 

should invent a rape scene  retrospectively, since, as Erbani argues, she does not live her own 

                                                
18 Calabrese, p. 36.  
19 Thomas Jay Garbaty, ‘Pamphilus, de Amore: An Introduction and Translation’, The Chaucer Review, 2; 2 (1967), 
pp. 108-34 (p. 108). Carlo Delcorno, in his ‘Introduzione’ to theElegia, suggests a possible link between these two 
texts, particularly concerning the naming of the male characters; Carlo Delcorno, ‘Introduzione’, Elegia di madonna 
Fiammetta, in Tutte le opere di Giovanni Boccaccio, pp. 1-21 (p. 7). 
20 Calabrese, p. 37. 
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story so much as recount itin an attempt to create an account of the pains of love superior to that 

of Galathea within the Pamphilus.21 

The Elegia’s Fiammetta is complex: not only does she take on the role of both lover and scorned 

love-object, but she speaks to us from the very beginning to the very end, with the sole exception 

of the rubrics preceding each of the chapters.22 Our dependence upon her within the story is 

important: her objective in narrating the Elegia is, as she states in theProemio, to elicit sympathy 

from her intended audience of women readers; she therefore has a clear objective to fulfil, which 

renders her narrative necessarily biased. To say that she is an untrustworthy story-teller would be 

a gross understatement. Various traits of her character are borrowed from the literature she reads 

to alleviate her misery, yet as hers is the only voice we hear throughout the entire narrative, the 

verity of such traits is dubious. 

Voicing and Reception of Gendered Discourse 

In the prologue to the Elegia, Fiammetta quite clearly states her intention that her account should 

be read by “pietose” [compassionate ladies] and that “[n]é m’è cura perché il mio parlare agli 

uomini non pervenga, anzi, in quanto io posso, del tutto il niego loro” [I do not care if my 

account does not reach men; in fact, if I could, I would keep it from them entirely] (Prologo, 1). 

However, as twenty-first-century readers, we must bear in mind the problems associated with 

this dedication: although no exact figures are known, female literacy rates in Trecento Italy were 

extremely low.23 This alone raises questions regarding why Boccaccio chose to nominally 

address a female audience when composing the Elegia di madonna Fiammetta. I will argue that 

this use of a fictional audience further distances the author from the fictional veil of his fictional 

character. I will also consider the possibility that Boccaccio used his fictional female audience — 

                                                
21 Erbani, p. xx.  
22 Renato Barilli, ‘La Retorica nella Narrativa del Boccaccio L’Elegia di madonna Fiammetta’, Quaderni 
d’italianistica, 6. 2 (1985), 241-48 (p. 245). 
23 See especially Luisa Miglio, Governare l’alfabeto: Donne, Scritture e Libri nel Medioevo(Rome: Viella, 2008), in 
which Miglio states that, for women “lo spazio riservato ai libri, che non fossero di devozione e preghiera, alla 
penna, alla carta era poco o nullo e le donne o almeno la stragrande maggioranza di loro, quelle non privilegiato 
da uno stato sociale di particolare prestigio, erano condannate al silenzio” [very little or no space at all was given 
to books or writings which did not fulfil a prayer or devotional role, and women – or at least the vast majority of 
them, those who were not privileged to hold a particularly prestigious social status, were condemned to silence], p. 
58. 
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a community of depressed, loveless women — in such a way as to be erotically appealing to his 

(presumably) male readership. 

Many studies have analysed the problems of gendering with direct regard to the voicing of 

fictional narratives, yet what remains striking is the distinct lack of attention the intended 

audience — and the problems of gender associated with this audience — has incurred. In her 

1995 study, Ventriloquized Voices: Feminist Theory and English Renaissance Texts, Elizabeth 

D. Harvey discusses the problems which arise from gendered speech, and argues that “woman’s 

voice or tongue […] is seen to be imbricated with female sexuality, just as silence is ‘bound up’ 

with sexual continence”.24 Harvey’s suggestion — that female garrulity is linked to loss of virtue 

— is striking when one considers the implications of this statement in terms of the Elegia, as the 

character, Fiammetta, in choosing to ‘voice’ or narrate her testimony, has almost inevitably given 

herself up to a more sinful existence. Danielle Clarke elaborates on this theory, by stating that 

any male author who assumes a female voice risks “not only the display of the female body (as 

wronged, lamenting, greiving) but (male) rhetorical mastery of this body and the language which 

inscribes and describes it”.25 When considering the arguments of both Harvey and Clarke, one 

must also reflect upon the following: is the male author — in adopting a female persona and 

‘inscribing’ his own words upon her — metaphorically ‘raping’ his narrator, since female voice 

is linked to sexuality? This is especially pertinent when one notes that the male author is able to 

inhabit a female voice, because he ‘owns’ that voice: the woman he chooses to portray is 

objectified and is used as little more than a device by which he is able to achieve (literary) 

satisfaction. 

Fiammetta’s character insinuates her recognition of this link between voicing (or writing) and 

sexuality within the concluding chapter of the Elegia. Addressing her “picciolo mio libretto” 

[dear little book of mine] directly (Elegia, IX, 1), Fiammetta describes her narrative as an 

extension of her own body; she gives it human attributes, such as “isparte chiome” [uncombed 

hair] (Elegia, IX, 5) and the ability to bear mockery with humility (Elegia, IX, 10), and bids it to 

avoid the hands of those who “per forza ti tenga” [hold you by force] (Elegia, IX, 14). 

                                                
24 Harvey, p. 4.  
25 Danielle Clarke, ‘Formd into words by your divided lips”: Women, Rhetoric and the Ovidian Tradition’, in 
Danielle Clarke and Elizabeth Clarke (eds.),This Double Voice, p. 65.  
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Fiammetta’s reference to being held “by force” displays a fear that this account — a part of 

herself — be violated should it fall into the wrong hands; that is, Panfilo’s hands. This section of 

the narrative is directed at her former lover, and she seems concerned that her testimony will fall 

into his possession when she bids her book that, “se a colui che de’ nostri mali è radice pervieni, 

sgridalo dalla lunghi, e di’: ‘O tu, più rigido che alcuna quercia, fuggi di qui, e noi con le tue 

mani non violare’” [if you should happen to reach the one who is the root of our miseries, shout 

to him from afar: ‘O you who are more rigid than any oak tree, go away from here and do not 

violate us with your hands’] (Elegia, IX, 16). Fiammetta’s use of the first person plural, ‘noi’ — 

to refer to both her body and her narrative — corroborates Clarke’s argument that women’s 

speech is negated by means of a close association with the body; Fiammetta, in allowing her 

narrative to be sent into the world, is again rendering a part of herself vulnerable to the same 

mistreatment of which she accuses Panfilo.26 She will allow her story to be ‘taken’ by certain 

(female) readers, on the condition that they treat it gently and do not abuse their privileged 

position: “se tu alcuna troverrai che, leggendoti, li suoi occhi asciutti non tenga, ma dolente e 

pietosa de’ nostri mali con le sue lagrime multiplichi le tue macchie, quelle in te sì come 

santissime con le mie raccogli” [if you should come across another woman who fails to keep her 

eyes dry as she reads, but is sad and full of compassion for our misfortunes and, with her tears, 

multiplies your smudges and marks, collect them with my own, and consider them holy] (Elegia, 

IX, 11). It is difficult to read such an order without reading it as a direct metaphor for her own 

physical form: Fiammetta makes the book-object embody herself and, therefore, wishes to be 

treated with the same respect and care she asks for her text. 

The intended audience to whom she refers in this final chapter is also telling: she does not simply 

envisage one group of readers, but gives orders according to the possible hands in which her 

testimony might find itself, including those who laugh and mock Fiammetta’s sorrows and offer 

chastisement for her unstable state (Elegia, IX, 10).27 Boccaccio, through Fiammetta, 

acknowledges that, despite his own wishes, once he has released his narrative into the hands of 

the public, he is unable to control its reception. This, too, appears to echo how Fiammetta feels 

                                                
26 Clarke, ‘Formd into words by your divided lips’, p. 77. 
27 Smarr, in Boccaccio and Fiammetta: The Narrator as Lover, also comments on the multiple intended audiences 
addressed by the protagonist, stating ‘there are two different audiences each addressed by one of her roles: Panfilo 
she hopes to seduce, other women she hopes to want away from enslavement to passion’ (p. 131). 



Hortulus Volume 8, Issue 1 

 

about female sexuality: once a woman has ‘given herself up’ to a man, she has very little control 

over how she is ‘used’, or the extent to which her reputation will be despoiled. In this respect, 

not only is Boccaccio likening female sexuality to female voice, but he is also, more generally, 

relating sexuality to literature: once an author has allowed his literary corpus — body — to be 

handled by his readers, he has rendered himself vulnerable and has very little control over the 

way in which this corpus is ‘handled’, not only in terms of its textual reception, but also, quite 

literally, in the physical sense. 

Although Boccaccio certainly did attract female readers, there are signifiers within the text — 

aside from low female literacy rates — which suggest that the Elegia di madonna Fiammettawas 

not, as Fiammetta claims, actually intended for an audience of love-lorn women.28 It has been 

previously noted that Boccaccio’s Decameron, which, although post-dating the Fiammettaby 

almost a decade, is also dedicated to women (“dilicate donne […] che queste leggeranno, 

parimente diletto sollazzevoli cose in quelle mostrate e utile consiglio potranno pigliare” 

[delicate women […] who will read this for enjoyment and entertainment and, equally, so that 

they may take some useful advice from what they are shown]),29 and contains an explicitly 

sexual atmosphere.30 Capitolo V of the Fiammetta is similarly replete with suggestive imagery. 

Fiammetta, speaking of the remote destination to which her husband took her in order to attempt 

to dispel her melancholia, describes how: 

in alcuna parte cosa carissima agli occhi de’ giovani n’appariva: ciò erano 
vaghissime giovani in giuebbe di zendado spogliate, iscalze e isbracciate 
nell’acqua andanti delle dure pietre levando le marine conche; e a tale uficio 
bassandosi, sovente le nascose delizie dello uberifero petto mostravano. 

[In some places an extremely desirable sight appeared before the young men’s 
eyes: beautiful women covered by sheer, silky tunics, barefooted, and with bare 
arms, walking in the water, picking sea shells from the hard rocks, and as they 

                                                
28 Perhaps the most notable early female reader of Boccaccio was Queen Giovanna I of Naples; see especially Marco 
Cursi, Il Decameron: scritture, scriventi, lettori (Rome: Viella, 2007), p. 23. 
29 Giovanni Boccaccio, Decameron, ed. by Vittore Branca (Milan: Mondadori, 1989), Proemio; vv. 13-24. 
30 See especially Stephen J. Milner, ‘Coming Together: Consolation and the Rhetoric of Insinuation in 
Boccaccio’s Decameron’, in The Erotics of Consolation: Desire and Distance in the Late Middle Ages, ed. by 
Stephen  J. Milner and Catherine E. Léglu (New York and Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), pp. 95-113, in 
which Milner explores the relationship between suffering and desire, commenting that, through the construction of a 
vulnerable female audience, Boccaccio is able to pose the question of what it means to be available to minister to 
women’s pleasures. 
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bent in their task they revealed the hidden delights of their ripe bosoms] (Elegia, 
V, 26, 8). 

This sexualized landscape, full of beautiful, semi-nude women, is, as Fiammetta also states, 

abundant with remote rocks and “caverne, nelli monti dalla natura medesima fatte, essendo esse 

e per ombra e per li venti recentissime, cercavamo” [caverns fashioned into the mountains by 

Nature herself, and most inviting with their shade and fresh air] (Elegia, V, 26, 2), a symbolic 

landscape not uncommon within Boccaccio’s works. Clearly this trope of paralleling physical 

terrain to the highly-sexualized terrain of the female body was familiar to Boccaccio. In his 

article ‘The Language of Gardens: Boccaccio’s “Valle delle Donne”’, Thomas C. Stillinger 

discusses the idyllic valley to which the seven female members of 

the Decameron’sbrigata escape at the end of Day VI, and comments that “[a] Valley of Ladies 

might be a valley in which ladies are found […] Alternatively, it might be (in a reversal of the 

synecdoche) a valley found in ladies”;31 in the same volume, Guyda Armstrong, speaking of the 

problematicCorbaccio, argues that: 

Boccaccio […] invites us to visualize the woman laid out in a recumbent pornographic pose. His 

prose map of the terrain creates two metaphorical landscapes; first an unhealthily fertile coastal 

wilderness, situated at the delta of several foul rivers, and then the “borgo di Malpertugio”, the 

malign settlement at the foot of the gigantic mountains.32 

Multiple levels of meaning can be generated by a single text, depending on the presumed 

readership, and this not only raises question regarding authorial intention, but also regarding 

gender. Considering the low female literacy rates, the most likely readership of Boccaccio’s 

work would have been a predominantly male audience; his depictions of scantily dressed, love-

lorn women, consoling one another in remote areas, therefore function to fuel male desire and 

fantasy. If, by (mis)directing his text to a gender-specific readership, Boccaccio is able to alter 

the meaning of Fiammetta’s narrative, then we must also consider the extent to which the gender 

of the author/narrator impacts upon the reception of the Elegia. 

                                                
31 Thomas C. Stillinger, ‘The Language of Gardens: Boccaccio’s “Valle delle Donne”’, in Boccaccio and Feminist 
Criticism, pp. 105-27 (p. 122). 
32 Guyda Armstrong, ‘Boccaccio and the Infernal Body: The Widow as Wilderness’, in Boccaccio and Feminist 
Criticism, pp. 83-104 (p. 94). 
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Furthermore, Boccaccio presents his principal character as one so consumed by depression that 

she contemplates suicide: “Dunque, se minore male è il mio amante tenere, com’io già tenni, che 

insieme col corpo uccidere l’anima trista, sì come io credo, torni e rendamisi” [Therefore, if the 

lesser evil is to keep my lover, as I already had him, rather than kill the body which houses the 

depressed soul, as I believe it is, then allow him to return and give him back to me] (Elegia, V, 

35, 7). This suicide motif is commonplace amongst medieval narratives regarding turbulent love 

affairs, and we need look no further than Dante’s Vita nuova to find what is perhaps the most 

resonant example of this trope. Dante’s protagonist, alone and in a solitary space, calls upon 

death to descend upon him: “Dolcissima Morte, vieni a me, e non m’essere villana, però che tu 

dei essere gentile, in tal parte se’ stata! Or vieni a me, che molto ti disidero; e tu lo vedi, ché io 

porto già lo tuo colore” [Come to me, Sweet Death, and don’t be wicked to me, but be gentle 

insomuch as you come! Now come to me, for I desire you greatly; and you will see that I am 

already clothed in your colours];33 a scene which is almost exactly mirrored in the Corbaccio, 

more than half a century later.34 The subject of suicidal ideation is also prevalent within many of 

the Heroides’ letters, noticeably Heroides II, in which Ovid’s portrayal of Phyllis culminates in 

the taking of her own life; and VII, Dido’s address to Aeneas (Heroides, VII), which Ovid 

concludes with the couplet: 

praebuit aeneas et causam mortis et ensem. 
ipsa sua Dido concidit usa manu. 

[From Aeneus came a knife and the cause of death, 
From Dido herself came the blow that left her dead]35 

Within the Middle Ages, depression became synonymous with scholarship, and was “an elite 

‘illness’ that afflicted men precisely as the sign of their exceptionality, and the inscription of 

                                                
33 Dante Alighieri, Vita nuova, ed. by Jennifer Petrie and June Salmons (Dublin: Belfield, 1994), XXIII, translations 
mine. 
34 The traditional dating of the Corbaccio is widely accepted to be around 1355, although many scholars still argue 
for a much later dating; see the Introduction to Anthony K. Cassell’s 1975 translation of the text: Giovanni 
Boccaccio, The Corbaccio, ed. and trans. by Anthony K. Cassell (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1975), p. 
xxvi. The text’s protagonist echoes Dante’s call in the Vita nuova, by exclaiming: ‘estimai che molto meno dovesse 
essere grave la morte che cotal vita; e quella con sommo desiderio cominciai a chiamare’ (I guessed that death 
would have been much less grievous than this life, and I began to call upon it with the greatest of 
desires) Corbaccio, ed. by Giorgio Padoan, in Tutte le opere di Giovanni Boccaccio, 12 vols, ed. by Vittore Branca, 
(Milan: Mondadori, 1964) V (ii), (1994), pp. 413-614. 
35 Heroides, VII; translation Isbell.  
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genius within them”.36 It is therefore, especially important that Boccaccio should not only 

provide his female narrator with rhetorical skills, but that he should also attribute to her this sign 

of masculine ‘genius’: depression. However, in considering these two personality traits, we are 

left with one overriding question: has Boccaccio given his protagonist masculine characteristics 

to make her more appealing to a male audience? Or is Fiammetta’s character – with her 

effeminized masculinity and her masculine femininity – intended to be purposefully repulsive 

(or, indeed, attractive?) to both men and women for precisely this reason; ostensibly because she 

is an unnatural mix of features consistent with both genders? In what could be termed a 

‘hermaphrodite’ text – as one which is both male and female; issuing, as it does, from both a 

male pen and a female voice – could Fiammetta be the ultimate ‘hermaphrodite’ character, 

taking on both male and female perspectives?37 

Bearing these questions in mind, the text’s dedication to women is nothing if not problematic, 

and certainly raises many of the same issues which again become relevant within the Proemioto 

the Decameron. Within these introductory pages, Boccaccio, speaking in the first-person, 

explains that, after having been made to overcome the misery of unrequited love, he wishes to 

dedicate his “cento novelle, o favole o parabole o istorie” [one hundred stories, or parables, or 

histories] (Dec., Proemio, 13) to women, because, unlike men, who “se alcuna malinconia o 

gravezza di pensieri gli afflige, hanno molti modi da alleggiare o da passar quello” [have many 

ways of distracting themselves if they become afflicted by depression or disturbing thoughts] 

(Dec., Proemio, 12), women are often unable to distract themselves through their pastimes. He 

offers literature to ladies as a method of consolation, a way of reducing boredom, and reaffirms 

in the Conclusione dell’Autore, that these one hundred tales were “scritte per cacciar la 

malinconia delle femine” [written to chase away female melancholia] (Dec., Epilogue, 23). 

Whilst acknowledging the problems associated with using the Decameron as a tool to interpret 

the earlier Elegia di madonna Fiammetta, it is important to recognise that the same themes are 

                                                
36 Juliana Schiesari, The Gendering of Melancholia: Feminism, Psychoanalysis, and the Symbols of Loss in 
Renaissance Literature (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1992), p. 7. 
37 Frances Teague, in her article on John Milton’s ‘Of Education’, also coins the term ‘hermaphroditical’ to refer to a 
text which “is sometimes constructed as male, sometimes female, for an audience that includes both men and 
women”. Frances Teague, ‘A Voice for Hermaphroditical Education’, in This Double Voice: Gendered Writing in 
Early Modern England, pp. 249-69 (p.249). 
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present within both works. Whilst Boccaccio himself does not speak within the Elegia, 

hissenhal, Fiammetta, frequently references other literary works, and explains how she is able to 

draw comfort from reading about the unhappiness of others. However, although Fiammetta 

appears to be using literature as a consolatory device — as Boccaccio himself suggests within 

the Decameron — her method of reading is so extreme that she actually causes harm to her 

emotional state.38 Through her obsessive citation of the tales she reads, Fiammetta is the epitome 

of the ‘bad’ reader: she surpasses the levels of consolation Boccaccio envisages, and becomes 

absolutely engulfed in the literary world. Suzanne C. Hagedorn also argues that “Fiammetta’s 

obsessional citation of her classical models turns into a competition with them: she no longer 

reads to find models for, or companions in, her suffering, but to outdo them”; Fiammetta is 

reading stories not, as Boccaccio intended, to find comfort, but to learn how to augment her 

misery.39 

In terms of gender, the implications of this observation are vast: whilst “to read oneself in others’ 

stories has often been considered to be the lot of women”, it is rare to come across stories 

authored by women in Trecento Italy.40 Although the Elegia does not fall into this latter 

category, the female protagonist has — unusually — been allowed a voice. However, this voice 

has been misused and, through her selfishness, Fiammetta has betrayed the trust put into her by 

Boccaccio (although Boccaccio has, himself, caused this betrayal of trust): she writes for no 

other reason than “so that she may have her own audience of sympathetic (female) readers who 

sustain themselves by reading about her misery, much as she has been comforted by reading 

about others’ sorrows”.41 In what is considered to be Boccaccio’s last fictional work, 

the Corbaccio, the female protagonist is lambasted by the deceased soul of her husband for her 

reading habits, “i suoi orazioni e paternostri sono i romanzi franceschi e le canzone latine” [her 

prayers and Paternosters are French romances and Latin songs],42 and, as Jon Usher notes in 

‘Boccaccio on Readers and Reading’, her reading is “essentially pornographic, in that she 

                                                
38 Hagedorn, p. 127.  
39 Hagedorn, p. 126. 
40 Efrossini Spentzou,  Readers and Writers in Ovid’s Heroides: Transgressions of Genre and Gender (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2003), p. 5. 
41 Hagedorn, p, 126.  
42 Giovanni Boccaccio, Corbaccio, ed. by Giorgio Padoan, in Tutte le opere di Giovanni Boccaccio, V (1994), 413-
614, §316. 
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confuses her own feelings with those of the literary characters, and employs literature selfishly as 

a tool for physical arousal”.43 The Corbaccio’s unnamed protagonist, like Fiammetta, appears to 

adopt the types of ‘bad reading’ Janet Levarie Smarr refers to in Boccaccio and 

Fiammetta,44 although many studies have sought to argue for a satirical reading of 

the Corbaccio.45 If we are to believe that Boccaccio intended Fiammetta, like the Corbaccio’s 

protagonist, to embody literary vice — as can clearly be seen in her improper use of rhetoric and 

incessant employment of intertexuality — are we to understand that his view on females 

employing the faculty of rhetoric was somewhat antifeminist? And furthermore, does 

Boccaccio’s opinion of women even matter insofar as the interpretation of the Elegia is 

concerned? 

As twenty-first-century readers, it is perilous to back-project our own cultural ideals when 

reading medieval narratives, yet each reader must bring something of themselves to their 

interpretation of any given text. To read a female-narrated, male-authored narrative, which deals 

with important questions of gender expectations, it is almost impossible to avoid applying one’s 

own experiences and opinions when attempting to decipher the true authorial intention of a 

literary piece, whilst also acknowledging that this ‘true authorial intention’ can never be 

accurately known. Furthermore, as Marina Scordilis Brownlee quite correctly states, theElegia’s 

author is “explicitly enunciating one thing on the semantic level, thereafter blatantly 

contradicting it on the syntactic level in order to expose of the mechanisms of deception inherent 

in language”.46 While  Boccaccio uses such complex devices to expose his linguistic 

understanding and ability, it is almost impossible to draw only one conclusion from his texts. 

The problems which arise from gendered discourse, particularly in a text where the only voice 

belongs to  a fictional female protagonist  whom we know to be wholly unreliable,  have proved 

                                                
43 Jon Usher, ‘Boccaccio on Readers and Reading’, Heliotropia 1.1 (2003), p. 4 [accessed 26/08/11]; although this 
article deals primarily with Boccaccio’s Decameron, references are also made to the opere minori. 
44 Smarr, Boccaccio and Fiammetta, p. 158. 
45 For arguments regarding the possible authorial intention of the Corbaccio see especially Robert 
Hollander, Boccaccio’s Last Fiction ‘Il Corbaccio’ (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1988), in which 
Hollander states: ‘I would not consider Boccaccio […] an ironic medieval writer’ (p. 24); whilst the opposing view, 
namely that of a satirical intention, is argued in the introduction to Anthony K. Cassell’s 1975 translation of the text, 
wherein Cassell speaks of the ‘Corbaccio’s satirical antifeminist bias’ (p. xviii). 
46 Scordilis Brownlee, p. 60.  
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numerous and mostly unresolved. Perhaps the main reason for this lack of clarity is Boccaccio 

himself, an author whose texts are notoriously ambiguous and challenging. The impact of this 

‘hermaphrodite’, trans-voiced text, as has been shown, is clear: the messages portrayed within 

the Elegia – be those cultural observations regarding the roles of men and women in the Middle 

Ages, or simply an “insight” into the female psyche  – are continually undermined by issues of 

voicing, and many questions must unavoidably remain unanswered. Why, for example, does 

Boccaccio choose to write as a woman? Is he doing so in order to distance himself, as author, 

from the issues he is raising within the text? Or is he simply demonstrating his literary abilities 

by assuming the voice of the opposite gender? Certainly, Fiammetta’s account is convincing and 

plausible, but does this sympathetic portrayal of a woman in love merely function to cement the 

previously established gender roles of medieval society? Fiammetta may have a literary voice, 

but this voice is completely controlled by Boccaccio, who, as a man, has the power to silence her 

whenever he so wishes. 

In her article, ‘The “Double Voice” of Renaissance Equity and the Literary Voices of Women’, 

Lorna Hutson similarly poses several questions pertaining to gendered discourse. She asks, for 

example, “What does it mean to write like a woman?”47 However, in relation to the Elegia, 

perhaps the question we should really be asking is “what does it mean to write for a woman?” 

The way in which Boccaccio authors the text, and, through Fiammetta, clearly sets out his 

(misdirected?) female audience, sends clear signals regarding the intended genre of the Elegia. 

Literate women “learned how to feel from the medieval equivalent of what some today may 

deem ‘chick-lit’”; like Fiammetta, who uses mythological and classical tales of abandoned and 

scorned women as models for her own behaviour, the average female reader in the Middle Ages 

was not expected to stray beyond the ‘appropriate’ literary genre of romance.48 

In Fiammetta’s dedication of her narrative to compassionate women, then, Boccaccio is 

immediately constructing reader expectations of a romance narrative: the text is supposedly 

intended for a female readership, so will include only subject matter which is ‘female-friendly’, 

                                                
47 Lorna Hutson, ‘The “Double Voice” of Renaissance Equity and the Literary Voices of Women’, in This Double 
Voice: Gendered Writing in Early Modern England, ed. by Danielle Clarke and Elizabeth Clarke (London: 
Macmillan, 2000), pp. 142-63 (p. 143).  
48 Stephanie Lynn Volf, A “medicyne of words”: Women, Prayer, and Healing in Fourteenth- and Fifteenth- Century 
England (Arizona: Arizona State University, 2008), p. 181.  



Hortulus Volume 8, Issue 1 

 96 

yet we have seen this to be untrue. Boccaccio evidently realised, through his knowledge of 

literature, the elements of narrative which function successfully, and has adorned his protagonist 

with such characteristics. It is not by chance that Fiammetta is endowed with the talent of 

rhetoric: Boccaccio knows that she must show male characteristics, because, for a proto-

humanist audience, these very characteristics are those which render a text successful. Yet, as 

has been shown, Fiammetta’s character misuses these traditionally male devices in her over-

employment of intertextuality, which inevitably force her to become an inferior version of the 

classical heroines whose tales she cites; inferior because, as a fictional construct, she does not 

have the ability to perform the most tragic act of loveless despair and commit suicide. If she were 

to do this, we would have no text whatsoever, as she is narrating past events, and so her fictional 

status renders her necessarily substandard as a literary heroine. 

Conclusion 

Through the Elegia di madonna Fiammetta, and the way in which Fiammetta’s account functions 

on many levels, Boccaccio cements himself as the medieval master of multiple-readings. 

Boccaccio uses the text as a way in which to explore therapeutic storytelling; something upon 

which he would place such a high importance in his later Decameron. The description of the text 

as “the first psychological novel in a modern language” is, indeed, problematic — not least 

because this description is essentially reductive to the multifaceted nature of the text — yet 

Fiammetta’s account certainly serves as a tool for better understanding the psychological 

processes which accompany disorders, such as grief, depression, obsessions, and suicide 

ideation. Yet what this study has shown is that, aside from being an insight into the psyche of the 

protagonist; aside from being a declaration of the healing powers of literature, Boccaccio is using 

the platform of the Elegia di madonna Fiammetta to put forward his feelings regarding the 

dissemination of any given author’s work. By imbuing Fiammetta with both male and female 

characteristics — the “masculine” skill of rhetoric and the “feminine” hysteria which 

accompanies the grief she endures after being abandoned by her lover — her narrative voice 

becomes almost hermaphroditic. This offers the perfect vehicle for the author to express his own 

reservations, fears, and opinions regarding the potential mistreatment of his literary corpus; 

reservations and fears cleverly veiled by Fiammetta’s language when she warns the physical 

copy of her “picciolo mio libretto” [dear little book of mine] to avoid being held by force, and to 

learn how to bear mockery with humility. Whilst Fiammetta’s speech at this point may signal 
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that she is again referring to the “rape” she claims to have endured, Boccaccio’s writing — 

notoriously ambiguous as it is — allows us to read these commands as a reflection on his own 

anxieties regarding the publication of work, since, after it leaves the author’s hand, he has no 

control over its reception. 

Through the Elegia di madonna Fiammetta, we are led through the psychological processes 

which govern not only abandoned women, and the grief and rejection they may experience; but 

we are also shown the psychological processes experienced by authors. It seems apt to use the 

same term corpus to describe a body of literature and a physical entity, since, as Boccaccio 

shows, texts are often a mere extension of an author’s being. 
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Book Review: Enchantment (Stephen Jaeger) 

Review by Stephen Barker 

C. Stephen Jaeger, Enchantment. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012. 440 pp. 

(HB, e-book available) $69.95. 

Stephen Jaeger has long aimed at dispelling post-Romantic conceptions of a diminutive Middle 

Ages, “a period of small, quaint things and people” whose emotions are cartoon-like, lacking the 

subtleties of our more modern passions.1 Indeed, followers of Jaeger’s earlier work on 

refinement and education in tenth- to thirteenth-century French and German cathedral schools 

will recognize Enchantment’s project of restoring the past’s emotional complexity through a 

study of Western art, broadly construed to include literature, sculpture, iconography, painting, 

and film.2 Jaeger’s study of charisma deeply engages Erich Auerbach’s Mimesis—the seminal 

study of Western literary portrayals of reality—stressing how the blend of sublime and realistic 

creates a hyper-mimetic world that complicates Auerbach’s insights into the nature of 

representation.3 Given this broad focus, the book should reach its intended generalist audience of 

professors, graduate students, advanced undergraduates, and anyone interested in histories of the 

arts. Although Jaeger’s refreshingly lucid prose should inspire some good will, his book faces the 

problem of all multidisciplinary, millennia-spanning studies: specialists—here art and film 

historians—outside of the author’s core of expertise may reckon their subject’s treatment to be 

superficial. On the other hand, generous readers may find that Jaeger’s literary-historical 

background gives him a unique lens with which to view the visual arts. 

Jaeger argues that enchanting art arises from the bodily charisma of the extraordinarily beautiful 

or talented person whose projected glory enlarges, affirms, and redeems those whom it enchants, 

                                                
1 C. Stephen Jaeger, ed., Magnificence and the Sublime in Medieval Aesthetics: Art, Architecture, Literature, 
Music (New York: Palgrave, 2010), 5-6. 
2 The Origins of Courtliness: Civilizing Trends and the Formation of Courtly Ideals, 939-1210(1985), The Envy of 
Angels: Cathedral Schools and Social Ideals in Medieval Europe, 950-1200(1994), and Ennobling Love: In Search 
of a Lost Sensibility (1999). 
3 Erich Auerbach, Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature (1953), Trans. Willard R. Trask 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003). 
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though—more dangerously—it potentially decreases critical sense, judgment, and personal 

conviction. He investigates extensions of these effects in a variety of canonical works: the 

“charismatic dynamics” of Odysseus’ fall and rise,the aura and representational charisma of 

icons and relics, charismatic layering in Durer’s Christ-like self-portrait, and the persistence of 

courtly romance’s effects even when satirized in Don Quixote. Transitioning into the modern 

world, he examines how charisma transcends human limitations in Goethe’s Faust, redeems the 

secular in Rilke’s poetry, and creates glamorous alternative realities in twentieth-century film. 

Jaeger sees a historical development from the bodily charisma of arts like Maori face tattooing, 

where ancestors appear present in the faces of descendants, to the surrogate arts of Westerners, 

which export the charisma of the dead to non-living supports like stone, papyrus, and wood. 

Without embodied commemorative art, he argues, the West must rely on representation to 

recuperate the loss of significance from the world by creating powerfully charismatic 

compensatory illusions (66). While immanent ancestral or divine charisma has undeniably been 

lost, and vast new worlds of artistic charisma have been discovered, Jaeger’s argument tends to 

romanticize this lost, embodied charisma. The 30,000-year-old cave drawings discovered in 1994 

at Chauvet in southern France call this narrative into question. The horse profiles on the cave 

walls exude charisma, particularly in their potentially religious setting of the cave where firelight 

would have played across their three-dimensional forms. At least by this date, then, heightening 

reality was an artistic goal, showing that charismatic representation did not derive (at least not 

wholly) from older, more embodied practices, but existed concurrently with them. So while 

charismatic effects do change and develop, they do not do so in a linear, progressive fashion, but 

rather modulate to fit a community’s openness to obvious charismatic effects and the availability 

of different media. Once we problematize the overarching argument, Jaeger’s close readings 

address these ever-changing dynamics quite convincingly. 

For medievalists, one of the most directly useful chapters treats icons and relics as devotional 

conduits of divine presence. Christian history is littered with debates over the proper way to 

mediate the divine presence, and identifying the powerful blend of human and divine that 

iconodules capture in their media of devotion lays the groundwork for understanding these 

conflicts. Whereas relics tend to act through aura, the layering of associations onto a remnant of 

the saint’s physical presence, icons evoke the real presence of the divine through emblems of 
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divinity—crosses, holy books, saintly gestures—combined with the inescapable humanity of the 

human face. Another study along these lines that suggests itself is the relationship of icon to text 

in vivid hagiographical romances. What iconic properties do hagiographers project into the 

minds of their audiences, and how does that serve to create a charismatic blend of human and 

divine? Further, the various forms of affective meditation cry out for an explanation in 

charismatic terms. While Jaeger focuses on icons drawing out worship almost against the will of 

their beholders, it remains to map out the complicated interactions between pious artists, hyper-

mimetic works, and imaginatively synthesizing respondents that make up late medieval 

charismatic piety. 

Jaeger also brings his new emphasis on charisma to the well-trodden ground of courtly romance, 

a genre that blends sacred and secular charismatic effects. Chrétien’s romances, for example, 

instrumentalize Christian symbolism, layering it onto Lancelot, among others, making the 

allegory in a tale like The Knight of the Cart secondary to the charismatic exemplum. The 

romance becomes a “selection test”: a place where the knight can determine whether he is one of 

the elect. The marvelous adventure tests and teaches both knight and reader, “luring the 

individual to believe in the attainability of the impossible” (174-75). The novelty of Jaeger’s 

approach is not so much in telling us that romances present a fantastic world better in many 

respects than the real or that the romances present an aspirational world for an intellectualizing 

martial class—these are old, though still potent, insights. Rather, Jaeger presents these elements 

of the romance as part of an enduring and necessary but overlooked force of the arts, a primary 

motivating factor behind the artistic productions of any given age. 

While Jaeger has demonstrated enchantment’s centrality to histories of emotions, pedagogy, and 

ideas, and its vital role in connecting aesthetics to ethics, the central distinction between 

embodied and representational charisma will require some filling out by specialists. For example, 

scholars of early vernaculars can examine their texts in light of Jaeger’s claim that “heroic 

cultures, be they the cultures of prophets, warriors, courtiers, or intellectuals, or all of these at the 

same time, do not produce charismatic art because they do not need it . . . . Charismatic 

representation emerges when the sensed force of living presence weakens” (160). A reading 

of Beowulf along these lines might be especially revealing in terms of its pedagogical force—

does Beowulf (or Hrothgar) teach by charismatic example? Other questions will surely suggest 
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themselves to Enchantment’s readers because the gaps in Jaeger’s argument ask for extension, 

especially by those interested in the burgeoning fields of the history of emotion, as well as those 

within the more traditional academic disciplines. While the answers Enchantmentoffers may not 

always completely satisfy, its questions should stimulate investigations in a number of exciting 

directions. 

 

Stephen Barker studies Old English at Ohio State University, where his doctoral work focuses on 

Anglo-Saxon rhetoric, emotion, and ethics. He is currently investigating intellectual shame in the 

Old English Soliloquies. 

 

 

Book Review: The Two Latin Cultures and the Foundation of 
Renaissance Humanism in Medieval Italy (Ronald G. Witt) 

Review by Charles Carroll 

Ronald G. Witt, The Two Latin Cultures and the Foundation of Renaissance Humanism in 

Medieval Italy. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012. 616 pp (HB, e-book available) 

₤75.00. 

In The Two Latin Cultures, Ronald Witt responds to one of the most contentious questions in 

modern scholarship regarding Italian humanism: “What was Italian exceptionalism and how did 

it come about?” (1). A prequel to his earlier work, In the Footsteps of the Ancients (2000), Witt’s 

new book examines the trajectory of Latin culture in the northern Italian kingdom, theregnum 

Italiae, from the time of the Carolingian defeat of the Lombards in 773 through the mid-

thirteenth century. He considers why and how the majority of northern Italian intellectuals were 

laymen by the thirteenth century, while elsewhere in medieval Western Europe the majority of 

intellectuals were drawn from the clergy. Witt’s argument is convincing and well corroborated 



Hortulus Volume 8, Issue 1 

 102 

by a diverse array of primary sources, including letters, Latin and vernacular literature, vitae, 

histories, theology, legal texts, and philosophical treatises. He suggests that the early 

medieval regnum was unique in its possession of two Latin cultures, which became increasingly 

more defined from the tenth century. The first was the traditional book culture, which consisted 

of the study of grammar and Latin literature. The second being the legal culture, which 

comprised mostly notaries. The unique interaction between these two cultures engendered 

circumstances in which laymen could, and often did, gain prominence over the clergy in the 

production of literary works. The geographical scope of the book is sensibly narrowed to 

the regnum, suggesting that the northern Italian region was singular in its development of this 

twofold distinction, but woven elegantly throughout his analysis are discussions of political and 

intellectual exchanges between that region and the transalpine realms, the papal territories, and 

the Kingdom of Naples, demonstrating that the development of the intellectual culture of 

the regnum was not an insular process. 

Witt suggests that at the time of the Carolingian invasion, book culture in the regnumconsisted of 

Latin-literate clerics teaching primarily at cathedral schools, providing instruction in liturgical 

practice and religious texts, often in addition to the works of pagan authors and Church Fathers. 

But beginning in the eleventh century, this book culture began to undergo significant changes. 

The influence of cathedral education began to wane largely as a result of the Gregorian Reform, 

which increasingly dislodged clerics from their notarial offices in its attempt to distinguish the 

clergy from the laity. The decline of the cathedral schools was compounded by the proliferation 

of lay  private schools, which were intended to train the emerging body of lay notaries. 

The notariate, a body which comprised both clerics and laymen until the ecclesiastical reforms of 

the eleventh century, was the mainstay of legal culture in the regnum. Witt points out that this 

legal culture was extant at the time of the Carolingian conquest, and it later evolved to 

incorporate the ars dictaminis in the eleventh century and the discipline of canon law in the 

twelfth. With the rise of lay private schools in the eleventh century, the growing corps of lay 

notaries became the most educated men in the region. Educated laymen, unlike their clerical 

contemporaries, were more enabled to take intellectual risks, so beginning in the twelfth century 

the large majority of Latin translations of medical and scientific writings from the ancient 

Greek and medieval Arabic worlds were undertaken by laymen. Continuing into the  thirteenth 
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century, the expansion of lay private schools was cultivated by the growth of communal 

bureaucracies. Witt argues that the continual prosperity of these schools contributed to a growth 

in literacy in both Latin and in the vernacular, laying the basis for a steep rise in literary 

productivity, evident in the growth of Latin poetry and vernacular literature. 

Witt’s argument spans twelve chapters and is divided into five parts. Following a chronological 

course, the first part begins with the Carolingian conquest and then proceeds through the 

Ottonian Renaissance to end with the monastic and papal reforms up to 1075. The second part is 

arguably the core of the book, focusing on the shift in intellectual prominence from the book 

culture to the legal culture during the last quarter of the eleventh century. A highlight of this 

chapter is Witt’s comprehensive discussion of the development of the ars dictaminis, which will 

enlighten any scholar interested in the battle of words which was waged between Pope Gregory 

VII, Henry IV of the Holy Roman Empire, and the polemical supporters of each. Witt’s 

discussion of what he calls “the propaganda war and the new style” is exemplary of the way in 

which he adeptly juxtaposes analysis of a body of primary sources and then places the works 

within a broader historical framework (191). Here, he uses twelve treatises of the Investiture 

Conflict written in the regnum between 1085 to 1112 to illustrate the increasingly legalistic 

treatment of issues surrounding the papal-imperial conflict, arguing that the treatises 

demonstrated a significant change in the presentation or defense of legal arguments: namely, the 

gradual replacement of the use of litterae et mores (an Ottonian pedagogical ethos which 

intended to engender men of high moral character more than men of letters) in favor of solid 

principles of canon law. Referring to this emphatic shift toward canon law, Witt writes: 

The outstanding methodological achievement of the polemical literature was 
Placido of Nonantola’s Liber de honore ecclesiae [...] The author broke down 
his discussion into one hundred and seventy logically sequential chapters [...] 
Many of the rubrics began with a statement based ‘on reason’ that the author then 
followed with authoritative texts to support the claim. There was always one 
citation or more from sacred sources to support each proposition. With its 
emphasis on clarity of expression, the Liber stylistically resembled a legal 
treatise. (199) 

This microscopic analysis, like many others, is adeptly incorporated into Witt’s greater 

argument. The broader point he makes is that the cathedral schools had been gradually 

suppressed by the religious divisions of the Investiture Conflict, while at the same time private 
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schools of Roman law were flourishing. While the cathedral schools were identified with the old 

imperial church by propapal reformers, the emerging private law schools in 

the regnumwere becoming increasingly popular centers for the growing study of canon law. That 

subject, together with the study of ancient Roman law and of the ars dictaminis, formed a 

powerful legal-rhetorical synthesis which would prevail in the regnum into the fourteenth 

century. 

The Investiture Conflict is the subject of one among many of Witt’s chapters which could easily 

stand alone as brilliant monographs. That chapter is followed by the third section, which covers 

the ascension of legal culture. Witt argues that this phenomenon was largely due to the post-

Gregorian reconstruction of political institutions and the continual expansion of the Italian 

economy, which resulted in the need for competent legal-rhetorical minds. The fourth part tracks 

the development of the twelfth-century French renaissance, including discussions on the 

influence of French rhetoric, vernacular poetry, and Latin literature. The fifth and final part deals 

with the influence of the twelfth-century literary renaissance in the context of important 

contemporaneous developments in the regnum: the proliferation of popular communal 

bureaucracies after the Peace of Constance in 1183, and the growth of secondary and advanced 

education and the resulting rise of Latin literacy among laymen. Witt claims here that the 

destabilization of the elite caused that class to becoming increasingly drawn to the noble ethos 

espoused by the Provençal troubadours, and that the expansion of communal 

bureaucracies resulted in both an increase in notarial employment opportunities for the Latin-

literate and an increase in opportunities for political and social advancement. He further suggests 

that the growing interest in Provençal vernacular lyric seems to have awakened a desire for Latin 

literary production, and because Latin had gained prominence and respectability as the language 

of written law in an age of proliferating communal bureaucracies, a significant number of new 

Latin poems, authored primarily by laymen, began to appear in the late 1240s. 

Witt’s analysis challenges existing historiography on medieval humanism, particularly Robert 

Black’s Humanism and Education in Medieval and Renaissance Italy (2001), by arguing against 

the insistence on a period of intense study of pagan authors in the twelfth century followed by a 

century of decline in classical interests. Departing from Robert Black’s argument, Witt suggests 

that while it is likely that relatively few literary works were produced in the regnum in 
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comparison to transalpine Europe, current scholars’ perception of the paucity of literary 

production in the regnum is likely skewed by the loss of manuscripts at a rate which is 

disproportionate to other regions. His discussion of the evidence he uses to corroborate his 

argument sometimes points to a dearth of archival sources, but this problem is common 

particularly in relation to research on the cathedral schools (the same issue is revealed by 

C. Stephen Jaeger in his book on that topic). In Witt’s discussion of cathedral schools in 

theregnum during the Carolingian period, he relates that there is little hard evidence of cathedral 

schools in the region other than those of Verona and Ravenna. However, in cases such as this he 

is forthcoming about the gaps in evidence, and that transparency only serves to add integrity to 

his argument and to point toward the need for more archival work. Nevertheless, aside from the 

forgivable paucity of documents on cathedral schools, the magnitude of primary texts he uses is 

impressive, and the quality of his analysis of these texts is extraordinary; his nuanced textual 

criticisms of a document or group of documents are often situated between a rich introduction 

and a cogent summary. Scholars of myriad fields will find this book both useful and engaging, 

particularly advanced undergraduate students, graduate students, and specialists in medieval 

canon law, Italian intellectual culture of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, education in the 

High Middle Ages, and the Gregorian Reform. The book can be used as a comprehensive 

introduction to intellectual life in the regnum from the Carolingian invasion until the mid-

thirteenth century, or as a way for one with advanced knowledge to engage with innovative 

arguments related to medieval Italian intellectual culture. 

 

Charles Carroll received his B.A. in history and religious studies from Saint Michael’s College 

and is currently a second-year M.A. student in the Department of History at the University of 

Massachusetts, Boston. He is beginning to work on his thesis, which will focus on the effect of 

the Gregorian Reform on clerical gender discourse. 
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Book Review: Medieval Anchoritisms: Gender, Space and the Solitary 
Life (Liz Herbert McAvoy) 

Review by Jacob Doss 

Liz Herbert McAvoy, Medieval Anchoritisms: Gender, Space and the Solitary Life. Rochester, 

New York: D.S. Brewer, 2011. 211 pp. (HB, e-book available) $95.00. 

In her book, Medieval Anchoritisms: Gender, Space and the Solitary Life, Liz Herbert McAvoy 

examines societal discourses that shaped anchoritic conceptions and practice and how they 

eventually led to women’s association to late medieval anchoritism.  Those interested in the 

history of anchoritism, specifically how gendered notions shape its practice and perception, will 

find her subject matter familiar as she has previously written and edited multiple volumes 

addressing the subject. While her specialty lies in the literary sphere, this study is truly 

interdisciplinary, combining philosophical, psychological, spatial, and gender theories to 

examine the role and perceptions of the anchorite in medieval society. 

The theoretical basis of her study lies in post-structuralist feminist thought, relying mainly on the 

work of Julia Kristeva, Luce Irigaray, and Hélène Cixous, while also using the spatial theory of 

Henri Lefebvre, Michel Foucault, and Gaston Bachelard.  McAvoy’s five chapters deal 

respectively with male perceptions of early anchoritic practice; late medieval male anchoritism 

and the threat of the “spectral feminine”; the “master narrative” of abject femininity surrounding 

anchoritic discourse; the way that female writers, such as Julian of Norwich and Margery 

Kempe, forge a new way of understanding the anchoritic enterprise not subject to the “master 

narrative”; and finally, how an “anchoritic self” is formed and colored by gendered ideologies 

while being influenced by the conflict and geography of the thirteenth century Welsh Marches. 

McAvoy initiates her study with an examination of early coenobitic monasticism as a 

progression with the anchorite envisioned as the highest iteration of monastic practice. She 

examines this concept by analyzing John Cassian’s text the Collationes, as well as the Regula 

Sancti Benedicti, and Grimlaicus of Metz’s Regula Solitariorum.   The chapter challenges 

scholarship that argues that the desert monastic discourse is gender-neutral. McAvoy suggests 
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that this seemingly fundamental “de-gendering” was countered by “hypermasculinized” 

discourses like that of the Miles Christi, and Benedict’s drawing upon the biblical images of 

Jacob’s ladder.  She explains that this discourse bestows a “phallic privilege” and male ontology 

on both the monastic intellectual endeavor and its final goal: union with God. Thus, anybody 

seeking to adhere to the practices outlined in these texts must understand them through 

masculine discourse. In her estimation, this “phallic language” works to counter the potential 

feminizing effects of monastic world renunciation.  The book’s arguments regarding this male 

privilege and ontology are well executed. While the discourse surrounding the Miles Christi 

seems to adhere to this masculine understanding, McAvoy may be stretching her interpretation 

with examples such as Benedict’s ladder imagery seeing as contemplative spiritual practice was 

often understood as an ascent toward God and a ladder may simply provide both a convenient 

and easily understandable metaphor with biblical precedent. 

In chapter two, McAvoy goes on to examine the Regula Sancti Benedicti and its effects on male 

anchoritism.  In her estimation, the “Benedictine Ideal” understands the anchorite as an elite 

monk serving as an essential societal symbol for the entire monastic community. Here, she 

employs Rene Girard’s theory of the societal scapegoat, claiming that the anchorite serves as a 

willing subject of anchoritic violence, e.g. fasting, flagellation, and demonic battle, on behalf of 

the monastic community. She builds on Girard’s theory to suggest that the anchorite as scapegoat 

experiences this role differently depending on whether they are male or female. McAvoy also 

looks at the fourteenth century text Reply to a Bury Recluse, which she claims creates a discourse 

of practice specifically tailored to the anchoritic cell.  This practice and the discourse 

surrounding it, in turn affect the space, giving the anchoritic cell meaning. Thus, the cell comes 

to represent a practice that can be inscribed upon the anchoritic body, while the practice of the 

body can transform or create the cell. As McAvoy points out, in Speculum Inclusarum, the male 

anchorite is asked to adopt the practices of female religious heroes, such as Mary 

Magdalene.  Therefore, the cell has a reciprocal relationship of creating and re-creating a 

feminine or masculine body posture depending on which historical anchoritic hero is being 

emulated in practice.  This is an important point, as McAvoy’s later discussion of Margery 

Kempe relies on the concept that practice creates space and therefore Margery is able to live a 

quasi-anchoritic life without always being enclosed. McAvoy’s argument here is strong, but 
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could have been bolstered further by pointing out that this attitude toward the cell has a long 

history. 

In chapter three, McAvoy examines the “master narrative” of the female body as understood by 

male monastic authors. McAvoy argues that male authors believe the female body possesses a 

fallen and duplicitous nature. She explains that in male anchoritic discourse, the female anchorite 

must avoid her monstrous female potential on the way to overcoming her femaleness. According 

to McAvoy this is expressed through a discourse of female monstrosity countered by the female 

anchorite’s assuming a male subject position, thus throwing off her problematic female 

flesh. She asserts that this is expressed within the discourse of Aldhelm’sProsa de Virginitate, 

where he calls upon his female readership to “cast off the sinfulness of their own predatory 

femininity” (84).  McAvoy goes on to show how this idea plays out in theAncrene Wisse, a male-

authored text for female anchorites.  Perhaps the most intriguing part of this chapter is the 

section on Goscelin of St. Bertin’s Liber Confortatorius. Goscelin, in a letter to an anchorite 

named Eve, seemingly acknowledges this “master narrative” and attempts to revise it by 

referring to Eve in masculine terms and himself in feminine terms, thus removing the monstrous 

feminine discourse from his letter. 

In chapter four, McAvoy explores how female authors attempt to depart from this male discourse 

which has forced a monstrous ontology onto the female body. She takes up the case of Julian of 

Norwich, who she argues progressively develops a non-phallic language to deal with her 

personal experience of God in A Vision and A Revelation, thus avoiding the monstrous 

understanding of the feminine body exemplified in the Ancrene Wisse.  Her argument regarding 

Julian’s work seems well founded as typical male discourses surrounding the female body are 

absent in Julian’s text. For example, Julian shows no anxiety about her chastity nor does she 

echo the monstrous ontology of the female body often found in male-authored mystical 

texts.  Following this study, McAvoy goes on to examine how this new female understanding of 

anchoritism is taken up and used by other female authors, such as Margery Kempe and an 

anonymous fifteenth century recluse who authored A Revelation of Purgatory. 

In the final chapter McAvoy discusses the importance of geography of the Welsh Marcher lands 

to medieval English anchorites. She argues that the Welsh Marcher lands provided an 
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appropriate landscape and political atmosphere to nurture and define this new female 

anchoritism. McAvoy presents these female anchorites as models of stability in a time of conflict 

and suggests that by the nature of their vocation they were able to create sacred, stable space on 

the borderlands. In essence, they became political symbols that communicated either Welsh or 

Anglo-Saxon national ideals through their lifestyle. This chapter discusses texts from the 

thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, such the Chronicle of Lanercost, and seeks to further 

explain aspects of the Ancrene Wisse. Although engaging and convincing, this chapter seems out 

of place chronologically and thematically, as the previous chapter examines fifteenth century 

figures while this chapter reverts to thirteenth and fourteenth century anchorites. However, it 

shows how the concepts presented in the previous chapters may have played out in the larger 

English anchoritic context. 

Medieval Anchoritisms provides an enlightening look into the mechanisms at work behind 

medieval anchoritic lifestyles and the discourses that shaped it. McAvoy thoroughly investigates 

tensions that existed between medieval and late antique conceptions of masculinity and enclosure 

that shaped monasticism and anchoritism.  The book’s sources are varied and interesting and the 

theoretical approach compellingly illuminates the seemingly ever-present “spectral feminine” 

within anchoritic discourse. However, because of the heavy emphasis on theory and its lack of 

chronological organization, the book is demanding. This study will be compelling and useful to 

those studying anchorites and monasticism, but may prove challenging for researchers unfamiliar 

with its subject matter or theoretical approaches as it assumes a certain amount of topical 

understanding. 

 

Jacob Doss completed his B.A. at the University of Arkansas in 2011 with a double major in 

History and Anthropology and a minor in Religious Studies. He is now completing a Master of 

Theological Studies at Boston College with a focus in Church history, where his interests include 

monastic practice and spirituality, gender, and sacred space. He serves as Editor-in-Chief of 

Lumen et Vita, the graduate academic journal of Boston College’s School of Theology and 

Ministry. 
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Book Review: King John. An Underrated King (Graham E. Seel) 

Review by Geneviève Pigeon 

Graham E. Seel, King John. An Underrated King. London: Anthem Press, 2012. 230 pp. (PB) 

$22.95. 

Graham E. Seel graduated from the University of St Andrews with a degree in History. He is 

currently Head of History at St Paul’s School in London. He has published on such subjects as 

the Early Stuart Kings, and the Republic. In King John. An Underrated King, Seel addresses 

what he perceives as a misleading and unjust reputation of King John, one that was suggested by 

medieval chroniclers such as Roger of Wendover and Matthew Paris, and has been perpetuated 

ever since by English historians from the 13th century onward. Known as “John Softsword”, the 

youngest son of Henry II has been portrayed as a “bloody tyrant” and as “Nature’s Enemy,” to 

name only two of the negative epithets given him. By sifting through the various sources 

available to today’s historian, Seel intends to reinterpret the facts in their proper context, as some 

other historians have done (W.L. Warren, R. V. Turner), in order to “further develop this 

sympathetic treatment of John” (p.9).  To do so, he relies on chronicles and record materials, 

which are provided (unfortunately only in their Modern English versions) in the Appendix 

section. His portrayal of King John is refreshing and precise, with a well written historical 

background, although some there are reasons to object to his interpretation of the political 

propaganda available to the Angevin dynasty. 

The book is divided into ten chapters. Each chapter, except the first, begins with a timeline, 

which proves to be useful in understanding the events described in the following pages. Each 

subject is anchored in both time and space, making the complex political and geographical 

situation easier to grasp. Considering the book is published in a series intended for general 

interest readers, and first year undergraduates, the careful and precise contextual analysis of the 

author is welcomed. 

Seel begins with a clear recollection of the events that lead to the highly unpredictable crowning 

of John Lackland in 1199. The youngest son of Henry II and Eleanor of Aquitaine, he survived 
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his three older brothers and reigned until his death in 1216. Seel argues that King John’s reign 

can be divided into four phases, each “shaped and defined in particular by foreign policy” (p. 1). 

From the initial phase (1199-1203) when John fought to secure his inheritance, followed by the 

loss of Normandy and other Angevin possessions (1203-1204), then by the fight to regain these 

territories (1205-1214), and finally the failure and death of the king (1216), the author draws a 

portrait of a despised king, hated and criticized by the clergy and described as a “robber of the 

people” (p. 6). Nevertheless, the author concludes by arguing that a careful look at the 

documentary material, provided at the end of the book, can and will prove otherwise. 

Seel offers various interpretations of John’s actions during his reign. To do so, he contests the 

idea of a weak and ill-equipped leader, alerting historians to the fact that Richard’s flamboyant 

reign was and continues to be viewed as highly successful, thus making it almost impossible for 

John to shine. 

A complete understanding of John’s actions could not have been possible without a focus on 

England’s difficult relations with its powerful neighbor, France. The general interpretation, one 

that considers John to have caused the collapse of the Angevin “Empire” is challenged by Seel 

with a panoramic view of the kingdom’s strengths and flaws. If the Angevin Empire is to be 

viewed as a “bundle of territories which did not automatically belong together” (p. 31), it would 

be unfair to expect one man to keep it all under one crown for more than a few years. Therefore, 

Seel argues, there must be “reasons other than the qualities of John” (p. 36) to explain the 

growing influence of the French kingdom and John’s failure to keep his “Empire” together. 

From the 1199 succession crisis to the difficult relations between John and Philip, King of 

France, Seel sets out to demonstrate that John managed to reign efficiently during a highly 

chaotic period. By highlighting the complex diplomatic and economic stakes facing England’s 

king, Seel makes a case whereby John’s actions were in fact expected by his subjects. If, as a 

ruler, he was willing to negotiate his decisions (as in the case of the threat of French invasion) 

this does not mean he should be portrayed as “lazy, cowardly and irresolute” (p. 53), as some 

chroniclers suggest. 

After a review of the “international” political aspects of John’s reign, Seel shifts the focus to 

domestic and religious issues. Ranging from John’s involvement in Britain (one of “unparalleled 
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intensity”, p. 76) to his troubled relationship with Pope Innocent III, the issues selected by Seel 

show a clever king: one who knows when to keep his distance and cooperate (with Scotland, for 

example), one who can be tough and kill hostages, and one who is wise enough to appreciate the 

consequences of religious sanctions. 

Seel examines the importance of the Pipe Rolls, which have informed his earlier interpretations, 

in chapter 8, Administration, Justice and Finance. This chapter allows Seel to take a step back 

and analyze the political structure of kingship, showing how the persona of the crowned 

monarch could embody the whole nation. John’s reign is particularly interesting because he was 

the first king who made a conscious effort to keep “a systematic record of its business in form of 

charters, letters close and letters patent, all enrolled.” (p. 125). The analysis conducted by Seel 

shows that “record material also straightforwardly contradicts the notion that John was lazy, a 

key criticism of the chroniclers” (p. 127). The image of Bad King John disappears, to be replaced 

by one of a dynamic, energetic monarch. 

The new habit of writing and keeping every administrative and legal decision contributed to the 

importance of what could have been the first declaration of human rights and the highlight of 

John’s reign: the Magna Carta,. However, as Seel explains, the Magna Carta must be appreciated 

for what it really is: a “set of peace terms between an element of malcontented barons and a 

particular king, not a device espousing new constitutional principles.” (p. 155). Between a 

domestic war with the barons, and the ceaseless war with France, John showed what Seel 

considers to be strong ability in warfare. 

In conclusion, Seel admits that the “quest to determine the nature and attributes of any historical 

personality is never straightforward” (p. 169). King John’s complex personality makes it even 

harder for any modern scholar to apprehend England under his reign. By employing a variety of 

approaches, and by attempting to avoid readymade opinions about King John’s abilities and 

personality, the author has demonstrated that fresh interpretations of the charters, chronicles and 

documents show a different king from the one historians have conveyed in the past. When 

different interests and agendas are undisclosed, it is clear that King John’s “failure” to end the 

Civil War with the barons has been used to promote political ideas which do not consider the 
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context in which the events took place. Aside from a few mistakes, England’s monarch, the son 

of Henry II, must be viewed as a good king, who “very nearly achieved his goals” (p. 172).  

King John. An Underrated King is, without a doubt, an excellent introduction to political, social 

and religious aspects of twelfth and thirteenth century England. The author draws a clear portrait 

of king John without losing his readers in a labyrinth of family dramas and shifting alliances. 

However, contrary to Seel’s affirmation that king John could not rely on a “concerted 

propaganda campaign” (p. 34), it has been demonstrated by many scholars (M. Aurell,1 A. 

Chauou,2 C. Haskins,3 etc.) that the Angevin dynasty, like the french Capétiens, had successfully 

built a political propaganda based on the ‘history’ of a great monarch: King Arthur. To say that 

John “had no ‘spin doctor’ of his own” (p. 35) stretches too far, and ignores the discovery of 

King Arthur’s and Guinevere’s graves in Glastonbury in 1191. It also neglects the numerous 

writings that emerged from, and contributed to, the popularity of the great king (i.e., Geoffrey of 

Monmouth and Wace), claiming that the greatest Christian king of all times and the greatest 

conqueror of the Western world had been an Englishman born of Roman noble parents. John’s 

inability to affirm his power and to prevent the collapse of the ‘Empire’ is certainly due to 

difficult political times, and Seel is successful in revealing these complications. However, his 

analysis would have gained depth if he had acknowledged the importance of Arthurian materials 

and provided the readers with the chronicles that were meant to compete with the French authors, 

even if it meant shedding some light on John’s weaknesses. This book will undoubtedly be 

useful to scholars looking for a basic political background to the end of the Angevin Empire, as it 

looks at John’s reign differently. However, the lack of original material, such as chronicles and 

letters, and the absence of footnotes with direct quotations will prevent this book from being 

used as a more advanced scholarly source. 

 

                                                
1 M. Aurell, L’empire des Plantagenêt, 1154-1224, Paris: Perrin, 2003. 
2 A. Chauou, L’idéologie Plantagenêt, Royauté arthurienne et monarchie politique dans l’espace Plantagenêt 
(XIIe – XIIIe siècles), Rennes: Presses Universitaires de Rennes, 2001. 
3 C. Haskins, ‟Henry II as a Patron of Literature”, Essays in Medieval History presented to T. F. Tout, Manchester, 
1925. 
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