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Becausc he dreams of seeding the world with
words

his cycs bite

She looks He looks away
He is snowblind

from staring at her breasts
They make love

This is marked by asterisks
thosc gaps

disguised as stars

* %k X

He thinks the future is a mouth
She invites him into her applel

Erica Yong’s interpretation of original sin brings forward the very controversial
question of the initial fallibility of women. Eve, the first temptress, appears to be
the first active clement in the history of mankind and, as it seems, it is her activity
that forwards the couple’s banishment from paradise. Yet, to many scholars (Bal
1987: 11-36) Eve is not the physical cause of the fall; she symbolizcs the coming
of the inevitable, the recognition of sexual identity. Paradise lost, then, signifies
the beginning of the human world with human sexuality as the crcative and affir-

" This article is a revised version of a paper delivered at the Annual PASE conference in Poznan,
Mav 1995. '
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mative force of life. Erica Yong’s redefining of the symbolic apple intensifics the
sin of carnal knowlcdge. In the symbol of the “apple” knowledge is equated with
the recognition of fleshly desires and carthly needs, which in turn is responsible
for the development of individual identity. This papcr deals with female subjectivity
In the Late Middle Ages as exemplified in The Book of Margery Kempe. In Kempe's
book the terms of the two domains, the erotic and the metaphysical, are
Interchangeable, raising the question of the true nature of mystical union with the
divine. My papcr discusscs the issue of control over one’s body, mapping the prob-
lems of sexual desirc disguised as idcal love for the Son of God.

Margery Kempe was considered 10 be a minor mystic, as Knowles observes
(1961: 149) “little of spiritual instruction is to be found in her book”. She was
classificd as a second-rate writer not because of a doubtful value and authenticity

of her expericnce but because of the awkwardness in which she renders her visions.
Her mysticism lacks the spiritual insight we find in so many other mystical works.
Undoubtedly, there is carthly simplicity in her communication with God. As
Margery Kempe was dictating her text, by contemporary standards sh¢ was not
creating the book, she was recrcating hersclf through her visions of God. She nar-
rates the events chronologically only to confirm her own spiritual development.
Thus, her desire to fully understand the love of God gives her work a confessional
nature. Putting genuine divine experience into primary position the text, however,
often makes itsclf available to an erotic reading. Love scenes in her autobiographi-
cal self-conception are the generative matrix of the text.

Margery Kempe externalizes in her cumbersome manner her inner psychic
needs, she attempts to recreate herselfl as a woman through her love of Jesus. Her
book presents a reflection of identity as the surface of a mirror. She is the ultimate
centerfold, embedded — when her text is published — within the narrative of the
priest. She performs a sclf-definition in relation to significant others. The “I” of
the text is changed by the priest into “she”, but usually she features as “this crea-
ture”. So we, as readcers, are additionally distanced from the author’s sclf. And,
what is more, textually that self looses part of control over her confessions. It is
that process of “speaking” that plays a crucial role in the process of appropriating
subjecthood. And here even more so than in later female Writings one can sce

how she becomes the “thief of language” (Rubin Suleiman 1986: 10). As fcmale

autobiographer she mediates her sclfhood through the text that is being created,
her invisibility results from her lack of a tradition, and marginality in th¢ male-
dominated culture. Her fragmentation is social and political as well as psycholo-
gical. '

Margery, however, attains a sensc of self-importance through the feeling of
being chosen by God. Such certainty was very much needed not only to convince
the pricst about the value of her visions that had to be written down, but also
establish her own voice in relation to the community she lived in. Julian of Nor-
wich, another mystic, writes in her Revelations: “because I am a woman you should
I therefore belicve that I ought not to tell you about the goodness of God since
I saw at the time that it is his will that it be known?” as if expecting negative
reaction of the part of the male audience. Margery as a wife and a mother had
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very different duties than thosc of learning and instructin.g mhefs. Julia Kristeva
claims that Christianity defined femininity through maternity (Kristeva .1986:_11-51).
“Becausc of their identity in gender with their mothers or bccause: of soc[al Lraining,
women have always iended to perccive themselves through their rclationships to
family rather than as isolated individuals™ (Higonnet. 1986: 73)._1[. Margcery wamc.d
to be heard as an individual voice shc had to negotiate the validity of ‘hc::r cxperi-
ence, because as an author she is framed in the conditions of her fcminity, social
class and marital status. | .

The concept of authorship is inscparably con_nected with the concept .o.f alfll}or-
ity. The name of the author significs the beginning of the process (':)f lnleldllc?‘llf)Il.
Mediating the author’s position in this text one has 10 bc?r in ml_nd the position
of women in the socicty. The history of women’s writing is the history of silence
and repression institutionalized through the Scripture. Women werce sup_pose(_l to
be silent because silence affirmed patriarchal values of respect (read subjugaum:n)
towards fathers, brothers and husbands; garrulous women were -always scornc:(_l In
pastoral and pcdagogical texts. Denying them words mcant denying them the rlglft
to express themsclves. Writing the sclf out also meant power and control over
oneself, and a woman was necessarily identified with powcrlcssnes§ and a latik of
authority. No wonder Margery was ostracized by her socicty. According 1o I:lledlCVE}l
scholars, women were not capable of controlling their desires or r_cgu_lal{ng their
relations with others. They needed men to tame and channel the INIrnsic excess
of their nature (Klapisch-Zuber 1994: 14). Medieval literary cducallm_l, becaus&; of
somc prevailing attitudes that were hostile to women, perpctuated their subordina-
tion. o N

The way of dealing with that situation was appropriation and submission to
the authority and working within the hostile enwronmf:m agalflst all odds. Almost
all women visionarics stress that they wrote down their experiences, or had th§m
writtcn down with great reluctance and only under obcdicncc'to some supcrl(zr
authority. The literary mystic presents herself as merely a passive vc.hl_clc for l}cr
expericnces and for edifying the message of God’s l'ovc to verify this. LO(-)sm‘g
onesclf 10 God should lead to a thinning out, even disappcarance _0[ lhc' WrILCT'S
personality. The writer hopes to write herself out of per text. Mystics strive for a
union with the divine, which means a partial annihilation of the seif. Yet, strangcly
enough Margery is not annihilated; on the contra-ry, shﬁe cmerges from the text as
a creature whose cxperience accelerated the individuation process lhrpugh lhc‘ CX-
ternalization of her unconscious desires. She is far from being a subjugated little
wife. The text does not offer a passivized female figure but a woman who at some
point wants to take her life in her in hands. She breaks the sﬂenc? anfi talks about
such taboos as woman’s life and the miscries of pregnancy.and chlldl:tlrllzl. ‘Shc also
rejects institutionalized rcligion striving for her individuality and an individual ap-

to God. o
progil‘(l: has the confidence that she has a very personal rclalionshl? with God. To
her weeping and frequent tears signal that very relalionship, while clcarly p;e-
senting a casc of hysteria which according to Freud, hystcr}a stems fr_om access
femininity which is why it is a female disease connected with reprcssion of the
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libidinal neurosis (Brennan 1992: 144). She considers herself an obcdient daughter
of God, while in reality, she is fulfilting her inner nceds, which she thinks arc the
commands of God. Her individuality then, is rooted in the gradual development
of the imperative to take control over her own body. Onc of the ways of assuming
control was through observing certain religious rites like fasting or wearing a hair-
shirt. She refused to share her husband’s meals. Bunyam assumes that fasting came
out as the psychic replacement and blocking out (repressing) painful cxpericnces
connected with “legal rape”. Part of such an attitude was the result of enduring
physical brutality and constantly confronting pain and degradation (Bunyam 1987:
213). Prolonged fasting also deficd body functions such as menstruation, (menstrual
blood was considered unclean and the connected with the lack of purity) and bring
her closer to the spiritual idcal. Finally, Margery refuses to conform to her position
of subordination to her husband by denying him the privilege of controlling her
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bliss which will result from mutual incorporation. She is remapping scxual TCIfdllon-
ships into thc “cgalitarian” domain of religion (and out of the malc-doﬁmmalcd
homc).4 In this aspcct Margery represents a modern woman, responsible and
willing to ncgotiatc the terms of lifc together, but also self-centercd _and fulfilled
through the attainment of her needs. When asked by her hu§band |[ she would
“commune fleshly” with him if his life depended on it, she said no. You arc no
good wifc” (58) said thc husband. And he was right. By all medicval standards
she was not a good wilc at all. |

“And in all this time she had no desire to have intercourse with hc_r 'husba'nd,
and it was very painful and horrible to her.” (49) Rffjccli()n .of sex1-lal activity Pnngs
us to the complex images of scif-denial and physical desire which mtcrlwmc m
the text. Yet, symbolically through giving up her scxuality she COmpOscEs l?crsclf,
“embracing the scif” (Bunyam 1987:263) as the sign of closeness with Christ.

body.

And so she said to her husband ‘I may not deny you my body but all the
love and affection of my hcart is withdrawn from all carthly creaturcs and
set on God alone’. But he would have his will with her, and she obeyed
with much weeping and sorrowing because she could not live in Chastity.
And often this creaturc adviscd her husband to live chaste and said that
they had often (she knew wcell) displeased God by their inordinate love, and
the great delight that cach of them had in using the other’s body and bow

it would be a good thing il by mutual consent they punished and chastiscd
themselves by abstaining from the lust of their bodies (46-47).,2

One of the conscquences of cating the apple in paradisc was sexual knowledge,
for which in later Christianity is trcated with abhorrence. The sins of the body
usually rcquired severe rcpcnlance.3 The split between body and soul, retrospec-
tively blamed on woman, is further represented through Church tcachings about
human physicality being thc cause of corruption and evil. The ideal achicved
through fasting, ascetic behavior and prayer, in fact, approached the state before
the split, with the sexually undiffercntiated nature of earth crcatures. While trying
to maintain sexual abstinence Margery struggles not only with her husband but
also with hersellf. |

Yet, here lics another problem, opposition towards her husbands nceds, cqually
sinful as subduing to his lust. The good woman should have been silent, passively
abiding to what was being inflicted upon her. “Since man is the head of woman
as Christ is the head of man, any wife who does not submit to her husband, that
1 to her head, is guilty of the same crime as is a man who does not submit to
his head (Christ)” says Mastcr Gracian of Bologna (Blamires 1992: 82). A married
woman’s husband was her universe, she should forget hersclf and live through
others, her family. Her body bclonged to her husband while the spirit belonged
to God. Margery gives both hcr soul and her body to Christ, striving for cternal

2 All quotations from The Book of Margery Kempe are from Windeatt 1994.

3 For more information on the Church vicws on sexual abstinence see Foucault 1980 and Deschner

1994,

Then on the Wednesday of Easter week when her husband wanted to h:-._we
intercourse with her, as she was used to before, and when he was coming
ncar to her she said: “Jesus help me,” and he had no power 1o touch her
at that time in that way, nor ever after that with carnal knowledge (56) ...
When she asked her husband why he did not made love to her for the last
cight weceks, since she lay with him cvery week night in his b.cd he answered
that did not darc to do so any more (58) ... and finally he wished her: “May
your body bc as freely available to God as it has been to me” (60).

In this way Margery wins. She defics the common conviction that femalc identity

can only be proven through her husband’s. Her sexuality (the symbolic applc) was
a liberating clement and thercfore had to be controlled because such was the law

of nature. Medicval scholars comparced the sexual desire of women 10 moist wood,
)

slow to take flame but apt to burn for a long time. Mcn were intrigucd by the
secret ardor of women (Thomasset 1994: 61). The constraints on carnal love were
designed to control female scxuality, which to mcdicv'a{ mcn was a sourcc of grc?t
mystery (Dalarun 1994: 19-20). Medicval misogyny (?ngmalcd from the fcar of llldt
power. When repentance and confession became integral (:tlcmcms of thsllan
conduct, in the process of confessional extracting the “truth”, fleshly dcsu-rc§ wcre
transformed into discourse. And such discourse enabled the control wuhm'lhe
patriarchal structurcs. The destructive force of women could be E:hannf:llcd Into
procreation and domestic functions and turned away from scxual libcration which
meant frecdom. .
Yet Margery scems to be confused because of the clash_ betwceen hcr. ::_mcmpt
to fashion her identity according to clerical version of purity and sancticity (?hc
good woman image) and the nccd to have control over herself. The assumption
was that a wifc was always inferior to a virgin (the loss of the seal was irrcparable

1 My colleague Agnicszka Rzepa suggesis that Margery Kempe vu_fhile denying her body to h'er
husband and fantasizing about Christ still remains inscribed within patnarch?l structures. | agree }mhl
such an interpretation, yet for my line of argument it is not the absolut?, l_llumate change of 'me.dleva
consciousness which is important but rather very act of defiance as significant for the beginning of
gradual changes of power dynamics that take place within her family.
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morall IC: * '

m grazca:f(; Splgsnt():;lillllyg ?(l;rc: ;hfhﬁ?jlr{, l»]va;/ngoroi emalrllzfdwxin;(é;na(l; 10 restore the state wife, for it is the wife’s part to be with her husband and to have no truc
_erhood deprived them of their capacity to fight (Huston 1986: 159)' hence, the
Ideology of salvation for married women was inseparably connected l;wlhcrh’ood
It had nothing 10 do with dignity and respect for motherhood. A body marked b '
sexual !mowlcdgc was always dirty. The uniqueness, the Virgin’s ideal could (mly
be a.tt.amcid “through an exacerbated masochism: a concrete woman worthy of thg
feminine idcal embodied by the Virgin as an inaccessible goal, C(;uld only be a
nun, a martyr or, il she was marricd, one who leads a lifc that would remove her
from the “earthly” condition and dedicate her to the highest sublimation alicn to
her body. A bonus, for a good life was the promised jouissance” (Kristeva 1986:

The ultimate union is rcached, however, not through the mother-child bond
but when she has the revelation of being married to God. “He told her that she
should be wedded to Godhcad and before the Holy trinity and all the Saints.”
(123). Margery desires eternal bliss, cternal spiritual orgasm, a metaphysical union
with God. The words that she hears in her soul maintain a connection between
that eternal bliss itself and the domain of the erotic: for God/Heaven itsclf can

be described as the one great body of which cach individual desires to become a
part. And the highest level of intimacy is established through the words of the

need for physical union.

181)°. M R DICORANC ey
vers)alionir\gv?g’ é[:)flr\i(;?[fg;lﬂﬁ"’:;aﬁgrei’ starts 16 have VISIONS an-d reports con- Therefore 1 must be intimate with you, and lic in your bed with you. Daugh-
Challenging the socially assigned role o fo exerll‘(:lses her 1 Ight to live in chastity. ter, you greatly desire to sce me, and you may boldly, when you are in bed,
authority of the husband andé atriarchal tmﬁ‘l er and a v'vxfe she sx'lbvcrl(?d the take me 1o you as your wedded husband, as your dear darling, and as your
claims of communication with %0 d. that esvzuciﬁrcs ?“d ‘W‘ES SO persistent in her sweet son. For I want to be loved as a son should be loved by the mother,

These problems of conflicting 'atti,lu des are I;r ¢ pi;ests‘ gd\rfe up. _ _ and I want you to love me daughter, as a good wifc ought 1o love her
her conversations with God. She realize cquently tfd_ﬂSldlC(.J Into discourse in husband. Thercforc you can boldly take me in the arms of your soul and

Od. ¢ rcalizes that the state of wedlock is Icss pCl'fCCl than kiss my mouth, my head my fcetl as Sweelly as you want (126-127)

the state of maidenhood in her communication with God, scarching for comfort and
approval thich she rceeives in the form of assurance “I love you, daughter, as much
as any maiden in the world.” (85). Throughout the text she speaks of lhc’dcsire to
be lqvcd and incorporated and that the Lord would not forsake her. Her individual
relationship with God is one of mutual envelopment; hence, God’s reciprocal desire
can also bc. described in erotic, physical terms. She seeks protection against those
who are against her “...daughter, the more shame, contempt and rcbuke that you suffer
for my love, the better I love you, for I behave like a man who greatly loves his wife:
the more cnvy that other men have of her, the better he will dress her to spite his:
enemies” (/8-79). The mctaphors of Christ as the husband again revcal her spiritual
needs of for affection and care. In such moments her metaphysical desirc has been
remapped onto yet another metaphorical (and physical) domain: the figures of Christ
the groom and Christ the child become interchangeable.

'Reporting God’s words about his love for her she also spcaks about the physical
union between mother and child. The love between mother and child is cqually

The voice that Margery hears, which calls her beloved daughter, mother and
wife, is the cry of a women cntrapped within the patriarchal system. Her work
recreates the first feminine cxpericnce functioning within the complex structure
of medieval male-dominated textual culture preserving the tension between sclf-
hood and textuality. Margery is trying to raise herself above her carthlincss, yct
the way she conveys her visions clearly suggcests a psychoanalytic case of repressed

sexuality. Her necd to eschcw physicality (fasting and contemplation) and bccome
spirit is also a sign of libcration and female autonomy. The symbolic scarch for

the ideal love both on the part of children (Christ as a child) as well as a husband
(Christ as a bridegroom) serves to counterbalance the misogyny and scxual abusc
encountered on daily basis. The apple is the forbidden fruit because she 1s or rather

makes herself the forbidden fruit in this way symbolically assuming the control
over her own life.
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