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EVE BITES BACK


   ‘A smart, funny and highly readable journey through the lives of women writers and the challenges they and their works face. It’s an informative, enthusiastic and rightly enraging tour de force.’ 

   A.L. Kennedy

   ‘A totally absorbing and enlightening tour through the work of eight significant women authors – with one of the funniest introductory chapters ever.’ 

   Sarah Bakewell, author of At the Existentialist Café

   ‘Writing with energy, wit and at times barely suppressed fury, Anna Beer brings to life the struggle to be heard of eight women writers over 500 years. Her subtle literary excavations are both informative and a gripping read.’ 

   David Goodhart, founder editor of Prospect and author of Head, Hand, Heart

   ‘Anna Beer is one of those very rare writers who are able to combine rigorous research with a gripping and thoroughly accessible style. This is an ambitious, authoritative, feisty book and a worthy successor to her inspirational Sounds and Sweet Airs: The Forgotten Women of Classical Music.’ 

   Kate Kennedy, author of Dweller in Shadows

   ‘Written with a clear and authoritative voice, this is both a very entertaining and very important book about the many obstacles that women have overcome to be writers, and the long struggles even the most gifted and well-connected women authors have encountered in order to be taken seriously.’ 

   Yasmin Khan, associate professor of history, University of Oxford
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ANNA BEER


   ‘What brings the book to brilliant life is Ralegh’s voice. In conversation with his writing, Beer’s prose soars … It’s hard not to think Sir Walter would have approved.’ 

   Guardian on Patriot or Traitor

   ‘Beer’s book is a rigorous and readable take on her subject – it captures the full scope of the character of Ralegh, one that remains frustrating, but endlessly fascinating.’ 

   The Times on Patriot or Traitor

   ‘This beautifully written and impeccably researched biography offers a fresh perspective on one of the most colourful and controversial characters of the Tudor and Stuart age … Ralegh is brought to life as never before.’ 

   Tracy Borman, author of 
The Private Lives of the Tudors, on Patriot or Traitor

   ‘A meticulously researched, engrossing read, vividly bringing its eight subjects to life. It should appeal not only to music connoisseurs but to anyone interested in social and cultural history – and women’s place in it.’ 

   Financial Times on Sounds and Sweet Airs

   ‘Rewarding … insightful … Beer conveys the sexism and lifelong frustrations some immensely gifted creative artists encountered.’ 

   New York Times on Sounds and Sweet Airs

   ‘Beer’s meticulously researched book is a vital step in the battle to overturn that ultimate injustice.’ 

   Observer on Sounds and Sweet Airs

   ‘Beer’s snapshot lives of women composers are savvy, sympathetic … [an] essential and insightful study of a woman’s unsung place in the closed world of classical music.’ 

   Wall Street Journal on Sounds and Sweet Airs
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In the Beginning

   I

   I started by seeking out a different Bible. I felt I knew more than enough about Eve bringing sin and death into the world (‘she gave me of the tree and I did eat’) and the more punitive bits of the Book of Genesis:

   I will greatly multiply thy sorrow and thy conception; in sorrow thou shalt bring forth children; and thy desire shall be to thy husband, and he shall rule over thee.


   I was aware of Eve’s successors, the bloodthirsty Old Testament women (think Artemisia Gentileschi’s graphic, disturbing painting of Judith slaying Holofernes) or the sexy New Testament ones (think Dan Brown’s Da Vinci Code’s portrayal of Mary Magdalene, sex worker turned Mrs Jesus). And I thought I knew the redemptive Second Eve, the Virgin Mary.

   I was looking for something different, a biblical text written by a woman. So I seized on the Book of Esther, excised by the Church Fathers from the biblical canon. It was a mistake. No one has any idea who actually wrote the book, and, if we are being academic, the concepts of a single author or even a definitive text are both pretty useless when considering the murky, complicated origins and transmission of the texts that make up the Jewish and Christian Scriptures. When an author has been suggested, it has been a man, Mordecai, the ‘main’ character. It might have saved me some time in the remoter corners of biblical scholarship if they had called it the Book of Mordecai.

   Looking for Esther the author was a foolish mistake, but thinking about the erasure of women’s lives and words in the far distant past was not. How that erasure was achieved, what was said, done and written then, matters now. When the patriarchs (literally, they were patriarchs) wrote their histories of the early Church, two archetypal women were left standing in the ruins. They would dominate literature in English for the next two millennia: Eve and the Virgin Mary. To be honest, if the two hadn’t existed, then the patriarchy would have had to invent them. Do be Mary. Don’t be Eve.

   Eve whose God-given punishment for bringing sin and death into the world was to be placed under Adam’s rule and to experience pain in childbirth. Eve who was responsible for Adam’s sin as well as her own. Eve who gave authority to patriarchal commentators to tell women, over and over again, that their essential nature was vile and disgusting, that any attempt to conceal let alone challenge the fundamental truths of their bodies was fraudulent and blasphemous. Put bluntly, as Tertullian the early Christian Father did: women ‘are Eve’.

   Sometimes, though, Eve fights back. She does so in unexpected ways that don’t necessarily fit with our modern ideas of what a woman, let alone a feminist, should do. But simply by putting words together on the page, she takes up battle. And she does so, knowing – in one form or another – every reason why she should not write, and certainly should not bite.

   Here are some of them.

   II

   You are physically incapable of being an author.

   Medicine and philosophy, astronomy and theology all combined for millennia to insist that the female body is intrinsically faulty, cold, wet, irrational, changeable and above all fallen: unfit for the task of authorship. You can see why people questioned whether Trota of Salerno, a female doctor in eleventh-century Italy, actually wrote a number of texts about diseases and health conditions affecting women. Surely a woman could not possess the intelligence and expertise to have written the works? The obvious first step was to ascribe the works to male authors and the follow-up was to suggest that she never existed at all. Job done.

   It didn’t help that, back in the day, although the word ‘author’ could and did suggest ‘writer’, it was more usually a synonym for authority (auctorite in Middle English). Greek and Roman writers were authorities. So were the patriarchs of the Church. All of the latter, and almost all of the former, were male. Even when the word ‘author’ becomes separated from ‘authority’, that older sense lingers as a ghost reminding women of their place.

   The underlying paradigm of women and words goes back, as so many things do, to the Book of Genesis. Adam is not only the first man, but he is the first namer of things. Eve is the first woman – and thus named. Women are created by, not creators of, words. Since God is, obviously, the ultimate author/authority, and men are made in the image of God, it is equally obvious that women should not usurp the powers of either God or Man. While we are on the subject, don’t get any ideas about being a genius. A simple Google search will demonstrate that almost all humans with exceptional abilities happened to be born male. Beliefs about women’s innate abilities, and, in particular, a woman’s capacity for ‘genius’, are impressively enduring. The philosopher Christine Battersby argued back in 1989 that the word itself is ‘utterly contaminated by past usage, and by the way that the male (still) provides the paradigm for both the normal and supernormal personality-types, consciousness-types, and energy-types’. We still like our geniuses male, with a side order of women.

   Thank you for taking that on board. If you are very good, we might allow you to write, but only about certain things and in certain ways and for certain people.

   The successful novelist Fanny Trollope, mother to the more famous Anthony, picked up on a line from (male) French writer Beaumarchais to comment, wryly, on the ways in which her writing was circumscribed:

   It is said that providing I don’t speak about authority, culture, politics, morality, people, the opera or other entertainments, nor about anyone who believes anything, then I can print freely.


   Like all good irony, it works because it reveals a universally understood truth about women and writing. Most topics are off-limits, but not all. A conventional take on religion is usually a safe bet. Perhaps instructing other women as to how to be a good woman.

   Because, as a woman, if you are given the gift of education, your literacy is not a means of opening doors to different ways of being, but designed to prepare you better for your decreed role in life. Your task is to provide moral guidance, not to entertain, since for you to provide pleasure to your reader would make you little more than a courtesan. If you do have to write about sex and desire, then bear in mind that religious and literary traditions link women’s sexuality to subjection rather than authority.

   A question from the back? The Guerrilla Girls are asking, having noticed the absence of female artists on the walls of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, whether a woman needs to be naked to be displayed. The simple answer is yes, ladies, you do. Do not represent your own bodies and desires: leave that to the men who will disclose and gaze upon the dark secrets of your sex. Do not write about the messy, sometimes painful, bodily experiences of periods, pregnancy, miscarriage, birth – let alone bad sex or the menopause. In other words, steer well clear of Genesis and the apple incident. Head for the Virgin Mary, a good, sexless, immaculate mother devoted to her son.

   I see you’ve gone ahead and written something according to this guidance. That’s great.

   Of course, precisely because you have created in the genres we told you that you could work in, we are going to exclude you from the history of Literature with a capital L. Because, sorry, we don’t value letters or diaries, translations or advice manuals, devotional verses or lullabies, your memoirs or your prayers.

   Then again, if you do have the temerity to ignore our guidelines and stray into men’s territory, we will always and ever find a way to understand your work on the basis of your gender, regardless of the quality or nature of your writing. Remember the words of composer Elisabeth Lutyens: when her male contemporary Benjamin Britten ‘wrote a bad score, they’d say, “He’s had a bad day”. If I’d written one it was because I was a woman.’ If you are productive, then you will be condemned as facile and prolix. Loose writing: loose woman. If you write in a wide variety of genres, your poly-authorship will reveal your desperation rather than your remarkable range. If a man challenges the status quo, he is excitingly political. As a woman, you are bitter and angry and, of course, writing from your own narrow, personal agenda. And if you write novels, they will be ‘chick lit’.

   It is not enough to rigorously uphold a literary double standard for men and women; you will be attacked personally if you challenge that double standard. Yes, we note that a female rapper can win a whole load of Grammys by taking a traditionally male, masculine genre and doing it bigger, better and bolder, placing her female body front and centre, but – not for the first or last time – we will shame her for it. We will conflate your sexuality with your creativity, and condemn both as improper. It’s worked for centuries: why stop now?

   And finally, if you are still determined to write, the survival of your work will be a small miracle. Most women’s words are necessarily occasional, ephemeral, insignificant to what we call History. Someone may destroy your work. Maybe you will do it yourself, because you are fearful of a hostile response. If you expect your family and friends to respect your literary legacy after your death, then think again. Your words will, most likely, be simply discarded or forgotten for want of a family member or friend to keep them alive. Johnson had his Boswell. Shakespeare had his mates. It helps.

   You’ve taken all this on board, but have decided to write using a male pseudonym. It’s a strategy, admittedly.

   You think it is going to help you be taken seriously. You’re pretty sure it’s the only way you will get published. You might even have read that famous study which demonstrates that if employers are given identical CVs with merely the information that the candidate is a rising star, but that one is called James, the other Andrea, then not only is James chosen more often, but Andrea is described as abrasive, pushy and untrustworthy. You know, as Madeline Heilman (one of the authors of that study) knows, that ‘in any kind of field or occupation or role that men have traditionally dominated, there’s a perception that what’s required to do the job are things that are typically associated with men, whether it’s assertiveness, competitiveness, or taking risks’.

   It’s not going to work. Women who attempt to take their sex out of the equation (we are looking at you George Eliot, Acton Bell and J. K. Rowling) often face backlash from the literary establishment they fooled. They also, and for this we are truly grateful for their help, sometimes and with the best of motives diminish their fellow lady authors. Currer Bell (better known as Charlotte Brontë), according to biographer Juliet Barker, worked to consign her sister Acton (Anne) Bell’s The Tenant of Wildfell Hall ‘to oblivion because she considered its subject at odds with her own perception of what Anne’s character was and ought to have been’. George Eliot (aka Mary Ann Evans), when fighting to be taken seriously as an intellectual, sought to put as much distance as possible between herself and ‘silly lady novelists’, and then refused to engage with discussions of ‘the Woman Question’ because the debate ‘seems to me to overhang abysses of which even prostitution is not the worst’. Who needs men when women can enforce the rules of patriarchy?

   Ah, you’ve gone ahead and written something exceptionally good. Well, this is awkward.

   Fortunately, we’ve been practising ways of denigrating or excluding you and your work for thousands of years. Take the most brilliant poet of her time, the sixth century bce: Sappho. Admittedly, we can’t do much with Plato’s admiration of her, since he thought Sappho was Homer’s equal and called her the Tenth Muse. Aristotle, however, gives us something to go on, when he offers up grudging praise that ‘the Mytilineans honoured Sappho although she was a woman’. Thank goodness he has reminded us that she was a female of the species, kicking open the door to centuries of, at best, scurrilous anecdotes, and at worst, demonisation.

   There are other ways we will distract people from your work. The medieval poet Gwerful Mechain made the rookie error of winning a literary competition against her Welsh male contemporaries with a poem in praise of the cunt (gont in the original). There was no way, of course, we could contemplate publishing such obscenity in our ground-breaking twentieth-century collection of Welsh medieval poetry, but we might just take another look at its author, reading from the text to the life. If she wrote those words, then she must have been a prostitute. (Mechain wasn’t, but truth is the first casualty of gender war.)

   We will find more subtle ways to mask or appropriate your achievements. We will publish your work but re-ascribe it to a male author, as happened with Christine de Pisan’s Book of the City of Ladies when it was translated into English. Someone you trust, even love, will take your work and use it for his own literary ends, consciously or unconsciously. Alexander Pope published one of his friend’s, later enemy’s, poems as his own. When that friend, Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, saw, by chance, her work passed off as his in print, she scrawled ‘mine’ in the margin. It probably made her feel better for a moment, but face facts: you may have heard of Pope, but have you heard of Montagu? William Wordsworth apparently nicked his host of golden daffodils from the diary of his sister, Dorothy. She didn’t mind, of course, because she loved her brother.

   This kind of thing has been given a name in the sciences: the Matilda effect. Historian of science Margaret Rossiter looked at the ‘Matthew effect’, whereby already prominent people are more likely to get credit than non-prominent people, and applied it to women. But as even an (obviously angry) feminist, Lara Rutherford-Morrison, considering the Matilda effect has to acknowledge, it can happen unintentionally or with the best intentions. Men who:

   ultimately received acclaim for major achievements that should have at least partially been attributed to women didn’t necessarily do so purposefully or with the intention of taking credit where it wasn’t due. In many cases, men were given credit because that’s just how things were done; in fields like the sciences, there wasn’t an extensive history of eminent female scholarship, so people simply couldn’t imagine it happening – and therefore assumed that major breakthroughs must somehow be attributable to dudes.


   Exactly! It’s nobody’s fault – it’s just how things were done back then. And maybe a little bit now. Dudes.

   III

   No wonder that many women authors, past and present, feel alone. Fifty years ago, Adrienne Rich wrote powerfully of the moment when she noticed the absence of female experience in the books she was reading. She urged the reclamation and recovery of the voices of women of the past – to make the literary world for writers and readers a little less lonely for women.

   Reclamation and recovery are not always simple tasks, however, especially when we go back in time hundreds, thousands, of years. In the words of Anna Fisk, writing specifically about the Bible, there are very ‘few whole and untarnished objects’ for scholars to find amidst fundamentally male-centred traditions. Men’s exclusion of women from literary production over the centuries means that there were, statistically, fewer women writing, fewer women published, fewer women read.

   Should our task be, therefore, to explore the representation of women in literature? Perhaps, indeed, that is all that is possible, because if you go back five hundred, a thousand, three thousand years, there is (almost) no writing by women, only writing about women by men. In the following chapters, I will be writing a lot about how women are represented, but not because it is all we can do. For me, that parenthetical ‘almost’ is important. Thanks to the text detectives who have been out in force for decades, we now know of many, many more literary works by women. I am dependent upon that recuperative scholarship, I am deeply grateful for it, I’ve even done a bit of it myself, but it is the beginning not the end of literary history. It is not enough simply to refresh the stock of English Literature with works by women.

   We need, in addition, to question many of the stories we tell about the lives of women and their work, and some of the ways we think about Authorship and Literature. Take for example the re-discovery of the medieval Book of Margery Kempe over five hundred years after its creation. It is a great story, newsworthy at the time, the 1930s, a small step in the repopulation of English Literature with women authors, a rallying cry to inspire the seeking out of other hidden gems. The Book was hailed and is still hailed as the earliest autobiography in English, making Kempe herself one of the first English women authors. She has been called a voice across the centuries. She is the kind of writer to make Adrienne Rich feel less lonely.

   Being first is a wonderful hook on which to hang an author and it gets The Book of Margery Kempe into our literary histories. Great, you might say. Good for you, Aemilia Lanyer, to write a country house poem several years before your contemporary Ben Jonson got around to composing To Penshurst. Even more kudos to Phyllis Wheatley, who gained her first name from the ship that brought her as a slave from Gambia to Boston, USA, and her family name from the man who bought her when the ship landed. Wheatley was the first African American woman to have a volume of poetry published. But as the life and work of those two women demonstrate (Lanyer’s poem sank without trace, Wheatley failed to get another volume published and died in poverty), to be ‘first’ can be an empty accolade. It makes it all too easy to dismiss the writer: she was first, but was she any good? As Charlotte Gordon, biographer of Anne Bradstreet, writes of her earliest encounters with the author, she thought the poet’s ‘only claim to recognition was good timing’. Gordon changed her opinion, but only after taking the time and effort to engage with Bradstreet’s work.

   This first-past-the-post approach to literary history is not ‘job done’, particularly for women. Mere claims of precedence allow critics to dismiss writers such as Bradstreet, Lanyer and Wheatley as being of ‘literary historical importance’ but then to move swiftly on to the proper writers. Smacking of tokenism, the move conceals the important questions: what enabled a woman to be first and how can the first become the second, and then reach a critical mass – something we are nowhere near. It distracts our attention from what that writer does with words, and what others do with her words and, in particular, how those words have come to us.

   Understanding the ways in which transmission and circulation work for women’s words is one of the keys to understanding why women authors still don’t get the recognition they deserve. When women do get into the canon, a complex body of writing is often reduced to one, emblematic piece of work. Honorée Fanonne Jeffers, for example, has spoken about her initial response to Phyllis Wheatley’s most frequently anthologised poem. For Jeffers, as a young African American woman author, that single poem seemed alien to her experience. But when that one poem was joined by its fellows, when Jeffers began to explore Wheatley’s life and times, when other histories were included – black histories, slaving histories, white women’s histories – then Wheatley’s work began to resonate with her.

   Something related happens when individual women are represented (and represent themselves) as special cases. The brilliant woman becomes the exception who proves the male rule. The argument has been around a long time, a favourite of men who don’t have a high view of the capabilities of females. They will flatter an individual, as John Donne did his patron, Lucy Countess of Bedford, that she stands ‘alone’ in her ‘worthiness’. It’s also a take used by men who are celebrating their woman – wife, daughter, whatever – she is ‘exceptional for her sex’. This functions most depressingly when women turn on women, scapegoating the rest of their sex in defence or justification of their own (exceptional) right to write.

   There’s a pattern here. A woman’s oeuvre is reduced to one poem. A brilliant woman is seen as a one-off. The final step is to reduce women’s lives to one kind of story, pivoting on romantic love or the absence of it. Those stories often remain in circulation long after they have been discredited by scholars and they stick around for a reason.

   To make women’s lives the sum of their salacious or sentimental moments not only does their work a disservice, but makes it all too easy for the guardians of morality to make their attacks. Take that explicitly sexual work I mentioned earlier. If ‘To the Cunt’ is considered, it becomes a window into its author’s life. The poem’s sexual banter shows that Gwerful Mechain wrote it before her marriage – it would not have been appropriate otherwise. Or the banter is a sign that she is a confident married woman: she can only entertain this way after marriage. Or is she actually trapped in an abusive marriage, and writing the poem as a form of cathartic therapy? All these theories have been put forward. All focus our attention on the author’s personal life and her relationship with a man. None fully attend to the poem as a successful piece of performance poetry. Sappho has had this treatment from earliest times. A fragment sneers at Lesbians a mere generation after the poet’s death; the male writers of New Comedy lampoon her; a story circulates that she was rejected by a boatman, Phaon, which leads her to commit suicide; Christians critique the woman’s immorality; well-meaning editors straighten out her writing.

   Even when they don’t read like the biographical equivalent of the tabloid sidebar of shame, women’s lives are often seen as more interesting than their work. Above all, we want relationships and we want relationships to become books. We do this to men as well (think, if you want, of the film Shakespeare in Love in which Will’s love for Viola explains – or put more accurately hetero-washes – his Sonnets) but when we read from the text to the life, and back again, we read particularly reductively, particularly literally and particularly punitively when it comes to women authors. It’s all enough to push some feminists to argue that we shouldn’t be talking about the lives of female authors in the first place.

   They have a point. None of the authors in this book wished their work to be read, condescendingly, as ‘women’s writing’. Some sought actively to take their own sex out of the equation. The novelist Mary Elizabeth Braddon, whom you will meet in chapter 7, wanted her literary mentor Edward Bulwer-Lytton to see her as an author, not a woman, and so concealed her pregnancies, births and family life from him. Is it therefore a disservice to these women to try to explore how they lived? Does the biographical turn lead, inexorably, as some would argue, to sexism? It depends on what kind of life you come up with.

   IV

   It is futile (although it is often done) to attempt to write Julian of Norwich’s life according to the template of the Great Male Authors of later centuries. It is racist (although it has been done) to write enslaved African American Phyllis Wheatley’s life according to the template of the upper-class White Lady Author. In writing women’s literary lives, we often need to ask different questions, explore different archives, look at familiar things from different perspectives. But I believe it is worth attempting, for it both honours women for writing despite and because they were born female and begins to answer the question: why so few?

   This is not to say it isn’t challenging. Often the documents are simply not there and what we want to know remains well hidden. But this is true for many men. The surprising fact is that there is often just as much information about female authors as there is about male authors – and equally, some of the most canonical writers in English Literature (Shakespeare and Milton) test the practices of the conventional biographical project almost to destruction. For Shakespeare, the archival cupboard is very, very bare, with almost no documents to tell us anything about William’s personal life. In fact, there are no letters at all, even to the man let alone from him. We have to build a life from some references, made by others, to his professional career (‘upstart crow’), from a few legal documents (‘tax avoider’) and the infamous bequest of his second-best bed to his wife in his will. We get an upstart crow tax avoider who hates his wife. For Milton, in contrast, the cupboard is full. But what looks like archival riches, five volumes and counting of Life Records, turns out to be a mirage. Milton, or people close to him, made very sure that only certain kinds of documents would survive, skewing the archive to create the picture of an exclusively public life. Not only are there no letters to his three wives, or to his three daughters. There are none to his brother or father. None of this has stopped life-writers and critics in their tracks.

   Nature and biographers abhor a vacuum – so we fill it, reading from literary texts to the life and back again. It is how we do it that matters. Here’s Harriette Andreadis writing about Sappho’s reputation and the recovery of her poems. Both are:

   fraught with the complexities of informational lacunae and textual instability, so much so that the myths of Sappho soon overtook Sappho the poet and Sappho the person. In short, each era has remade Sappho in its own image, a phenomenon Monique Wittig and Sande Zeig underlined wittily: the entry for Sappho in their Lesbian Peoples: Material for a Dictionary (1979) consists of a blank page to be filled in by the reader.


   As we fill in that blank page, I believe it is vital to show our workings.

   For starters, it matters which version of the text is being talked about, which moment in a lifetime is under consideration. Take Shakespeare’s Hamlet, a play that existed in (at least) three very different printed versions during the playwright’s lifetime. Add the actual moment(s) of creation and revision, the labour of reproduction, in this case the various printings, not to mention performances of the play(s), and the timeline not only begins to stretch but becomes cluttered with Hamlets – in preparation, in printing, in revision, in performance. Not all of them can be a reaction to the death of William’s son or father, the two most popular biographical interpretations, with Shakespeare’s closet Catholicism a close-running third. Life and literature are more complicated than that.

   I want to consider these women’s lives, even when it is hard to do so, especially when it is hard to do so. In writing these chapters, I have foregrounded the fragmentary nature of what has survived – the torn pages, the lost works, the missing decades, the suppressed ideas, the births and deaths, the journeys and the love affairs about which we know nothing. And I want to explore difference as much as similarity, because there is no single story of ‘women’s writing’. One woman’s life and work can never, should never, stand for all women’s lives and works.

   V

   We ask a lot of our female authors. We expect them to do some heavy lifting, then – and now.

   Some people, especially women who look like me, are disappointed if other women don’t sign up to what have been described as the goals of White Feminism: personalised autonomy, individual wealth, perpetual self-optimisation, the practice of power as men practise it. The truth is an awful lot of writing by women from earlier eras does not criticise patriarchal views of male–female relations, and an awful lot of writing by women from earlier eras supports and attempts to enforce Christian teachings including unquestioning submission to men. Those literary detectives uncovered the lives and works of women who had very little agency, expressed few signs of resistance and were, whether by choice or necessity, the pawns of the men around them. Having worked so hard to recover writings by women, what happens when that work doesn’t fit with a specific feminist agenda?

   The answer is not to exclude some writers (not feminist enough) or to distort others (what she really meant was …) or even to see all women as (openly or covertly) subversive or transgressive, but instead to attend to their lives and work, even – especially – when they are different to us.

   It is not simply a matter of recognising that many of the authors in this book lived and worked in deeply religious societies in which any and all questions were understood and explored through the lens and language of faith. Our perspectives and vocabulary might have changed but the questions have not.

   More importantly, let’s recognise that many women, past and present, feel fear. Many, over centuries, have sought not to stand out, have made sure not to challenge their society’s view of womanhood, have maintained anonymity for self-protection. One glance at social media today is enough to suggest the reasons why. We should not, we must not, blame those who have been silenced or are compliant with their own oppression for not being brave enough. But nor should we end up in a place where talking about the sex and gender of authors is deemed irrelevant. We need to ask why, still, the vast majority of works considered ‘great’ are male-authored. Why men’s work has endured more steadily than women’s. Why, still, men read men. The questions appear simple. The answers can be complex and, sometimes, uncomfortable.

   The parameters of this book are self-evident. I selected great authors with compelling and surprising life stories. All are white and were born in England, their careers spanning approximately five hundred years, roughly 1400 to 1900. These parameters reflect my particular areas of expertise but it is impossible, I hope, to miss the parallels with other authors who have been sidelined by traditional literary history, whether because of their class, ethnicity, sexuality or the colour of their skin. Pre-echoes of our world now can be heard on every page. But my primary concerns are sex and gender, and my primary goal is to honour the memory and achievement of those born female who used their words to gain a sense of control over events or their own destiny, whether in this life or the next, who took the courageous step to shape their experiences and understandings into literary form, who spent their energy fighting battles simply by virtue of their gender.

   So, let’s scavenge and rebuild in the face of the destruction of women’s work. Let’s find the scraps, or rather the precious gems amidst the rubble: they form the foundations of the book you are now reading. Let’s be aware of the danger of trying to arrange (in the words of Anna Fisk, the biblical scholar who made me think again about Esther) ‘the torn-apart fragments into a new harmonious whole’. Let’s leave in the mess and the contradictions – and explain why they are there.
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Chapter One

   Julian of Norwich and Margery Kempe

   ‘This is a vision shown, through God’s goodness, to a devout woman’


   Norwich, East Anglia, some six hundred years ago, and an old woman, nearing seventy, has a conversation with a woman thirty years her junior. The younger woman, who has travelled from her home town of Lynn (then Bishop’s, now King’s), some forty miles away, is keen to reveal the ‘very many holy speeches and conversations that our Lord spoke to her soul’, the ‘many wonderful revelations’ she has experienced. For all their wonder and holiness, she is profoundly anxious about these conversations and revelations. Is it God who is speaking to her – or the devil? The older woman offers a measured, conditional answer: if the visions are ‘not against the worship of God or the profit of fellow Christians’ then they are the work of a good, rather than an evil, spirit. At least, she hopes so. She is more confident when asked about the younger woman’s prolonged, uncontrollable bouts of crying – days, not hours, of distress – citing the words of Saints Paul and Jerome in support of tears. She offers a final consolation, recognising that whilst both women have received ‘spite, shame, and rebuking’, the attacks of their enemies have in fact served to raise them in the ‘sight of God’.

   The middle-aged woman is Margery Kempe: daughter, wife, mother, pilgrim, visionary. The older woman is Julian, who has chosen the life of the anchorite, to be secluded in a small cell within which she has already made her grave by scraping the soil from the floor. Kempe is very much in the world, public and active; Julian very much apart from the world, private and contemplative. But both women are authors. Their meeting in Norwich in the early 1400s is a phenomenal coincidence. Even more remarkable is that, somehow, these medieval women’s writings survived. This chapter tells the story of the making, the meaning – and the survival – of those writings: The Book of Margery Kempe and Julian’s Revelations of Divine Love.

   The Revelations came first. Julian of Norwich created what is known as the ‘Short Text’ soon after coming close to death in the spring of 1373, capturing her very real terror of death and the spiritual comfort she received from her visions. You can now see the beautiful, lightly decorated parchment that records her experiences on the British Library website. Even in digitised form, the Library is right to say it has a ‘searing immediacy’ from the first lines which identify the author: ‘Julyan that is recluse ate Norwyche and ȝitt on lyfe’ (‘Julian, who is a recluse in Norwich and is alive’).1

   Like Julian’s ‘Short Text’ of the 1370s, The Book of Margery Kempe, originally created between 1436 and 1438 according to one of its scribes, survives in a solitary manuscript. It was compiled perhaps a decade later, in the later 1440s. (A letter, from Peter de Monte to William Bogy of Soham, Cambridgeshire, and dated 1440, is bound with the manuscript so it cannot have existed before that date. The paper belongs to the late 1440s, which pushes the transcription even later.) And, as with the Revelations, you can view the Book on the British Library website.2 There you can see how one scribe, as was common practice, used red lead ink to help readers navigate the sprawling narrative: ‘Book I’ is particularly long, whilst ‘Book II’ and the closing prayers are easier to find your way through. The same scribe, or another, filled in some of the red capitals with faces. One, rather wonderfully, wrote his own name into the Book: ‘Salthows’. (Salthouse is a village thirty-five miles from King’s Lynn, and the British Library speculates that he was a monk at the Benedictine priory at Norwich, now Norwich Cathedral.)

   The manuscript of The Book of Margery Kempe may not have the ‘searing’ immediacy of the ‘Short Text’ Revelations but it still offers a powerful connection to a world almost six hundred years gone. The third remarkable textual survival offers even less of a direct connection to the medieval, since it dates from the later seventeenth century, but in content it is perhaps the most precious. Julian’s ‘Long Text’ returns to, and greatly expands, her earlier work in (or after) ‘twenty yere saue thre monthys’ (‘three months short of twenty years’), recording her attempt to understand the true meaning of her revelations.

   I

   The most shocking claim made by both authors is the one that allows them to write. They each have a direct line to God, the supreme auctor or authority. It is God’s ‘wille’ (both his goodness and wish) that Julian creates her book, a justification she repeats throughout the Revelations. Don’t shoot the messenger, she is saying. All she is doing is reporting the ‘words exactly as our Lord revealed them to me’. Kempe’s Book is more anecdotal but ends up in the same place. Margery is in church, and ‘our Lord Jesus Christ, with His glorious mother and many saints too, came into her soul and thanked her, saying that they were very pleased with the writing of this book’. As in the Revelations, these moments recur again and again.

   It was not a good moment for a woman to communicate directly with the divine – it probably never is. In the early 1400s, it smacked of heresy. Merely writing in English rather than Latin of religious matters was suspect. This was the era of John Wycliffe and his Lollard followers, who, in addition to dismissing the value of pilgrimage, opposing the Church’s ownership of land, and being sceptical as to whether the Eucharist was the actual transformation of the blood and body of Christ, believed that the Bible ought to be translated into the English language, the vernacular. The hope, for the Lollards, was a more direct communication between Christians and their God through the Word. The fear, for the established Church, was religious anarchy, a collapse of authority. This fear drove a punitive act of 1409 which declared it heretical not simply to create but even to have in one’s possession a single biblical verse in English. A new punishment for heretics was devised, a grotesque form of execution: to be burned alive.

   Both authors wrote this hostile climate into their work. Margery Kempe’s Book tells of frequent run-ins with the authorities including a confrontation in the garden of Archbishop Thomas Arundel, heresy-hunter extraordinaire. And yet Margery Kempe survived to tell the tale. Perhaps her thoroughly orthodox devotion to the Eucharist, to the saints and to pilgrimage placated her interrogators. Perhaps her Book records just enough proper femininity to satisfy her critics, presenting her as obedient wife, devoted mother, venerator of the Virgin Mary. Or perhaps the Archbishop and all the other senior clergy simply thought she was just another crazy woman.

   Julian of Norwich also recognises she is entering a minefield and treads cautiously. She acknowledges that her Church bars females from preaching and teaching not only because ‘they are easily seduced, and determined seducers’ but also because ‘it is not proved that they are witnesses to divine grace’. Julian sensibly, humbly, acknowledges that she cannot be a preacher or teacher, ‘for I am a woman, ignorant, weak and frail’.

   So far, so compliant. In her very next sentence, however, she asserts her right to share her writings since they come directly from God, ‘him who is the supreme teacher’. Not only that, she tackles head on her Church’s misogyny: ‘Because I am a woman, must I therefore believe that I must not tell you about the goodness of God, when I saw at the same time both his goodness and his wish that it should be known?’ The double negatives serve to soften the blow, and Julian tactfully follows up this defence of a woman’s right to ‘tell’ about God with a reassurance that although she may be writing of ‘deep theology and great’ (in itself a huge claim for a woman) ‘everything is in accordance with holy scripture and grounded in it’. She is being thoroughly disingenuous, since Julian’s ‘deep theology’ will skate close to the heresy of universalism, the belief that everyone will be saved at the Last Judgement, and her Revelations insist that the author encounters Christ ‘without any meane’ (‘intermediary’). This does not leave much place for the Church and its clergy.

   Already, it’s clear that both Margery Kempe and Julian of Norwich write in acute awareness of their gender and their era’s misogyny, a word not yet available to English speakers but foundational nevertheless. Having said that, it can be easier to label an era misogynist than to see how misogyny worked, and even more uncomfortable to acknowledge women’s complicity in its perpetuation. Take (male scholar) Jean Gerson and (female poet) Christine de Pisan who both, in the late fourteenth century, pronounced that women had a ‘natural’ aptitude for contemplation. This sounds like good news, a bit like twentieth-century women being informed they have a ‘natural’ aptitude for talking about feelings, or in the words of John Gray, author of the bestselling Men are from Mars, Women are from Venus: ‘Just as a man is fulfilled through working out the intricate details of solving a problem, a woman is fulfilled through talking about the details of her problems.’ It’s where one goes with that belief about essential differences between men and women that matters. Gerson argued that, precisely because women had a heightened spiritual awareness, they needed strict regulation since they had an equally innate propensity for ‘partnering with the devil’. Gerson praises well-behaved, contemplative women but condemns any woman who expresses an opinion or asserts her authority. Christine de Pisan’s approach looks, at first sight, to be very different to Gerson’s, more allied to that of Kempe and Julian. She claims, like them, that she has been commanded to write a book to counter the contemporary attacks on women (‘Take the spade of your intelligence and dig deep … mix the mortar well in your inkpot and set to on the masonry work with great strokes of your pen’). But whilst de Pisan makes the case for women’s intellectual gifts, she ends up arguing that those gifts should be used appropriately, leading her to imagine a city of ‘good’ women: houses of virtuous maidens, faithful wives, respectable widows, good mothers, a place pious enough for the Virgin Mary to take up residence.

   Kempe and Julian challenge the misogyny of their time very differently. What they give with one hand, they seize back with the other. There is something rather glorious in the way that Julian seems to acknowledge her womanly ignorance, weakness and frailty before launching into one of the most intelligent and powerful devotional works in English – a work that enriched her young language, jostling as it did alongside the many other literary and religious tongues of the British Isles: French, Latin, Scottish Gaelic and Scots, and Welsh. Equally glorious – and challenging – is the moment towards the end of The Book of Margery Kempe when God reassures Margery that her life and her writing are pleasing to him, much more so than if she wore ‘chainmail or a haircloth next to the skin’, if she fasted on bread and water, or said a thousand prayers each day. Speaking directly to her, God says: ‘you should not please me as well as you do when you are silent and allow me to speak in your soul’. Margery is ‘silent’, but still speaks. It’s a superb way to write as a woman in a world which sought to deny a woman a voice.

   The phrase ‘You can’t be what you can’t see’ may belong to our time, but it will haunt many of these chapters. Not so much this one, however, because Julian and Margery did not have to look too hard for models for being a woman and a writer, turning not, it seems, to France and to Christine de Pisan for inspiration, but east across the North Sea to the life and work of the most celebrated religious woman of her era, Bridget (Birgitta) of Sweden, and, to a lesser extent, to Italy and Bridget’s younger protégée, Catherine of Siena. Both Bridget and Catherine travelled extensively, met the most powerful figures of their time, and actively intervened in the kinds of spiritual and political matters normally reserved for men – and normally forbidden to women. Both women created texts advocating reform, designed to reach readers from popes and royalty to laypeople from every walk of life, and both collected admiring followers, men and women, who ensured that their writings were copied and disseminated, often in beautiful illuminated manuscripts that spread across Europe. The very fact that these women lived and worked far from East Anglia tells us a lot about England’s connectedness to the continent at this time, and not just through war, although this was the era of Agincourt. Bridget and Catherine appear together in a remarkable East Anglian rood screen at Horsham Saint Faith, whilst Alan of Lynn – friend to Margery Kempe – created an index to one of Bridget’s texts. The English world in which Kempe and Julian lived was no insular backwater.

   The similarities between Kempe and Julian are obvious: same time, same place, same gender, same misogynistic climate, same concern to find a way to be an author despite the last two. Focusing on their sex risks two things. One is that these writers appear only in an appendix marked in invisible ink: ‘women’s writing’. The conventional literary history of the time tells of a great flourishing: William Langland; the Gawain Poet; the Wycliffite translators of the Bible; the anonymous author of the prose work The Cloud of Unknowing; John Gower; the big guy, Geoffrey Chaucer: Julian and Kempe are absolutely at the heart of this. The other is that the differences between the two women are flattened out – and those differences are intriguing.

   II

   The starkest difference is that Margery Kempe travelled and Julian remained enclosed in her cell. The upshot is that The Book of Margery Kempe is as much a travelogue as it is a work of devotion and for many, including me, this makes it compelling reading.

   Kempe had Swedish Saint Bridget very much on her mind during the Book’s composition. Like Margery, Bridget had married young and borne numerous children. Like Margery, visionary Bridget transformed her life, first by pilgrimage and then by taking a vow of chastity within marriage. Fêted throughout Europe, put up for sainthood, and author of Liber celestis revelacionum (Revelations), Bridget was a clear role model for Kempe. She was also, more surprisingly, a competitor. For that’s how Margery sees it, recounting the time when she saw the Sacrament shaking and flickering like a dove. Christ tells Margery that ‘Bryde’ (Bridget) never saw him like this. One up to Margery.

   The truth was that Margery was never in the same league as Bridget: merchant class to Bridget’s noble; a failed brewer, not a royal courtier; friends with the local clergy rather than followed by admiring priors, bishops, theologians across Europe. Margery Kempe of Lynn struggles even to get her book written, let alone circulated. Bridget’s prophecies were conveyed to the Pope in Avignon, to the kings of France and England.

   Bridget offered Margery something even better than a template for a writing woman: she embodied the lure of travel. Because Margery wanted to get away from Lynn, and not just to Walsingham (twenty miles away) or even Bridlington (over a hundred), although she visited both pilgrimage sites. Bridget’s example was a counterblast to those who believed holy travel to be a dubious and unnecessary business, that there was ‘no need to run to Rome or Jerusalem to look for [Jesus] there, but turn your thought into your own soul where he is hidden’. So wrote the mystic Walter Hilton, whose advice to stay home and journey inwards went completely unheeded by Margery Kempe. She wants to travel, she needs to travel, and it is as a pilgrim traveller that Kempe comes into her own. She journeys to Rome and Jerusalem, to Santiago, Wilsnack and Aachen – and Bridlington. For me, these journeys are the engine-room of her writing. Margery’s pilgrimages as much as her visions offered a way for her to become an author.

   For us now, the Book offers a rare and intriguing glimpse of the everyday reality of late-medieval travel. Pilgrims were, of course, supposed to be undertaking their arduous journeys for a clear spiritual purpose. In practice, pilgrim tours have been likened to package holidays, group travel on well-worn paths, journeys undertaken for more worldly reasons than penance. Chaucer’s infamous Wife of Bath, keen on ‘wandering by the way’, was looking out for her fifth husband en route to Canterbury. Then again, to liken a pilgrimage to a package holiday is to minimise the challenge – and the expense. One traveller to the Holy Land tallies up tributes to the Sultan, charges to guards and consuls, entries to different ports, fees for camels and cameleers, payments to look after luggage and wine, and the fees paid to enter the Church of the Holy Sepulchre and then the Sepulchre itself. Apart from the cost, pilgrims faced challenges ranging from a complete incomprehension of local customs through getting lost to theft and rape. Wars, many and various, made the traveller’s life even harder, as casually mentioned by Kempe who notes she can’t ‘travel easily by land, for there was a war in that region’.

   And then there was the in-fighting. Kempe is a great one for annoying – or worse – her fellow pilgrims. Almost every group she joins finds her a difficult companion. All this makes for entertaining reading, six hundred years on. Her Book offers a glorious mix of relentless, high-level self-vindication and more visceral, everyday problems.

   Another time, this creature’s party wanted to go to the River Jordan and would not let her go with them. Then this creature pleaded with our Lord that she might go with them, and he charged that she should go with them whether they wanted it or not. And then she set out by the grace of God and did not ask their permission. When she came to the River Jordan, the weather was so hot that she believed her feet should burn for the heat that she felt.


   The party continue to Mount Quarantine, ‘where our Lord fasted for forty days’. Her companions refuse to help her up the mountain, primarily because they:

   could barely help themselves up. Then she had much sorrow, for she could not get up the hill. And then a Saracen, a good-looking man, chanced to come upon her, and she put a groat into his hand, making signs to him to take her up the mountain. And swiftly the Saracen took her under his arm and led her up the high mountain where our Lord fasted for forty days. Then she was terribly thirsty and had no sympathy from her party. Then God, in His high goodness, moved the Grey Friars with compassion and they comforted her when her own compatriots would not even acknowledge her.


   Searing heat, sore feet, thirst, language barrier, a handsome Saracen – and Margery gets up the mountain.

   Yes, these episodes (and there are many of them) have a devotional function, helping the reader to understand their own travails, however mundane, as opportunities to practise their faith. But they are also mightily enjoyable to read about.

   As with all good travel writing, the reader gets a vivid sense of place. Jerusalem comes alive in the Book. Entertaining it is, but – like many other great works of travel literature – not always entirely accurate. The Church of the Holy Sepulchre is called the Temple, confusing it with a separate Temple of Our Lord (the Temple Mount, with the Dome of the Rock and al-Aqsa Mosque) held to be the site of Abraham’s binding of Isaac and the First and Second Jewish Temples. At the time of Margery’s visit, these buildings were Islamic, as they had been for two hundred years since the recapture of Jerusalem by Saladin. No matter. More importantly, the crises keep coming. The final journey in Kempe’s Book is packed with them (the ostensibly pleasant stranger who turns nasty; the Teutonic Knights who stop her leaving Prussia; a kindly merchant from Lynn who steps in to help; uncomfortable nights on ‘just a little straw’ or a ‘heap of bracken in an outhouse’) and equally packed with evidence of Margery’s determination.

   It was a great marvel and miracle that a woman unaccustomed to walking, and also about sixty years of age, should daily endure to keep her pace on her journey with a brisk man travelling vigorously.


   Onwards towards Calais goes sixty-year-old Margery, ‘travelling by tiring and dangerous routes in deep sand, over hills, and through valleys, for two days before they got there, suffering great thirst and great penance, for there were few towns and very poor lodgings.’ Nights are spent awake, fearful of being ‘raped or dishonoured’.

   Occasionally, Kempe’s Book makes the case that she is more interested in ‘contemplation than place-names’. There’s a guilty awareness here that the true journey for Margery is (or should be) the inward, spiritual one, that the travelogue is a mere side-product of her religious awakening. Yet the pilgrimages form the backbone to her Book, perhaps even its narrative arc. After all her trials and tribulations, Kempe makes it back to Lynn, and finds that the friends who loved her before she left still loved her ‘whan sche come hom’.

   Along the way, the most significant moment occurs in Jerusalem, the city crucial to Margery’s outward and inner journey. She understands this, because having seen the earthly city, she prays to see ‘the blissful city of Jerusalem above, the city of heaven’. The earthly city was, in the early 1400s, a provincial backwater with a population not much more than Margery’s hometown of Lynn, not worthy even of being fortified. The Franciscans were the only representatives of western Christianity, permitted by the Mamluk Sultan to hold services in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. But it was still Jerusalem, and by travelling there Margery was quite literally following in the footsteps of centuries of previous pilgrims – and authors. A thousand years before Margery set out from Lynn, Egeria, a fifth-century Galician nun and the earliest writer of a Christian pilgrimage narrative in Europe, headed to the Holy Land. The climax for Egeria would be her visit to the tomb of Christ in Jerusalem’s Church of the Holy Sepulchre. And so too for Margery, for it is there that she experiences her first bout of intense crying. It is there that she truly encounters Christ. The pilgrimage has worked.

   III

   Julian, in sharp contrast, had no need ‘to run to Rome or Jerusalem’ in order to encounter the divine. She was quite able to talk with God in Norwich. But place is as important to her as it is to Margery. Norwich has been called medieval England’s most religious city, with only London as rival. Julian’s home city was wealthy and busy, trading with the rest of Europe, thoroughly receptive to the religious developments across the North Sea. For women especially, from cloistered nuns to hospital sisters, Norwich offered something of a spiritual centre.

   Julian was one amongst many, therefore, but she chose an extreme form of enclosure for her life religious. Her anchorhold was a small cell built against the wall of a parish church. She would have had three windows: one onto a parlour, through which she could receive food and pass out bodily waste; the second onto the street; and the third, the ‘squint’, which looked onto the chancel of the church, so that she could witness Mass and take the Eucharist. Windows but no door. A priest would have marked her enclosure with the Office of the Dead, a stark reminder that Julian was no longer of this world. Life in her anchorhold, for all its privations, gave Julian, to echo Virginia Woolf writing some six hundred years later, a ‘room of her own’. (Not only that, she must have had the equivalent of Woolf’s £500 a year since, to be enclosed, Julian would have needed to convince her bishop that she would not be a drain on the church’s resources.)

   She was not, however, entirely cut off from her contemporaries. The walls of the anchorhold were more permeable than one might think, something that inspired anxiety in some churchmen who sought to limit the size of the windows – any larger than strictly necessary and the place would become a ‘brothel’. (It is depressing that there appear to be precisely two settings for women in the minds of some: utter chastity or sexual depravity.) Julian had daily contact with her one or two servants and engaged with those in spiritual need who sought her out for her powers of intercession, confession and above all spiritual counsel – people such as Margery Kempe, who consulted not only with Julian but with various of ‘God’s servants, both anchorites and recluses and many other lovers of our Lord’ and who chose an anchorite as a ‘principal confessor’. Beyond this, however, anchorites were also encouraged to do manual labour, including ‘the writing of material that is holy and edifying’.

   Which is precisely what this dead woman did from her anchorhold, creating one of the most remarkable works in the English language. Author Julian has a deceptively simple goal. She hopes that God’s message, ‘we are all one in love’, will comfort others as it comforts her. Her Revelations have done just that over the centuries, her words of comfort proving powerful and enduring. Her most famous phrase, ‘But all shall be well, and all manner of things shall be well’, is the culmination of a subtle analysis of sin. It is something ‘befitting’ which only exists in the suffering it causes, and therefore is not to be feared, since through that suffering we know God better. It is so easy to relate to Julian’s fears, so lovely to bathe in her generosity of spirit, so consoling to feel protected by her God:

   Although our Lord showed me that I would sin, by me alone I understood everyone. At this I began to feel a quiet fear, and to this our Lord answered me as follows: ‘I am keeping you very safe’.


   At each moment that Julian experiences anxiety, even a desire to die (if only to be in heaven), God reassures her, telling her she will reach heaven, so why ‘fret about suffering for a while, since it is my will and my glory?’ Over and over, Julian calmly reminds us that each and every one of us can be saved, that God loves us, that God is doing and has done all he can for each of us, and that God can hold fast the strength of ‘our Enemy’, the devil. Although she is drawing on a tradition of writing by or for similarly enclosed women, such as the renowned twelfth-century ‘how-to’ book for anchoresses, Ancrene Wisse, Julian of Norwich opens up new vistas, for she is not only writing for her fellow women, but exploring the potential of the contemplative life for all. In doing so, she joined Richard Rolle, Walter Hilton and the author of The Cloud of Unknowing, authors using the English vernacular to explore matters spiritual. For some, such as her editor A. C. Spearing, she surpasses her male contemporaries to produce the ‘most remarkable theological achievement of the English late Middle Ages’ (my emphasis), her ‘quiet struggles with her mother tongue’ allowing her to ‘release richnesses of meaning’.

   IV

   Quiet (or not so quiet in the case of Kempe) struggles of other kinds lie at the heart of both the Book and the Revelations. The works challenge their society’s deeply ingrained beliefs about the physical, intellectual and moral inferiority of women to men, beliefs which underpinned each and every institution from Church to state to family. Their authors do so by presenting themselves as mere conduits for divine auctorite, whether understood as authority or authorship. Going further, they make the radical claim that no one can speak of God without the visions and conversations they have experienced. They imply that one does not reach God through rationality and language. Insights are achieved in a space beyond reason or words, a place of mystical emotion.

   Julian and Kempe’s literary work is formed in the crucible of their struggle to use their ‘physical tongue’ (as Margery puts it) to ‘utter’ what is inexpressible in language. This is not just a matter of finding the right word in English, but finding any words.
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