
presentation and analysis of these texts forms a major part of the book: they are
discussed according to the chronology of their composition and are organically
linked to the various phases of the emperor’s life. Nevertheless, the book is not
a literary study of Manuel’s texts – perhaps it would have been more poignant if
this had been the case. Some of the emperor’s texts have already received scholarly
attention, such as the Dialogue with a Persian, his Dialogue with the Empress Mother on
marriage or the Funeral oration to his brother Theodore. Çelik, however, also discusses
works that have received very little attention so far such as the Discourse to Iagoup,
an aggressively negative response to the Latin-leaning thinker Manuel Kalekas
and a defence of traditional Orthodox theological enquiries against the use of
syllogisms. Another important work discussed in the book is Manuel’s treatise
On the procession of the Holy Spirit, composed during the emperor’s stay in Paris,
in which he defends the Orthodox position (against the filioque), but shows aware-
ness of Western theological thought through translations from the Latin (includ-
ing of Thomas Aquinas, produced by Manuel’s beloved teacher and mentor
Demetrios Kydones). Çelik’s analysis revisits known facts, but her close reading
manages to tease out new and interesting aspects such as the importance of
Aristotelian ethics in many of his works, or how – despite being a powerful
emperor – he often seemed to yearn for Kydones’s approval, sending him his
texts and expecting his comments right up to the moment of his teacher’s death.

Çelik is very much aware that Byzantine texts more generally and Manuel’s more
specifically are not simple repositories of information: the rules of genre, the
creative intertextual dialogue with tradition, the use of topoi – all these aspects
had a significant impact on both the content and the style of these texts. She
does a very good job of highlighting these aspects and discussing the literariness
of the emperor’s texts as well as emphasising his constant efforts at self-represen-
tation, something that previous studies had not done. She consistently undermines
the sense that because Manuel wrote these texts, we can expect to find the real him
in them. But this necessarily also undermines her aim to produce a biography: how
can a personhood be reconstructed based on texts that employ so many devices to
mask the author? All the more credit should go to the author for trying.

There is an aspect of the book that one cannot overlook. Unfortunately (and sur-
prisingly, for this reviewer) the book obviously did not go through a rigorous copy-
editing and proof-reading process. There are very many spelling mistakes, frequent
cases of bad English usage and typographical errors; so many that they detract from
the pleasure of reading. It would be very appropriate for the Press to prepare a
thoroughly revised edition that would do justice to this serious effort to take the
literary output of this Byzantine emperor seriously.
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Margery Kempe’s spiritual medicine. Suffering, transformation and the life-course. By
Laura Kalas. Pp. xvi +  incl.  figs. Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, .
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In this deeply researched monograph, Laura Kalas reads The book of Margery Kempe
through the lens of medical humanities, considering Kempe’s engagement with

REV I EWS

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022046924001155 Published online by Cambridge University Press

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog?doi=https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022046924001155&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022046924001155


some of the key medical and spiritual paradigms shaping late medieval English
culture. Kalas offers an original feminist argument for Kempe’s synthesis of
these discourses in her Book, a story of ‘spiritual and medical restoration’ (p. ).
In her Book Kempe testifies repeatedly to her ‘peynes’: this study offers a rich
medical-spiritual context for these pains. Unlike some of Kempe’s critics, Kalas
seeks not ‘to pathologise or to “diagnose” her recorded experiences, but rather
to elucidate how the discourse of pain and suffering in the Book enables Kempe
(and indeed, her readers) to orient themselves in relation to their physiological
and social worlds’ (p. ). After establishing the medical-spiritual matrix within
which Kempe operated, Kalas unfolds a complex ‘surrogacy dynamic’ whereby
Kempe, moving from youth, to middle age, to senescence, repurposes maternal
strategies to mobilise ‘the social and mystical substitutions of wet nursing, godpar-
enting, fostering, image-substitution, and pain-bearing as alternative acts of pro-
duction’ (p. ). Kalas frames her chronological analysis of Kempe’s life with
chapters exploring her constitutional melancholia (chapter i) and her Passion
devotion as a form of ‘death-surrogacy’ enabling her to merge with Christ
(chapter v). As Kalas shows, Kempe conformed in many ways to a typical bourgeois
woman’s life-cycle, even as she rewrote this script in search of chaste marriage with
her husband and mystical union with Christ.

Rather than view Kempe’s much-analysed weeping as an expression of mystical
experience, in chapter i Kalas analyses Kempe’s tears as manifesting the melan-
cholic ‘wounds’ she suffers as a result of the ‘lost Christic object’ (p. ).
Drawing upon medieval philosophical and medical writings, as well as recent
scholarship on mysticism, Kalas argues with Aquinas that melancholia could be
productive, providing ‘a constitutional basis for affective receptivity, where physi-
ology creates a predisposition to metaphysical vision’ (p. ). A melancholic tem-
perament was at once physical, spiritual and emotional, stemming from an excess
of black bile, according to Galen and later medical writers. Melancholy was in turn
linked by theologians to the loss of Christ and fixation on that loss. Although
Kempe’s tears, which she wept in anguished recognition of collective sin, caused
her pain and social ostracism, her melancholia conferred spiritual advantage, con-
tinually connecting her to Christ’s Passion. In her Book Kempe asks Christ for a
‘well of tears’: the danger for her is not more tears, but an absence of them.
Her wounded melancholia is thus ‘a boundless state in which Kempe is immersed
and with which her identity is inextricably bound up’ (p. ).

Understanding how Kempe brings her melancholic disposition into productive
relationship with others throughout her life course is the task of the book’s central
chapters. Chapter ii investigates Kempe’s revulsion at marital sexuality and her
manoeuvering within the paradoxes of marriage and celibacy. In a religious
culture that elevated chastity, marriage entailed both the physical pain of
childbirth and the spiritual pain of lost chastity. Yet medical discourses argued
that sexual abstinence damaged women’s health. Kempe thus found herself
‘within an imprisoning hermeneutic, faced with the discomforting choice of phys-
ical or spiritual suffering in a never-ending paradox of pain’ (p. ). Kalas closely
analyses Kempe’s account of traumatic childbirth, together with contemporary
texts on women’s health and chastity, to show how the experience of pain, rejec-
tion by clergy and madness, salved only by Christ’s appearance, enables Kempe’s
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entry into mystical connection with Christ. Kempe forged ahead in her campaign
for a chaste marriage, developing a strategy of ‘pain substitution’ whereby she
imposed physical pain (fasting, sleep deprivation, hairshirts) to punish herself
for the ‘defilement’ of sex (p. ). Reaching a vow of marital chastity with her
husband after protracted negotiations enabled Kempe to attain marriage to the
Godhead, experienced in highly sensual terms, ‘as a symbolically fecund replace-
ment of Kempe’s sexual and reproductive self’ (p. ). Kalas offers many percep-
tive close readings of the Book, showing how we can glean new understandings of
Kempe’s embodied experiences by reading them together with medical works
from the Trotula corpus and spiritual guides like The pore caitif.

The book’s central chapter, ‘Lost blood of the Middle Age: surrogacy and
fecundity’, contains the heart of the argument for Kempe’s lifelong surrogacy
practice. Kempe’s middle years, her time of ‘lost blood’ (menopause), prove pro-
foundly productive as she gains ‘authority in voice, text, and painful understand-
ing’ in the transition between youth and old age (p. ). During this time,
Kempe explores a variety of forms of ‘social and mystical surrogacy’, including
wet nursing and godparenting, mobilising maternal agency in new spiritual
forms (p. ). Kalas astutely notes that, for Kempe, the cessation of menstrual
blood coincided with the start of uncontrollable weeping, marking a new phase
of ‘substitutional mothering’ that structures the rest of her life and Book
(p. ). Kalas’s attention to the spiritual dynamics and productivity of menopause
is original and effective: this section harnesses medical writings to illuminate
Kempe’s middle age as a period of ‘new fecundity’ in which she acts as a spiritual
nurse for the Virgin Mary as well as for human babies. In her acts of nursing,
which receive approval both from Christ and human society, Kempe manages
‘to reproduce her motherly devotion and to reveal God’s will in the souls of
others’ (p. ).

Chapter iv delves further into the surrogacy hermeneutic emerging from female
lived experience by investigating Kempe’s acts of healing as ‘pain surrogacy’,
whereby she suffers pain in order to heal others and reach union with Christ.
Illuminating the significance in medieval medical theory of breast milk (consid-
ered a cure-all), Kalas shows how Kempe makes a transition, as she ages, ‘from
wet nurse, to healing nurse, to healer’ (p. ). Drawing upon her own childbirth
trauma, Kempe leverages prayer and visionary experience to heal other post-
partum women. Kalas’s attention to the spiritual importance of midwives in
Middle English medical texts highlights the merging of these discourses in
Kempe’s Book. We see her pain surrogacy further developed in her interactions
with leprous people. Kempe’s final familial duty is, fittingly, caring for her
husband in his end-of-life infirmities. As her palliative caregiving is repeatedly
reinforced by Christ as a holy duty, she moves ever closer to holy widowhood.

Chapter v briefly suspends the life course frame to consider Kempe’s Passion
visions, experienced throughout her life (notably early on in the Book, when
Christ envisions her ‘etyn and knawyn of þe peple of þe world’). These visions,
Kalas argues, represent the fullest extension of pain surrogacy, for Kempe persist-
ently understands herself as a willing sacrifice or ‘death-surrogate for Christ’
(p. ). Kempe’s preoccupation with the spiritual and physiological signs and
significance of death, ‘the semiosis of death and dying’ (p. ), becomes
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central to her spiritual progress. As Kempe’s growing holy reputation is linked to
her role as a foreseer of death, she becomes a sought-after deathbed attendant.
And as Kempe’s physical body weakens, her spiritual body strengthens: here
Kalas highlights the ‘signs of death’ tradition, which matches physical symptoms
with spiritual conditions, a powerful imbrication of these two traditions. This
chapter demonstrates the connection that Kempe draws between her own pains
and Christ’s death pains: with every meditation on his pains, she is able ‘to re-
live, or re-die, each time she recollects the vision, just as she presumably hopes
her readers will as they encounter the infinite potential of these visions as subjects
for meditation’ (p. ).

Chapter vi, ‘Senescent reproduction: writing anamnestic pain’, represents the
culmination of the life-course argument. Here we find Kempe an old woman,
embodying an ‘edifying, senescent pain’ (p. ) that grants her the ultimate
forms of authority and healing power. In contrast to medieval misogynist stereo-
types of the repellent old woman, Kempe embodies ‘aged asceticism’, in which
she leverages the suffering of her aged body in a new form of productivity, one
Kalas calls ‘anamnestic’ [recollective] (p. ). Medieval society envisioned a
place for old women as healers and sages: Kempe takes advantage of this possibility
in her aged adventures, including a painful final pilgrimage and a late career of
spiritual teaching at home and abroad.

Kalas’s Afterword opens out onto Kempe’s documented social existence as a
member of Lynn’s Holy Trinity Guild. Kempe’s revision of Book, part I, dictation
of part II and her entry into the guild, ensuring postmortem prayers, were contem-
poraneous. ‘Her membership, then, symbolises her own preparation for dying
according to the Ars moriendi tradition, at the same time as she prepares her
Book as both a memorial of her spiritual life and a generative legacy for the
future’ (p. ). As Kalas shows throughout, Kempe refuses to separate the
mystical from the social, the spiritual from the medical, the past from the future.
Kalas elegantly theorises these interconnections, offering a host of new insights
for students of Kempe’s Book.

NICOLE RICEST JOHN’S UNIVERSITY,
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Sebastian Brant (–). Europäisches Wissen in der Hand eines Intellektuellen
der Frühen Neuzeit. Edited by Peter Andersen and Nikolaus Henkel.
(Kulturtopographie des alemannischen Raums, .) Pp. xiv +  incl. 
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This volume is the result of a conference held in  to commemorate the
five-hundredth anniversary of the death of the Alsatian humanist and sometime
Stadtschreiber (chancellor) of Strassburg, Sebastian Brant (–). It com-
prises thirteen essays on a wide variety of topics concerning Brant, his scholarly
output and his intellectual environment. Nikolaus Henkel’s introduction outlines
the imbalances of research on Sebastian Brant, noting that he has largely been
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