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INTRODUCTION 

In Praise of Fragments: 

History in the Comic Mode 

In the early years of the twelfth century, the monk Guibert of 
Nogent wrote a treatise on relics that has been lauded by histo-
rians as the beginning of scientific hagiography, a precursor of 
Valla or Erasmus or Mabillon. Guibert criticized credulous ven-
eration of remains simply because miracles happened there. He 
insisted that relics be properly documented and that miracles be 
approved by church authorities. But Guibert is not, in fact, a fore-
runner of source criticism, of scientific history, of modernism or 
of ecclesiastical centralization. His concern was not with meth-
ods of research and authentication and control. What disturbed 
Guibert was the practice of moving and dividing the bodies of 
the saints. Fragmentation was, to Guibert, the ultimate insult and 
scandal; aiding and abetting it by translating and mutilating holy 
cadavers struck him as obscene. 1 

The occasion for Guibert's De pignoribus was the claim of the 
monastery of St. Medard to possess the tooth of Christ. Against 
this claim, Guibert's fundamental argument was theological. He 
expressed horror and outrage at the notion that any part of Christ 
( tooth, umbilical cord or foreskin) could be left on earth to suf-
fer decay. Christ's resurrected body is the paradigm for ours, 
wrote Guibert; if so much as a drop of his blood or a hair of his 
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FRAGMENTATION AND REDEMPTION 

head is left behind, how shall we believe that we will rise again 
at the sound of the trumpet? The martyrs bear up under unspeak-
able tortures (splittings offingernails, hanging by genitals, flaying 
and severing) because they know every particle will return in the 
end. The eucharistic host, fragmented by human teeth and diges-
tive processes yet in every minute crumb the whole body of Christ 
is, argued Guibert, the guarantee that wholeness - non-partibility 
and non-passibility - is God's ultimate promise to humankind. 
So crucial to salvation was wholeness for Guibert that he used 
rhetorical theory to argue that synecdoche, pars pro toto, must be 
literally true. 2 

Later in the twelfth century, the abbess Herrad of Hohenbourg 
directed the compilation of a vast compendium of theological 
and scientific information, the Hortus deliciarum. Herrad col-
lected with care passages from Peter Lombard and Honorius 
Augustodunensis concerning the reassembling of human bodies 
at the end of time. Fascinated, as was Guibert, by matters that 
appear decidedly odd to modern taste, Herrad queried whether 
aborted fetuses, severed limbs and pared fingernails will rise from 
the dead. 3 To illustrate such questions she, or her artist-col-
laborators, chose an iconographic program historians have called 
the Byzantine Last Judgment (see Figures 7.9, 7.10, 7.11, 7.12).4 

The wonderful miniatures of the Hortus deliciarum have survived 
only through the drawings made by scholars who studied them 
before the destruction of the manuscript in the bombardment of 
Strasbourg in 1870.5 But even the recent scholarly reconstruction 
makes it clear that, just as the Hortus deliciarum pieces together 
somewhat incongruous elements from the Lombard and Honorius 
in order to discuss exactly how bodies will appear at the Last Judg-
ment, so it uses available artistic motifs to depict a resurrection 
in which part returns to wholeness without losing its individual-
ity. The miniatures show resurrection as three distinct moments: 
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HISTORY IN THE COMIC MODE 

body parts are vomited up from the depths of the sea and the 
craws of birds and beasts; bodies, drawn enfleshed but labeled 
"ossa mortuorum," emerge whole from their tombs; the saved 
appear before God shining with the specific characteristics of 
their religious accomplishments - that is, as martyrs, monks, vir-
gins and so forth. 

In the writings and pictures of Guibert and Herrad, the tor-
ture and fragmentation to which these authors were drawn with 
prurient horror are redeemed by a vision of last things in which 
not just wholeness but reassemblage is the ultimate promise. In 
this vision, Herrad and Guibert were not alone. The twelfth and 
thirteenth centuries in western Europe saw renewed debate over 
dozens of theological matters (such as the eucharist, the trans-
mission of original sin, the nature of the body-soul nexus) in 
which the relationship of part to whole is crucial, and a new 
emphasis on miracles ( such as stigmata, bleeding hosts, miracu-
lous fasting, incorrupt cadavers) in which bodies are the media-
tors between earth and heaven. lt was a period in which the 
overcoming of partition and putrefaction - either through reun-
ion of parts into a whole or through assertion of part as part to 
be the whole - was the image of paradise. 6 

Guibert and Herrad can serve to introduce this volume because 
the essays that follow are all, in some sense, about bodies, and 
about the relationship of part to whole. Moreover, the essays 
themselves are fragments, parts. Any author faced with the pos-
sibility of assembling her recent essays for publication necessar-
ily confronts a problem of parts and whole. 

The introduction to a collection must speak of underlying 
themes and connections - must, that is, unite the fragments into 
something larger. In musing here briefly about these essays I shall 
inevitably, therefore, suggest that common patterns and concerns 
undergird them. But I also wish to assert that none of the partes 
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FRAGMENTATION AND REDEMPTION 

here stands pro toto. I assert this not so much because these essays 
are only a partial view of the high Middle Ages - because they are 
not a survey of women's religious practices or of attitudes toward 
the body or of theological debates concerning eschatology and 
the human person - although that is true. Rather, I assert this 
because my understanding of the historian's task precludes whole-
ness. Historians, like the fishes of the sea, regurgitate fragments. 
Only supernatural power can reassemble fragments so completely 
that no particle of them is lost, or miraculously empower the 
part to be the whole. 

The seven essays republished here were written between 1982 
and 1989. They fall naturally into three groups. First, there are 
three occasional pieces, written at the request of conference 
organizers or journal editors, and addressing directly a major the-
oretical position in a field outside history. Second, there are three 
essays in women's history, all of which treat women's piety not in 
isolation but in such a way as to reformulate also our understand-
ing of men's religious practices and beliefs. Third, there is a long 
essay on religious conceptions of the body, substantially rewrit-
ten for this volume and drawn from two independently published 
pieces. The seven essays are, as I shall explain, closely related. 

The three methodological pieces all use major twentieth-
century intellectual figures as means to better understand late 
medieval religion. None has as its aim an attack on the thinker, 
an application of the thinker's ideas, or a general evaluation of 
the thinker's place in his discipline. I have tried to understand 
each thinker fairly and fully, but basically I have used their works 
as I use other theoretical material in other essays - not as a key 
but as one tool among many. The later essays in the volume make 
essentially similar reference to theory: the seventh, for example, 
uses contemporary philosophy of mind to raise new questions 
about medieval philosophical debate; the fifth is stimulated by, 
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yet in certain ways disagrees with, recent feminist writing in the 
field of religion. All the essays in the volume, therefore, arise fun-
damentally from medieval material, not from contemporary the-
oretical perspectives. Behind whatever smooth surface they may 
present to the modem reader lies the hard grappling with texts -
reading them, dating them, ascribing them - that is the ordinary 
work of the medievalist. 

If I do not adopt the method or the conclusions of any of the 
theorists I consider, there are nonetheless several general points 
that might be made about my use of disciplines outside history. 
Victor Turner, Max Weber and Leo Steinberg - the subjects 
of the first three essays - provide fundamental stimuli to histori-
ans. Turner (and Clifford Geertz, with whom his approach is 
allied) challenges historians to consider how symbols function to 
give cohesion to community, yet how, given their many facets, 
they cannot be reduced to function. Weber and Troeltsch sug-
gest to students of religion that they must pay more attention to 
the forms of association characteristic of certain basic religious 
impulses, such as asceticism or mysticism. Steinberg has made it 
abundantly clear to both his fellow art historians and to students 
of literature that an artistic object is not an illustration of a writ-
ten text but is itself a text in its own right. My discussion of 
Turner implies a fairly standard critique of functionalism; my criti-
cism of Weber suggests that he in some ways reduces religion to 
sociology; my examination of Steinberg argues that he sometimes 
violates his own understanding of the relationship of art object 
and text. But the three essays also surely suggest how much his-
torians have to learn from recourse to the disciplines of anthropol-
ogy, sociology and art history, all of which provide interpretations 
of the nature and context of human creativity. 

Moreover, each of the three essays makes its point by adducing 
material concerning gender ignored by the theorist in question. 
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A consideration of texts written by women and rituals attractive 
to them leads to a critique of Turner's notions of liminality and 
reversal; attention to recent research on nuns, beguines, tertiaries 
and laywomen suggests not only that Weber's application of his 
ideal types to the period before the Protestant Reformation is 
faulty, but also that the types themselves should be reformulated 
in certain ways; Steinberg's reading of the significance of genital-
ity and body in art is radically revised by my argument that medi-
eval devotional writers and natural philosophers did not think as 
we modem folk do about biological sex and culturally constructed 
gender. When even the small bit we are able to retrieve about 
medieval women's experience is taken into account, each mod-
em theorist appears less universal in conclusion and implication. 
The course of history seems more complex. Periodization must 
be revised, influences reassessed. Although modern historians 
such as Gertrude Himmelfarb have argued that consideration of 
gender and social status dera,ils historians from their fundamen-
tal task of organizing narrative, diagnosing decisive events and 
assessing the nature and consequences of power, this does not 
seem to me to be so.7 My essays would indeed suggest that gen-
eralizing from the experience of one gender is far more likely to 
reduce history writing - as well as art history, sociology and 
anthropology - to a monochromatic lon9ue duree. This is a point 
to which I shall return. 

In subject matter as well as method, these essays thus have 
much in common. The last four all address directly the subject 
of gender raised in the first three as an aspect of methodological 
critique. Several of the essays describe women's surprisingly 
"experiential" literary voices; all underline the somatic quality 
of women's piety. None treats women simply as dominated or 
repressed by men. All assume, with social scientists such as Pierre 
Bourdieu and Michel de Certeau, that marginal and disadvantaged 
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groups in a society appropriate that society's dominant symbols 
and ideas in ways that revise and undercut them. But none of the 
essays ignores the cultural construction of categories such as 
"female," "heretic" or "saint"; and none denies the asymmetrical 
power relations between men and women or clergy and laity. 

Each essay therefore acknowledges that - in the creation of 
ideas of "maleness" and "femaleness," "heroine" or "heretic" -
those with greater access to means of communication and to raw 
power contribute in disproportionate ways. Female creativity 
must be facilitated by men; female saints are not canonized or 
revered unless they are in some way religiously useful to men; 
female rejection of family and fertility must be conceptualized 
by men as acceptance of other communal and generative possi-
bilities. Each one of these essays - no matter how explicitly 
focused on women - thus deals with the men who permitted 
and aided female cultural expression and, by placing women's 
ways of writing and behaving alongside men's interpretation of 
them, makes the point that men's understanding of women's piety 
and of their own has certain specific characteristics not neces-
sarily generalizable as "medieval religion." There is no such thing 
as homo reli9iosus and no such thing as "the medieval attitude 
toward women." Every one of these essays turns us back toward 
questions about men as well as women. The study of gender is a 
study of how roles and possibilities are conceptualized; it is a 
study of one hundred percent, not of only fifty-one percent, of 
the human race. 8 

Yet these essays are also about the creativity of women's voices 
and women's bodies. They discuss how some women manipulated 
the dominant tradition to free themselves from the burdens of 
fertility yet made female fertility a powerful symbol; how some 
women extricated themselves from family yet served society in 
the stinking streets of medieval towns; how some used Christian 
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dichotomies of male/female, powerful/poor to facilitate their 
own imitatio Christi, yet undercut these dichotomies by subsuming 
all dichotomy into humanitas. 

In their confidence in female creativity these essays are, in a 
sense, animated by hindsight. The Western tradition that has 
made possible in the twentieth century such powerful and effec-
tive female self-confidence and female anger has deep roots. Late 
medieval women spoke little of inequality and little of gender, 
yet there is a profound connection between their symbols and 
communities and the twentieth-century determination to speak 
of gender asymmetry and to study women. Modern social struc-
ture and religious sensibility do not descend directly from the 
convents, beguinages and female friendship groups of the later 
Middle Ages, although, as Hajnal has pointed out, late medieval 
institutions and demographic patterns make a place for the first 
time in history for the single woman.9 The determination of 
medieval women writers to speak of themselves more as human 
than as female, while nonetheless also utilizing rich domestic and 
female imagery, has no direct connection with current feminism, 
although the late Middle Ages may be the first time in history 
when we have large enough numbers of women's voices to be sure 
we are hearing characteristically female concerns. Reformation 
and Counter Reformation reacted against as well as drew upon 
the female religious movement of the later Middle Ages. My point 
here is that our dissimilarity from women in the thirteenth and 
fourteenth centuries should not lead us to suggest, as some femi-
nists have, that they were mere victims of patriarchy. This is so, 
first, because the dissimilarity is far from total. More importantly, 
it is so because no voice - past or present - is more than par-
tially empowered or partially distinctive. We hear women of the 
past speaking exactly as ( and only to the extent that) we hear our-
selves. If we have confidence in the righteousness of our own rage 
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and in the diagnosis of our own oppression, how can we deny the 
power of female communities and female visions that, different 
from our own, are nonetheless our heritage?10 My essays are all 
undergirded by the conviction that we do hear creative female 
voices - not merely literary genres or male superegos - speaking 
from the past. 11 They are also, in their recognition of the partial, 
committed to the proposition that women in every age speak in 
a variety of accents. 

In Chapters 6 and 7, my focus appears to shift away from gen-
der. Yet, in fact, the last two essays move explicitly to the topic 
implicit in the earlier discussions: the cultural construction of 
body itself. In these essays, the body in which we are all either 
male or female is taken not merely as a biological given, under-
stood by experiencing subjects; it is seen to be actually created 
as what it is - to behave as it does - because of the categories in 
which it is conceptualized. These two essays therefore make clear 
why gender must always be an aspect of the history of attitudes 
and behavior. They also, however, attend to a duality in the 
Western tradition more profound even than gender: a tension 
between body as locus of pain and limitation, and body as locus 
not merely of pleasure but of personhood itself. 

Body as allegory for community has recently been studied by 
historians such as Natalie Davis, under the influence of the sym-
bolic anthropology of Clifford Geertz; 12 body as culturally con-
structed has been explored by scholars and critics such as Michel 
Foucault, Peter Brown and Thomas Laqueur. 13 Such approaches 
are surely in the background of my own essays. But my point is 
in some ways an altogether simpler one. However we construct 
it and whatever it stands for to us, body is what we've got. Thus, 
all these essays circle back to a point made by the earliest article 
anthologized here - back, that is, to what Victor Turner calls the 
"orectic" (sensory) quality of symbols. All evidence for the doing 
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of history opens out beyond itself to an intractible physicality. 
My final essay undercqts all the others even as it affirms them: 
what we study - what:' we can study - is culturally constructed. 
But we know we are more than culture. We are body. And, as 
body, we die. This is also a point to which I shall return. 

These essays were I not written with any thought of publica-
tion as a whole. Nor were they conceived in discipleship to any 
particular methodological dispensation. They were simply the 
work of a younger historian who found, as she grew older, that 
there was around her an increasing interest in the sort of issues 
she had always found fascinating. 14 But because the seven years 
during which the essays were written saw great changes in the 
historical enterprise in America, it is worth a few words to say 
how these essays relate to those changes. 

In the seventies, medievalists still had a modest but impor-
tant place in shaping the discipline of history. Although the great 
Marc Bloch, cofounder of the journal Anna/es, was long dead, 
some thought the so-called Anna/es paradigm remained dominant 
within the new social history. 15 Readers of the lively English jour-
nal Past and Present found articles by medievalists prominent in 
its pages. In my essay on Victor Turner, the earliest piece col-
lected here, I could still write as if medievalists were in the 
forefront of the use of anthropological models, although by the 
seventies the most-often cited practitioners of such use were early 
modern historians, such as Natalie Davis, John Bossy and Keith 
Thomas, not medievalists. In the eighties, two changes occurred. 
The historical profession turned increasingly to explicit discus-
sion of method, as the available methodologies proliferated; and, 
simultaneously, medieval historians departed from the fray. 

In the past few years, literary theory has joined anthropology 
and quantitative methods as a challenge to what historians earlier 
in the twentieth century understood their task to be. Articulate 
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scholars such as Jim Clifford, Gertrude Himmelfarb, Dominic 
LaCapra, Joan Scott, Lawrence Stone, john Toews and Judith 
Walkowitz have turned increasingly to writing about method. 
Every article in a recent issue of the American Historical Review is 
devoted to controversy - which sometimes degenerates into acri-
monious and inattentive polemic - over what historians ought to 
be doing. Two large issues are at stake. They are not mutually 
exclusive; neither are they quite the same issue, although some 
recent polemic has asserted that they are. First, there is debate 
over how far the subject matter of history should shift away from 
great thinkers and powerful leaders, from war and philosophy, 
toward the marginal and dispossessed, toward daily life and folk 
wisdom. Second, there is debate over the nature of historical anal-
ysis: Can historians determine causes for events and ferret out 
the intention of actors and writers? Or do causation and inten-
tionality remain impenetrable, because we, left with only texts 
from the past, can do no more than read those texts from our own 
twentieth-century perspective?16 

Students of medieval literature have welcomed the new ques-
tions; literary specialists such as Stephen Nicols, Howard Bloch 
and Eugene Vance have charged ahead, waving the banners of 
Foucault, deconstruction and the "new historicism." 17 But, aside 
from a few mavericks among intellectual historians, Americans 
who study medieval history have folded their tents and slunk 
away. Absent from contemporary debates, they seem unaware of 
trends and novelties. No medievalist is referred to in the Ameri-
can Historical Review symposium or anthologized in Lynn Hunt's 
New Cultural History; no scandal or triumph of medieval scholar-
ship is reported in the pages of Peter Novick's recent history of 
the historical profession in America: That Noble Dream. 18 Today 
there is war between the practitioners of new historical meth-
ods and the guardians of the old order. Some of the rhetoric is 
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unattractive, to be sure - especially where the goal seems to be 
to exclude certain social groups from the practice of history -
and some of the research done under the new dispensation is silly. 
(Silly scholarship has been done under the aegis of every dispen-
sation.) But by and large the war is a rather cheerful, noisy one, 
in which the casualties ( even among the professionals) are few. 
Some of the debate is stimulating and productive. But medieval-
ists play no role. 19 It seems a shame to miss the fun. 

Whatever else my seven essays do, they don't miss the fun. 
They engage subjects - such as sexuality, gender, the body and 
death - that are often seen as typical of the new history. They 
have been both criticized and praised by feminists. They have 
been anthologized as "the new social history," published under 
the rubric "the new historicism," and edited in the company of 
writers seen as representing a new approach to religion. 

In fact, I have not aligned myself explicitly with any current 
dispensation. In all my work I have struggled first with medieval 
texts, and discovered only subsequently that my formulation of 
their significance has resonances with (although also differences 
from) such theoretical positions as postmodern feminism, decon-
struction or poststructural symbolic anthropology. Nonetheless 
it would be churlish not to admit that what I am doing in this 
volume fits many of the prescriptions of the "new cultural his-
tory." 20 My approach is focused on texts; it comes to events 
obliquely, sure that we know them not in themselves but only as 
they are presented in some record or other from the past. My 
sense of subject matter is pluralistic. While I have not spent a 
great deal of time combing medieval records for information 
about groups and experiences simply because those groups and 
experiences are important in the modem world or neglected in 
the medieval, I have also not assumed that history has, by defini-
tion, a particular subject matter (for example, war or politics or 
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oppression) or that only the unique, the accomplished, the influ-
ential is historical. I have also implicitly rejected certain forms 
of intentionality without rejecting causal analysis or context. I 
have assumed we can know the context of texts, because we can 
find groups of texts written and !-'reserved and read together. I 
have assumed we can and must determine both chronological 
order and social structure - surely two elements of what we mean 
in common parlance by "cause." But I have also assumed that -
while we can see how one text borrows from another and how 
actors assert themselves to be guided, even forced, by texts - we 
can never know what an author or an actor "really meant."21 We 
can only, from our own text-surrounded vantage point, read the 
texts in context (i.e., with other texts among which they belong 
both chronologically and by self-ascription). Our readings will 
change because we change, both as individuals and as a culture. 
No one of us will ever read more than partially, from more than a 
particular perspective. Indeed, it is exactly because we admit that 
we are particular individuals, at a particular historical moment, 
using and affirming our own standards, that we move with confi-
dence to speak of the beautiful, the cogent, the intellectually cou-
rageous and the moral in past writings and events. We know that 
what significance or nobility we find is significant or admirable 
to a particular "us."22 But we also learn from texts, and the events 
they describe and incite, because we find in them the ignoble, 
the insignificant, the self-contradictory and paradoxical. In the 
inconsistencies and ironies of texts - judged as such by our stand-
ards - we learn things the past did not understand about itself. 
If we are humble, we learn something as well about our own 
capacity for self-contradiction. As the philosopher Thomas Nagel 
has recently said: "Sometimes, in the philosophy of mind but also 
elsewhere, truth is not to be found by travelling as far away from 
one's personal perspective as possible."23 
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I thus agree with Lynn Hunt when she suggests, in a flash of 
humor all too rare in current polemic, that the mode of the new 
cultural history may be comic.24 If tragedy tells a cogent story, 
with a moral and a hero, and undergirds our sense of the nobility 
of humanity, comedy tells many stories, achieves a conclusion 
only by coincidence and wild improbability, and undergirds our 
sense of human limitation, even our cynicism about our motives 
and self-awareness.25 Comedy is about compromise. In comedy 
there is resolution for only a moment. Although the traditional 
comedy ends with a wedding, we all know there is, in reality, no 
"happily ever after." 

Yet comedy is fun. Perhaps the practitioners of the "new cul-
tural history" are beginning to teach us that history - exactly 
because it too is about compromises and partialities and improba-
bilities - is fun as well. What gives me pleasure in perusing recent 
issues of the American Historical Review is a clear sense that -
despite occasional lapses of civility and fairness - the participants 
in the debate are enjoying themselves and invigorating the pro-
fession by even their most irresponsible assertions. The doing of 
history is chaotic and pluralistic as never before. It is not so 
much a war as a tournament. Surely it is time for medievalists to 
reenter the fray. 

Yet I myself have turned to dark topics. These essays move 
from body as ecstasy to body as decay and fragmentation. Why 
then do I assert the comic mode? Why stress the pleasure of doing 
history and minimize the acrimony of those scholars who feel 
excluded and those who would exclude them, while simultan-
eously thrusting our noses into torture and putrefaction? Why 
concentrate on aspects of the body that are surely, in some sense, 
ahistorical and, in all senses, not much fun? There seems some-
thing perverse in entitling the introduction to a set of essays on 
oppression and death "history in the comic mode." 
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The answer is that the comic is not necessarily the pleasant, 
or at least it is the pleasant snatched from the horrible by arti-
fice and with acute self-consciousness and humility. 26 In comedy, 
the happy ending is contrived. Thus, a comic stance toward doing 
history is aware of contrivance, of risk. It always admits that we 
may be wrong. A comic stance knows there is, in actuality, no 
ending (happy or otherwise) - that doing history is, for the his-
torian, telling a story that could be told in another way. For this 
reason, a comic stance welcomes voices hithertofore left outside, 
not to absorb or mute them but to allow them to object and con-
tradict. Its goal is the pluralistic, not the total. It embraces the 
partial as partial. And, in such historical writing as in the best 
comedy, the author is also a character. Authorial presence and 
authorial asides are therefore welcome; methodological musing -
even polemic - is a part of, not a substitute for, doing history. 

So I see my approach in these essays not as a new method but 
as a new voice or a new mode in history writing: the partial or 
provisional voice, the comic mode. I see the topic to which I 
have turned most recently in my research as comic too. The last 
essay below reproduces pictures, such as those of the Hortus 
deliciarum, in which animals regurgitate body parts for reassem-
blage at the general resurrection. It explores medieval debates 
over the resurrection of aborted fetuses and modern controversy 
over reanimation of corpses and the beaming of bodies to the 
planet Mars. Such pictures and texts are surely comic in the com-
mon sense meaning of the word as well as in the more literary 
meaning I have employed above. They evidence what Henri Berg-
son sees as crucial to the comic: a moral response to the "recal-
citrance of matter."27 

I find our human capacity to tell such stories, to hide horror 
from ourselves while allowing it to peek through, profoundly 
comforting. The very implausibility of the restoration of pared 
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fingernails and amputated limbs at the end of time underlines, 
for me, the despicableness of human beings, who in fact torture 
and mutilate their fellow human beings. Yet the implausible, even 
risible, doctrine of the resurrection of the body asserts that - if 
there is such a thing as redemption - it must redeem our experi-
ence of enduring and even inflicting such acts. 28 If there is mean-
ing to the history we tell and the corruption (both moral and 
physical) we suffer, surely it is in (as well as in spite of) fragmen-
tation. Bodily resurrection at the end of time is, in a technical 
sense, a comic - that is, a contrived and brave - happy ending. 

Thus, I find a comic stance empowering both as a historian 
and as a human being. Why not take the notion of digested and 
regurgitated fragments as a metaphor of the historian's subject 
matter? And why not - whatever despair we may feel concern-
ing resurrection and reassemblage - find comic relief in the 
human determination to assert wholeness in the face of inevita-
ble decay and fragmentation? 
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Women's Stories, Women's Symbols: 

A C r i t i q u e o f Vi ct o r Tu r n e r's 

Theory of Liminality 

Victor Turner's Theory 
Before considering the usefulness of Victor Turner's "processual 
symbolic analysis" or "social drama approach" to my work as a 
historian of the religion of the western European Middle Ages, 1 

I should begin by stating what I do not intend to do.2 First, I do 
not intend to address the general relationship of history and 
anthropology as academic disciplines or methods. Much has, of 
course, been written on this topic. Traditional historians are fond 
of the cliche that anthropology seeks to delineate general laws, 
history to describe particular events. But the more venturesome 
in both fields have sought a marriage of the two disciplines. The 
anthropologist Evans-Pritchard repeatedly argued that good his-
tory is good anthropology and vice versa, and dubbed eminent 
medieval historians such as Marc Bloch and EW. Maitland the best 
of anthropologists. 3 The British historian Keith Thomas wrote 
recently that in the history departments of the eighties the last 
vestiges of the innovations of the sixties may lie in the use of cer-
tain insights from cultural anthropology. 4 I cannot, on the basis 
of study of a single figure, launch a new theory of the relation-
ship of the disciplines. But my sympathies have always lain with 
those in each camp who make use of the other. And it seems clear 
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to me that Victor Turner's own sense of what he is up to, taken 
very broadly, is appealing to any historian of religion. Turner's 
notion of the fundamental units of social reality as dramas builds 
temporality and change into all analysis; 5 Turner's sense of dom-
inant symbols as multivocal requires that symbols and ritual be 
understood in their social context;6 Turner's emphasis on the 
"orectic" (sensory) pole of meaning enables students of religion 
to talk of emotional, psychological and spiritual elements that 
psychohistory has tried, woefully unsuccessfully, I fear, to intro-
duce into historical analysis.7 Therefore, in concluding that cer-
tain of Turner's theories seriously misrepresent the complexity 
of religious experience, I shall not be suggesting that anthropol-
ogy and history are incompatible. Rather, I shall be arguing both 
that some of Turner's generalizations violate the subtlety of his 
own methodological commitments and that Turner's theory of 
religion is inadequate because it is based implicitly on the Chris-
tianity of a particular class, gender and historical period. 

Second, I do not intend to provide a critique of Turner's own 
application of his theory to the European Middle Ages, particu-
larly in his well-known essays on Thomas Becket and Francis of 
Assisi. 8 It would be easy to show that, compared to the richness 
of Turner's analysis of Ndembu ritual, his sense of twelfth- and 
thirteenth-century symbols is thin. "Poverty" to Francis, the 
imitatio Christi or via crucis to Becket, become in Turner's own 
hands almost "signs" rather than "symbols"; they lose much of 
the multivocality they unquestionably have in their own historical 
context. For all Turner's effort to use a social drama analysis, his 
history of the Franciscan order sounds remarkably like the history 
of the institutionalization and, therefore, corruption of a dream 
that was the standard interpretation of Francis until recently. 9 His 
discussion of Becket does not advance much beyond the picture 
of radical conversion from one ideal to another, which has always 
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been seen as the crux of the matter - in legend and literature as 
well as in the work ofhistorians. 10 It is not surprising that Turner 
uses Turner's model best when he knows the society under study 
most deeply. And indeed, one is struck by the fact that even in his 
most recent writings, the Ndembu examples are the most pow-
erful - the clearest, most precise, most analytical and cogent -
whereas the modern examples are often tossed in without the care 
or the elaboration necessary to make the analysis convincing. 11 

But for me to suggest simply that Turner could sometimes do a 
Turnerian analysis better than he does would contribute nothing 
to a study of Turner's model. 

What I want to do, therefore, is to apply to my own research 
in the later Middle Ages Turner's notion of social drama as under-
lying both narrative and ritual. I want to focus especially on two 
aspects of Turner's notion of social drama, namely his understand-
ing of "dominant symbols" (particularly as elaborated in the For-
est of Symbols [1967]) and his notion of the central place in what 
he calls "liminality" of images of status reversal or status elevation 
(particularly as elaborated in The Ritual Process [1969) and in sub-
sequent works ). 12 I understand Turner to be arguing at his most 
general (and he is frequently quite general) that human experi-
ence, at least a great part of the time, occurs in units Turner calls 
"social dramas" (a subset of what he calls "processual units") -
namely, that it takes a four-stage form: breach between social ele-
ments, crisis, adjustment or redress, and, finally, either reintegra-
tion of the group or person or "element" into the social structure 
or recognition of irreparable breach. 13 This social drama, to 
Turner, underlies both narrative (that is, the way we tell our 
important stories) and ritual ( that is, the way we behave when 
we perform or enact certain formal, prescribed patterns that not 
only express but also move us into and elaborate our shared val-
ues). It is in the third stage that we find what Turner calls, bor-
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rowing the idea from van Gennep, "liminality" - a moment of 
suspension of normal rules and roles, a crossing of boundaries and 
violating of norms, that enables us to understand those norms, 
even ( or perhaps especially) where they conflict, and move on 
either to incorpoate or reject them. 14 In the specific form of 
social drama called ritual, we find that rituals of life-crisis ( that 
is, change in life-status: for example, puberty or election as chief) 
often use images of inversion in the liminal stage (for example, 
the initiate becomes a "fool" or a "woman"). Calendrical rituals 
( that is, those that celebrate the recurring pattern of the year: 
for example, harvest rituals) often use images of status elevation 
( for example, children wear masks of adults or of monsters at Hal-
loween). Especially central in the liminal stage of ritual are what 
Turner calls "dominant symbols" - symbols that "condense" and 
"unify" into a moment disparate significata and bring together two 
poles of meaning: normative and emotional. A dominant symbol 
(for example, the Ndembu milk tree) can, therefore, only be 
understood in the context in which it is experienced. There it 
has meaning that includes as much the sensory, natural and phys-
iological facts to which it refers ( for example, milk, food, nur-
ture, nursing, breasts, etc.) as the disparate social values for which 
it may stand (for example - in the case of the milk tree - both 
tribal custom and matriliny, on the one hand, and, on the other, 
conflict between mother and daughter, men and women). 15 From 
such fine and multi textured analysis of symbol and story, Turner 
sometimes moves on - quite a bit less successfully - to general 
cultural critique, calling for the liminoid (that is, the liminal-like) 
in modern life and cautiously praising communitas, his term for 
that feeling of union with one's fellow human beings which in 
preindustrial societies was released in the liminal phase of ritual. 16 

There are some obvious problems with applying Turner's writ-
ings to historical research, not least among them the fact that 
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Turner does not have a complete and coherent theory to the 
extent that Geertz and Levi-Strauss do. As I indicated above, 
all Turner's ideas involve in some way the insight that, in explain-
ing human experience, one is explaining process or drama rather 
than structure, and that liminality or suspension of social and 
normative structures is a crucial moment in the process. But the 
very fact that periods of liminality provide escape from roles and 
critiques of structures (in a functionalist sense of "structure") 
indicates that Turner has in certain ways never left the function-
alist anthropology in which he was trained. And Turner himself, 
however quick he may have been to provide commentary on mod-
ernity, has said repeatedly that for the industrialized world "limi-
nality" is only a metaphor. 17 It is, therefore, not certain either 
how far Turner's insights fit together into a system or how many 
of Turner's own insights Turner himself thinks applicable to the 
European Middle Ages, a society between "primitive" and indus-
trial. I do not, however, want either to create a single "Turner 
theory" or to criticize such a theory by doing an exegesis of 
Turner. Others can do that better than I - Turner himself among 
them. Rather, I want to apply what clearly are some of Turner's 
insights - his notions of narrative, of dominant symbol and of 
the imagery of reversal and elevation - to my work on later medi-
eval piety. Since Turner himself has extrapolated from analysis of 
ritual in "primitive" societies to more general theories about 
symbols and stories, I feel free to test his ideas against the reli-
gious texts that are the major source for historians of the Middle 
Ages. I want to show how certain of Turner's ideas, especially 
his sensitive and subtle notion of dominant symbols, enable me 
to describe aspects of European religiosity for which scholars 
have long needed terms. But I also want to argue that there are 
places where Turner's notions fail to describe what I find in 
my research, that those places fit into a pattern, and that this 
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pattern suggests a fundamental limitation in the Turnerian idea 
of liminality, at least in the extended or metaphorical sense of 
Turner's later writings. 

In evaluating Turner's social drama model and his theory of 
symbol, I want to concentrate on a major form of medieval nar-
rative, the saint's life, and on a major Christian ritual or dominant 
symbol, the eucharist. I chose these initially because they seem 
to be the most obvious illustrations of Turner's ideas. Although 
many historians of religion and literature have pointed out that 
saints' lives as a genre are not chronologically or linearly arranged -
the goal of the biographer being to depict the saint as static 
model - conversion is often the climax of the story that lies 
behind and generates the literary life. 18 And the eucharist is not 
only obviously a dominant symbol, condensing, unifying and 
polarizing meaning; it is also the central symbol in a clearly 
processual ritual, one that recapitulates what is certainly a social 
drama - the crucifixion - and one in which the moment of recep-
tion of sacred food was frequently accompanied by the extreme 
liminality of ecstasy or possession. Moreover, although the eucha-
rist is not in any simple sense either a calendrical or life-crisis rit-
ual, the imagery of this liminal moment is obviously imagery of 
reversal: omnipotent God becomes dying man; the receiving 
Christian gains eternal life by eating and becoming the moment 
of death. 19 But as I have explored more closely the relationship 
of Turner's models to these medieval stories and symbols, a curi-
ous fact has emerged. Turner's ideas describe the stories and sym-
bols of men better than those of women. Women's stories insofar 
as they can be discerned behind the tales told by male biographers 
are in fact less processual than men's; they don't have turning 
points. And when women recount their own lives, the themes are 
less climax, conversion, reintegration and triumph, the liminality 
of reversal or elevation, than continuity. Moreover, women's 
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images and symbols - which, according to Turner's model, should 
reflect either inversion (for example, poverty) insofar as women 
are superior (for example, of aristocratic status), or elevation 
(for example, maleness, military prowess) insofar as women qua 
women are inferior - do not quite do either. Rather, they con-
tinue or enhance in image (for example, bride, sick person) what 
the woman's ordinary experience is, so that one either has to see 
the woman's religious stance as permanently liminal or as never 
quite becoming so. 

These observations suggest to me that Turner's theory of reli-
gion may be based, more than he is aware, on the particular form 
of Christianity (with its strong emphasis on world denial and 
inversion of images) that has characterized elites in the Western 
tradition - educated elites, aristocratic elites and male elites. We 
will, however, understand this only if we use the category of gen-
der very carefully. For my examination of Turner in no way implies 
that he fails to look at women either in his theory or in his field-
work ( where surely his analysis of women's rituals has been both 
extensive and subtle). 20 In many places he suggests that women 
are liminal or that women, as marginals, generate communitas. 21 

What I am suggesting is exactly that Turner looks at women; he 
stands with the dominant group (males) and sees women (both 
as symbol and as fact) as liminal to men. In this he is quite cor-
rect, of course, and the insight is a powerful one. But it is not 
the whole story. The historian or anthropologist needs to stand 
with women as well. 22 And when Turner attempts to stand with 
the inferior, he assumes symmetry - that is, he assumes that the 
inferior are exactly the reverse of the superior. If the superior in 
society generate images oflowliness in liminality, the inferior will 
generate images of power. To use Turner's own example, ghetto 
teenagers in Chicago have first and second vice presidents in their 
street gangs.23 My research indicates that such things are very rare 
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and that the images generated by the inferior are usually not rever-
sals or elevations at all. Thus, liminality itself - as fully elabo-
rated by Turner - may be less a universal moment of meaning 
needed by human beings as they move through social dramas than 
an escape for those who bear the burdens and reap the benefits 
of a high place in the social structure. As recent liberation theo-
logians have pointed out, it is the powerful who express imitation 
of Christ as (voluntary) poverty, (voluntary) nudity and (volun-
tary) weakness. But the involuntary poor usually express their 
imitatio Christi not as wealth and exploitation but as struggle. 24 

Male and Female Stories 
Let me now turn to the later Middle Ages to illustrate the strengths 
and limitations of Turner's notion of liminality. First, then, the 
stories and symbols of men. 

Male lives from the twelfth to the fifteenth centuries - both as 
lived and as told - may be nicely explicated as social dramas. As 
one would expect for religious virtuosi, charismatic figures and 
saints, the liminal phase usually issues in breach with previous 
role and previous group - that is, in conversion. Images of rever-
sal and inversion are dominant in the converted life, particularly 
at moments of transition. If we take as an example one of the most 
famous of all medieval biographies, Bonaventure's life of Francis, 
we find that the story is not only told as a series of successful cri-
ses, breaches with former status and life, but also that Francis, 
the wealthy merchant's son, adopts images of poverty, nudity, 
weakness, even of femaleness, at key moments. At the two most 
decisive breaches of a life filled with crisis - that is, when he 
renounces his earthly father and when he dies - Francis takes off 
all his clothes. 25 These two moments are each accompanied by 
adoption of disease and suffering (in the first case, dwelling among 
lepers; in the second, union with the crucifix in stigmata).26 And 
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the moment of conversion is a moment of womanly fertility: 
Bonaventure tells us that Francis took off his clothes and his 
shoes, renounced his father, threw away his money, prayed to 
Mary, and like her gave birth to his first child (his first disciple ).27 

When the pope first rejects and later accepts Francis, Francis tells 
the story of a poor woman (by implication himself) who bears 
children of the Holy Spirit;28 three women meet Francis and 
address him as "Lady Poverty";29 Bonaventure suggests that min-
isters are fathers and preachers, but Francis, who insisted on 
remaining layman rather than cleric, is a mother, laboring for her 
children by example - that is, by suffering birth pangs. 3° Francis 
is described as cradling all creation - from a rabbit to the baby 
Jesus - in his arms as a mother. 31 But Francis's renunciation of 
his earthly father is decisive; real change occurs. And, in Bona-
venture's prose, the Francis who returns from being crucified in 
the stigmata is now a "knight," a captain of Christ's army, sealed 
( for all his lay status) by the seal of Christ the High Priest.32 In 
death Francis is described as founder and leader, model and exem-
plar, and father of his friars. 33 The life is a drama. The story told 
of it is a drama. From the liminality of weakness, nudity and wom-
anliness comes the leader and model who changes the religious 
life of the thirteenth century. 

Not only are male lives social dramas; men themselves use 
images of reversal to express liminality. And chief among these 
images is woman - as fact and as symbol. As Simone Roisin has 
shown, recourse to and comfort by the Virgin is a more common 
theme in the visions of men than in those of women. 34 Men fre-
quently describe not only themselves but even Christ and God as 
female and, as I have argued in Jesus as Mother, such descriptions 
are frequently part of their anxiety over administrative responsi-
bilities. Abbots and novice masters in the throes of self-doubt 
about their leadership talk of themselves and their God as ten-
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der and matemal.35 "Woman" was clearly outside medieval Euro-
pean notions of social structure, as Georges Duby repeatedly 
emphasizes in his study of the "three orders" of society; 36 and 
male writers clearly saw the image of the "female" (virgin, bride 
or mother) as an image for the male self when it escaped those 
three orders. In a very common metaphor, the monk Guerric of 
Igny wrote of the advancing soul as the "mother of Christ."37 

Bernard of Clairvaux not only elaborated the notion of the soul 
as bride and of the religious leader as mother but even suggested 
that monks, who fled the world, were women, whereas bishops, 
who led the world, were men. 38 To Bonaventure, not only the 
soul but also the illumined mind is bride, daughter, friend, sis-
ter and member of Christ. 39 Monks and friars, whose status as set-
apart was what Turner calls institutionalized liminality, also spoke 
of themselves as "fools," "acrobats" and "children" - all images 
of reversal - and even in their clothing adopted the child's hood 
as a distinctive feature.40 In a particularly vivid fourteenth-century 
example, Richard Rolle underlined his conversion and his rejec-
tion of family by fashioning hermit's clothing for himself out of 
two of his sister's dresses. 41 

To the well-known fact that men described themselves as 
women in moments or statuses of liminality, we can add the less 
commonly observed fact that men had recourse to actual women 
as liminal. Hildegard of Bingen, Birgitta of Sweden, Catherine of 
Siena and Joan of Arc are only the most obvious examples of 
women whose visions, attained while they were in a state of rad-
ical apartness (underlined by virginity or illness or low social 
status), were for men a means of escape from and reintegration 
into status and power.42 Two important biographers of the early 
thirteenth century, Thomas of Cantimpre and James ofVitry, cre-
ated, through a number of lives, the image of the holy woman as 
critique of, reproach to, and solution for male pride, ambition 
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and irreligiosity.43 The biographers of two Franciscan tertiaries, 
Angela of Foligno and Margaret of Cortona, see these women as 
"mothers" who have only "sons" - that is, the local friars for 
whom they provide healing, visions, advice, rebuke and com-
fort. 44 John Coakley in his study offifteenth-century saints' lives 
points out that, in sharp contrast to male saints who often hold 
power and office in the world, all women saints from this period 
are known through the eyes of their male confessors and are 
depicted by these confessors as models of interiorized spiritual-
ity. 45 The woman is thus, to the man, a retreat from the world 
into inner, often mystical repose. What she says ( and her rheto-
ric is sometimes strident) and what she is, is a criticism of male 
power and an alternative to it. Contact with her is, for the male, 
an escape from the world; after recourse to her he returns to that 
world girded with information and consolation. The male biog-
raphers of Christina of Markyate in the twelfth century, Juliana 
of Cornillon in the thirteenth, and Angela of Foligno in the four-
teenth century stress explicitly that God chose to act through the 
weak vessel, the woman, as a condemnation of male religious fail-
ure, so that the last becomes the first, the first last.46 Turner him-
self expresses this sense of woman as liminal for man in his recent 
work on pilgrimage when he refers repeatedly to the Virgin as 
expressing the affective, emotional side of human character, hold-
ing up to society that escape from and evaluation of status and 
wealth which those who possess power apparently need in order 
to survive psychologically.47 

Moreover, in the Middle Ages as today, men tended to assume 
that reversal was symmetrical. In other words, men writing about 
women assumed that women went through sharp crises and con-
versions and that their liminal moments were accompanied by 
gender reversal (in this case, of course, elevation). The twelfth-
century biographer of Christina of Markyate tells a highly dra-
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