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[bookmark: _Hlk500417212]AN ANALYSIS OF SELECT PASSAGES FROM THE LIFE OF SAINT MARY OF EGYPT WILL SHOW HOW THE IDEA OF GENDERED SPACES DETERMINES THE VALUE OF WOMEN AND THE BOUNDARIES SURROUNDING THEM.

The Life of Mary of Egypt offers an interesting view on the boundaries placed on women and the places they cannot enter if they are considered “unclean” by society. It establishes an early idea of gendered spaces in Christianity. Through analysis of the Life of Mary of Egypt, it shows how certain boundaries, both social and religious, and the social norms of the time came into play (before and after Mary became a hermit), and this idea can be translated to modern day society. The text highlights the unfair views that women had placed upon them, their actions, and their bodies and how men react to an “unclean” woman.

Gendered spaces are brought to the forefront of the Life of Saint Mary of Egypt. They are key to Mary’s story with the church doors, and near the end of the text where Zosimus cannot cross the boundary Mary has created in the form of the River Jordan.[footnoteRef:1] When Mary begins telling her story, we learn that Mary is unclean and a sinner, and because of this she cannot pass into the church[footnoteRef:2]. This highlights the lack of value a woman who was a sinner and who was unclean had in the early Christian church and in society. For me, this part of the text is problematic as if Mary was meant to repent, why could she not have done so in the church? In retrospect, there is clearly a need in this passage to teach this woman a lesson in order for her to repent and save her soul as well as the souls she might have corrupted later on in her life if she had continued the way she was. The church in this text is very visibly a man’s space. No matter how many people have entered the church and no matter how much more of a sinner these people could have been, Mary is the one who is made an example of in the courtyard.[footnoteRef:3] The men who enter the church could have been her customers and even though Mary is the one who has to repent in order to help Zosimus on his journey for perfection, being Mary’s customers does not make them any less sinners than her.[footnoteRef:4] The Christian church by this point had developed its own set of values, albeit derived from Jewish traditions. However, the attitude to women that was prominent during this early stage became the dominant attitude towards women in the western world, and unfortunately it is only just beginning to change in these past decades.[footnoteRef:5] This attitude, as Drury puts it, has not changed because of the fear of women being a threat to a man’s ability to avoid sin through sexuality.[footnoteRef:6] When Zosimus crosses the boundary to follow Mary, the reader is brought back to this idea, as Mary cannot be blamed for him crossing into her space. Even though it is Zosimus who is at fault, Mary is blamed because not only is she naked but she represents Zosimus’ temptation, in a similar way that Zosimus represents Mary’s temptation. Despite the blame placed on Mary and her lack of value, both she and Zosimus reflect each other; they both must overcome temptation and teach each other what they need to learn. Mary’s nakedness is part of this temptation and is somewhat symbolic of gendered spaces in the vita.[footnoteRef:7] She represents the idea of a space that Zosimus cannot enter and also something he should not see. It is not only through the use of gendered spaces but the idea of civilised and uncivilised meeting, and both parties entering spaces they should not be allowed in. Zosimus enters a space he should not be able to, and it is from this [w] that the reader is presented with most important part of the vita. But before we are told Mary’s story, Zosimus is presented with a dilemma. As an ascetic, he strives for a form of perfection and by entering into a space which is not his own, he cannot gain perfection because of the temptation he is given in the form of Mary. Schiell, in his article on ‘Bodies and Boundaries’, writes that Zosimus has to avoid seeking out Mary, who is both exotic and erotic, for a private meeting in the desert. For Zosimus, this would be problematic after all the work we are told he has put in to gain perfection, while for Mary, it would have been seen as the norm for her in the eyes of the church. Mary’s nakedness is a reminder for the reader of her previous profession and it is a constant reminder that Mary could quite easily slip back into that unclean status. Compared to the idea of social and invisible boundaries, the River Jordan is the only feature that creates a physical and social, yet invisible, boundary that Zosimus cannot cross into.[footnoteRef:8] The idea that a boundary separates two people, whether they are lovers or not is common in the genre of Latin love elegy, and having a body of water separating the two people is a key motif in Ovid’s Heroides which also look at gendered spaces.[footnoteRef:9] The possibility that Zosimus and Mary could cross the boundary of being strangers, to friends, and then to lovers, is key to this text. Their relationship, because it is such a ‘what if’ moment in both their temptations and the imagery used surrounding them, is used to highlight Mary’s past and how easily she could slip back into her old habits and what Zosimus has missed out on by striving for perfection. But it is not Zosimus who is in the wrong by desiring Mary. It is Mary who is in the wrong because she is temptation personified. It is not her fault that Zosimus has crossed over into a space that is not his own, but because she is a woman and is a threat to Zosimus’ capability to avoid sinning, she is in the wrong.[footnoteRef:10] The lack of blame on Zosimus suggests how little Mary is valued as a woman. Furthermore, this boundary of the River Jordan seems to separate the male and the civilised from the female and the uncivilised. However, further along in the text, Mary of Egypt crosses the boundary and enters a space that is not supposed to be accessed by her. This is highlighted rather clearly by Zosimus, when he is concerned that because the river is deep, Mary will not be able to cross it. But she does. This raises a series of questions. She is crossing the River Jordan in a similarly way to Jesus in the New Testament when He walks on water, “… she set foot on the water and walked on it, approaching him.”[footnoteRef:11] It is unclear what this means but it seems to highlight the fact she has managed to not only cross the social boundaries enforced by society and herself, but physical boundaries, in the sense she should not be able to walk on water.  [1:  Soph. Mary of Egypt. 35]  [2:  Soph. Mary of Egypt. 22]  [3:  Soph. Mary of Egypt. 22]  [4:  Soph. Mary of Egypt. 19]  [5:  Sawyer. 1996: 42]  [6:  Drury. 1994: 36]  [7:  Schiell. 2000: 143]  [8:  Schiell. 2000: 145]  [9:  Ovid. Her. I; VII; X; XVIII; XIX]  [10:  Drury. 1994: 36]  [11:  Soph. Mary of Egypt. 35; Matt. 14: 22-33] 


Despite the boundaries Mary transcends, she is still blamed, in her story and by the church, for leading the men she sleeps with into sin more easily by not charging them money.[footnoteRef:12] The value of women is clearly implied here because there is no blame on the men and this harks back to the creation story in Genesis; Eve is at fault because she was created after Adam, from Adam, and for Adam.[footnoteRef:13] Similarly, it is suggested that Zosimus desires Mary when he first sees her, but it is she that demands he does not cross into her space and see her naked body.[footnoteRef:14] But Zosimus still follows her. The description of the chase between the two of them reminds the reader of a hunting scene. The female is the prey while the male is the predator, and there is something in this passage that reminds the reader of Daphne and Apollo, except there is no god to save Mary from Zosimus’ wandering eye.[footnoteRef:15] Mary has no value to Zosimus. She is merely there to satisfy his curious nature and, the text seems to imply, his sexual needs.[footnoteRef:16] However, it is suggested to the reader that Mary not only seduces Zosimus, but she also seduce the monks who hear her story after her death. It is the use of the word “seduce” in Schroeder’s article that suggests Mary is not worthy enough to not be objectified in her sexuality, and it seems to an extent that she receives the blame for Zosimus’ wandering eye when he first meets her and the monks’ obsession with her story.[footnoteRef:17] Her value, it seems, is only recognised after her death which is problematic as it suggests women will not be valued until after their deaths, even if they are religious and have devoted their lives to God.[footnoteRef:18] [12:  Karras. 1990: 10]  [13:  Drury. 1994: 34]  [14:  Schiell. 2000: 143]  [15:  Soph. Mary of Egypt. 11-12; Ovid. Met. I. 502-524]  [16:  Soph. Mary of Egypt. 12, 15; Schiell. 2000: 144]  [17:  Schroeder. 2009: 340]  [18:  Soph. Mary of Egypt. 23 (Mary devotes her life to the Virgin Mary, not God)] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Another problematic moment in the text when it comes to the value of women is when Mary is only allowed to enter the church threshold after she repents; thus showing the unreasonable standards placed on women if they are not pure or the views and the names that are placed on them if they are overly-sexual. It shows the only value women have in the church is to procreate, and if that is threatened, they are looked down upon. Women are typically seen as ‘seductresses’ or ‘sluts’ if they are overly-sexual, which is what Mary is at the beginning of her story. But even after she repents, she is not truly clean according to Schiell because she has not overcome her final test before her death.[footnoteRef:19] Mary’s value decreases when the reader realises this. Because Zosimus is searching for perfection as an ascetic, the Life of Saint Mary of Egypt reads as two people overcoming their temptations and achieving that ‘perfection’.[footnoteRef:20] Both Mary and Zosimus act as teachers and students to each other and in a way, they guide each other through the temptations they both pose for one another. While Mary’s value as an unclean woman decreases, her job as mentor to Zosimus gains her the respect of the reader and it seems, the monks whom Zosimus tells the story to after her death. However, the church at this point would not allow women to teach men the way of God or teach them the Scriptures, nor write their own.[footnoteRef:21] This is problematic in the text as it is quite clear that Mary is there for Zosimus both as a teacher and as a temptation.[footnoteRef:22] But Mary overcomes her temptation, thus gain repentance and forgiveness, we must assume, from God. When Mary gains this repentance, she becomes clean and thus her value as a woman increases, much like the decrease in value when the reader learns she is unclean. Although she does not become a virgin again, the celibacy she has managed to maintain by becoming a hermit is echoed throughout her newfound value to both Zosimus and the church and there is emphasise on women who are virgins being the only ones of value to the church.[footnoteRef:23] Virginity and celibacy is a massive part of the Christian church, because many medieval women believed it would bring them closer to God.[footnoteRef:24] Another reason why many women devoted themselves to God would be the ability to escape marriage to older gentlemen.[footnoteRef:25] In some strange way, it could be argued that Mary wanted to re-establish any value she could have by repenting and becoming a hermit.[footnoteRef:26] Despite this view and her want to go to the Feast of the Exaltation of the Cross, Mary cannot fully repent until she has overcome and completed the test in the form of Zosimus.[footnoteRef:27] Mary’s value is not restored or at least recognised until Zosimus has also overcome his temptation and it could be argued that her value is not recognised until her death.[footnoteRef:28] Because the story of ‘repentant harlots’ is so prominent in the church, Mary’s value is not just in her story but what she represents for other women in the church who are also repentant harlots. This storyline could be a favourite because it means the church can show women as inferior in how they tell the story and how they raise any males in the story onto a pedestal. This is what happened with Mary; she takes the blame of Zosimus’ wandering gaze and believes herself to be at fault, she degrades herself in the telling of her own story, and she is constantly depersonalised through the language and the imagery used to describe her.[footnoteRef:29] Imagery and language in texts such as these are important, as it shows what men think of these women. It does not show what these women think of themselves since the texts are more than likely to be written down by a man, whether that man is a monk or an important figure in the state. Mary of Egypt shows us what men wanted to promote in that time period; a repentant harlot that they could still shame, a monk who was superior to any sexual desires, and the temptation of the harlot to relapse into her old ways and the temptation of the harlot herself for the monk.  [19:  Schiell. 2000: 149]  [20:  Schiell. 2000: 151]  [21:  Drury. 1994: 37; Soph. Mary of Egypt. 31 (Mary reciting Scriptures)]  [22:  Schiell. 2000: 150]  [23:  Drury. 1994: 44-47]  [24:  Drury. 1994: 41]  [25:  Stark. 1995: 237]  [26:  Drury. 1994: 41]  [27:  Soph. Mary of Egypt. 36]  [28:  Soph. Mary of Egypt. 38]  [29:  Soph. Mary of Egypt. 23] 


The value of women in the church has not changed significantly, especially in the Roman Catholic church. While women are now allowed to be priests and bishops in certain denominations, there is still a lack of value and a lack of respect for the women in the church and for the women who want to pursue those careers. It seems as if the church is still existing in the dark ages. Women are still shamed for using contraception and abortions, for enjoying sex and having sex outside of marriage, and I believe that as long as there is a man in the top position of power in the church, things may never change. Mary of Egypt is a prime example of these views. She is shamed for enjoying sex, and she is not fully clean until Zosimus, a man, allows her to be because she has overcome her temptation.[footnoteRef:30] With Zosimus his temptation is Mary, an once erotic woman, but unlike Mary being tempted by Zosimus, he is not shamed for it.[footnoteRef:31] It is because of this old-fashioned views and Scriptures we are being presented with and being taught to follow that women will continue to be shamed for doing what they enjoy and what they want, just like in the case of Mary of Egypt.  [30:  Soph. Mary of Egypt. 31]  [31:  Soph. Mary of Egypt. 34] 
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