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As shown in the life of St. Catherine of Siena, culture is the main distinction among the objectives of Anorexia Mirabilis and Anorexia Nervosa.

Eating disorders but especially Anorexia, have the highest mortality rate among mental illnesses.[footnoteRef:2] Anorexia has an obvious effect on the body leading to the high percentage with regards to the mortality rate, but also as a result of the mental strain suicide is often a result too, this is unfortunately symbolic of the disorder as a whole, it requires almost equal physical and mental treatment.[footnoteRef:3] An eating disorder can affect anybody, regardless of gender, sexuality, social class, ethnicity, or age. Anorexia, from the Greek, literally means lack of appetite, but anorexia in all forms is more than that.[footnoteRef:4] It is not the lack of appetite but the suppression of hunger and the act of controlling how the body intakes energy, for example many modern anorexics over-exercise or engage in binge and purge cycles.[footnoteRef:5] Anorexia Nervosa is primarily a modern phenomenon, whilst Anorexia Mirabilis is a primarily medieval one. I will argue that the difference between the two lies in their objectives and causes, and that their objectives and causes are formed as a result of the culture. This is primarily as a result of the difference in categorisation between the two diseases. To discuss the difference between modern Anorexia Nervosa and Anorexia Mirabilis, I will be discussing the Life of St. Catherine as St. Catherine was a medieval woman who yielded a large influence over the events effecting Europe and the Christianised world in her day, but also publicly suffered with ‘holy anorexia’  [2:  BEAT 2017]  [3:  Corrington 1986 :53]  [4:  Corrington 1986]  [5:  BEAT 2017] 


Worryingly with Anorexia Nervosa, the way it is has previously been diagnosed is primarily based on the symptoms of the disease, so a ‘large’ or twenty-five percent weight loss, aversion to food, loss of monthly period (if the sufferer had them in the first place).[footnoteRef:6] However, there is an effort in recent years to focus less on the physical symptoms as that can perpetuate the idea that anorexics are exclusively white, middle-class, skeletally thin women. By focusing more on the behavioural and psychological patterns in the diagnosis, more analysis of the disease can be done.[footnoteRef:7] Corrington argues that Anorexia is a “creative solution” to the “need to take control of one’s body out of the hands of society and to exert it oneself”.[footnoteRef:8] To further this, it is more about the control of oneself – the mind, thoughts, feelings, personality and identity – through a control over the body, rather than simply having control over the body.  [6:  Bell 1985: 1-4]  [7:  BEAT 2017]  [8:  Corrington 1986: 60] 


More generally, Corrington argues that the reason anorexia is more prevalent in females than males is that the internalisation of feeling a lack of control stems from being a woman in a patriarchal system.[footnoteRef:9] The women who suffer with both of the named typical forms of anorexia, Corrington argues, struggle with finding their identity within a society that offers them limited and rigid stereotypes.[footnoteRef:10] However, Corrington further argues that both modern and medieval suffers were using their behaviours and habits to change their identities from strictly feminine to a more ‘masculine’ identity, that of “stringent self-denial, slimness and fitness”.[footnoteRef:11] This line of thought has merit but the slimness and fitness is not the first stereotypically male qualities that one would think of first. It has more to do with the women taking control of their bodies and therefore acting in a ‘masculine’ way rather than altering their bodies to behave and look more physically male. [9:  Corrington 1986]  [10:  Corrington 1986 :53]  [11:  Corrington 1986 :53] 


St. Catherine of Siena, born Catherine Benincasa, was the twenty-fourth child to a dyer and a poet.[footnoteRef:12] Almost immediately, according to Raymond, she was different from her other siblings. St. Catherine had a twin sister, Giovanna, who died because their mother could not nurse two children and therefore Giovanna was nursed by a wet maid.[footnoteRef:13] Raymond takes this as a sign from God that St. Catherine has been chosen in some way as it could have been just as easily Giovanna who survived into adulthood. However, this is also a very early instance of food having an effect on Catherine’s life. St. Catherine swore a vow of perpetual virginity at age seven, which when considering that girls as young as twelve were of marriageable age is not as young as it seems to a modern reader. St. Catherine believed that eating would kill her, so by this extreme fast she could die how she wanted. At age 33, Catherine died as a result of her decades long restrictive and fasting based diet.  [12:  Bell 1985: 29]  [13:  Raymond: 6-7] 



Similarly, as a child, Catherine watched her older sister Bonaventura fast in response to her husband’s profane and offensive language, this worked and Bonaventura’s husband watched his language directly because of Bonaventura’s prolonged fast.[footnoteRef:14] Some years later, Bonaventura died in childbirth and it was decided St. Catherine would marry her widower. Catherine responded to this with a prolonged fast in the way her now deceased sister had done before, and similarly Catherine got her own way eventually. Bonaventura’s death as a result of childbirth or as Bell argues “the earthly woman’s main purpose” must have, although it cannot be known, shook St. Catherine as this came at a time in her life wherein she was maturing from a religiously over-enthusiastic child into a more quietly religious young adult as Catherine was about fifteen when Bonaventura died.[footnoteRef:15] By seeing, someone who was by all accounts a role model and advisor to the young Catherine, die as a result of being a married woman and therefore losing control of her body to her husband and whatever children Bonaventura carried, St. Catherine’s attitude to bodies and the use of them on earth must have been altered. Catherine reportedly blamed herself for her Bonaventura’s death, which Bell argues that this is because of a possible turning point in St. Catherine’s life, as she was becoming more “worldly” by thinking of marrying a man and not retaining her perpetual virginity and taking Jesus Christ as her eternal bridegroom.[footnoteRef:16] By internalising her guilt over Bonaventura’s death and the insistence to marry Bonaventura’s widower, Catherine is being forced into a place of another in a more extreme way than her twin sister dying and not her. Because of this, Catherine’s personal identity and individuality is being threatened and challenged. In response to that then, Catherine’s action of an extreme fast not only threatens the body that Catherine’s parents wanted to put into an earthly marriage but also asserts St. Catherine’s identity as separate to Bonaventura. At the climax of these tensions between St. Catherine and her family, the only sibling younger than St. Catherine and the only other daughter died as well, therefore increasing pressure on St. Catherine to marry and placing more mental anguish upon her.[footnoteRef:17] Bell argues that to St. Catherine, being the special, chosen child she wanted to be, meant that a sister had to die.[footnoteRef:18] As she was the last sister to survive, survival can be related to manliness and male strength, and thus play into Corrington’s theories surrounding gender and anorexia.  [14:  Raymond: 4-5]  [15:  Bell 1985 :38]  [16:  Bell 1985 :38]  [17:  Bell 1985 :38]  [18:  Bell 1985 :38] 


Catherine definitely had her own identity, she is described as being “high-spirited”, “generous in her loving” and “sometimes tart in expression”, giving an image of a headstrong and confident lady and not of a meek and quiet slave to her feelings or mental anguish.[footnoteRef:19] This being said, St. Catherine has not been described as being a well-balanced personality which does not mean outright that she suffered with her mental health but with the other evidence of her restriction of food, frequent fasting and ill health, it is unquestionable that St. Catherine of Siena suffered with her mental health.[footnoteRef:20] Paired with this, Raymond writes that “everyone had something to say about this holy virgin”, as a result of her controversial opinions and actions towards the wider political and Christian sphere of Europe as well as her eating or lack of eating habits.[footnoteRef:21] Fasting is classically a form of asceticism, but Anorexia Mirabilis is set apart from purely asceticism as a result of the extreme nature of it as it typically pushes people to physically near death. It was thought that she was faking the ‘fasting’ or eating “nothing” as Raymond claimed as a result of her apparent health and little fatigue when being allowed by her confessor, Raymond at the time, to eat as she pleased.[footnoteRef:22] This was not true of periods when her previous confessor had forced into eating, she became physically sick and weak, and frequently tired, she could not even hold food down when she was forced by another person to eat.[footnoteRef:23] But when allowed to eat as she or the “Holy spirit” pleased, St. Catherine was full of life and energy. The verse Luke 10:7 was frequently used against Catherine as an example of her great ego, St. Catherine was not eating the food that was placed in front of her.[footnoteRef:24] If Jesus Christ, the Virgin Mary and the Apostles all did whilst they were on earth, then it must have been St. Catherine’s inflated self-worth to reject what Jesus accepted. In many ways, St. Catherine did act in a way that felt like she was arrogant but to constantly deny herself food makes it clearer that she could not think too highly of herself. St. Catherine’s fasting was so controversial that Bianco da Siena and Giovanni Colombini wrote a laude to belittle Catherine on her relationship to food and the “great ruin” it could cause her, and it was commonly thought that her relationship with food and her body was so unnatural that she was possessed by the devil.[footnoteRef:25] [19:  Lamb 1960: X-XI]  [20:  Lamb 1960: XII]  [21:  Bell 1985: 26]  [22:  Bell 1985: 25]  [23:  Bell 1985: 25]  [24:  Bell 1985: 26]  [25:  Bell 1985: 26] 


Different motivations are the main difference between the two conditions. Modern day Anorexia Nervosa is typically motivated by ideals around body image and societal expectation of typically female ‘perfect’ body; but Anorexia Mirabilis is more motivated by religious and spiritual ascension. The desire to be ‘perfect’, ‘better’ and control lay at the heart of both diseases. Corrington argues that at the base, both diseases are concerned with a search of identity and autonomy, away from masculine influences.[footnoteRef:26] They are so similar in the symptoms, language used to describe and relate occurrences of them, and the opinions of the effected that it is not hard to see the school of thought that suggests Nervosa stems from Mirabilis, but they differ on account of the motivations behind them.  [26:  Corrington 1986
] 


St. Catherine was noted in her time for her idealism surrounding the current politics of the church. This idealism can also be seen her in her illness, by striving to achieve the ideal – to be like Jesus, and to be not of this earth. St. Catherine was not just her disease, but by looking at how her disease affected her life, one can assess the relationship between mental illness and personal identity. 

In conclusion, the main difference between Anorexia Nervosa and Anorexia Mirabilis is that Nervosa is defined typically in a narrow clinical sense that is reminiscent of the modern view as a whole, but Anorexia Mirabilis is defined by its objectives and its root causes. With Mirabilis everything leads back to religion and being close to God, but with Anorexia Nervosa, it has become more about the weight loss, and the physical effect of the disease although there is a growing interest in the motivations of Nervosa and the similarities between sufferers in terms of behaviour and thought processes.  By assessing the way in which medieval ‘Holy Anorexics’ thought and how they were received by the wider community, one can gain insight into the motivations of modern Anorexics and find a focus in the cause of the issue rather than simply narrowing in on the symptoms.
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