‘Beyond the body’: Legends of female saints in the medieval era and their positive impact on Christian doctrines on womanhood. 
Views of gender in the medieval period were more nuanced than has traditionally been thought. From the twelfth to the fifteenth centuries, female figures and feminine metaphors became increasingly important in Christian spirituality; devotion to the Virgin Mary, for example, increased exponentially, as well as veneration of other female saints.[footnoteRef:1] The proportion of women among the newly canonised also rose sharply.[footnoteRef:2] Alongside this, legends of female saints became popular in both literature and art. Medieval legends of female saints positively impacted Christian doctrines on womanhood by placing the emphasis on overcoming the body and the physical world, and escaping suffering through Christ, meaning women became recognised as having the potential to become holy beings. Furthermore, the legends of the female saints went against historical teachings that forbade women from teaching or assuming authority, providing women with positive examples to follow. [1:  Caroline Walker Bynum, Fragmentation and Redemption: Essays on Gender and the Human Body in Medieval Religion (New York: Zone Books; Cambridge, Mass, 1992) p. 152.]  [2:  Bynum, Fragmentation and Redemption, 1992) p. 152. ] 

Christians in the medieval era relied on certain biblical passages for their doctrines on womanhood. One that was particularly emphasised is 1 Timothy 2:11-15, which teaches as follows:
A woman should learn in quietness and full submission. I do not permit a woman to teach or to assume authority over a man; she must be quiet. For Adam was formed first, then Eve. And Adam was not the one deceived; it was the woman who was deceived and became a sinner. But women will be saved through childbearing- if they continue in faith, love, and holiness with propriety. (1 Timothy 2:11-15 NIV)
This passage set out that women were to obey men, should be quiet and submissive, should not teach nor assume authority over men, and will be saved by childbearing. While women were encouraged to follow the example of female saints, said saints did not always follow the biblical instructions for women. Instead, they refused marriage, remained virginal, defied parents and husbands, talked back to authority figures and preached. This project will explore the positive impacts of the legends of the female saints on Christian doctrines on womanhood; themes such as strength and violence, virginity and corporeality and exemplarity will be discussed.
Corporeality and Virginity
Firstly, the legends of female saints presented women as capable of being spiritual beings and affected Christian doctrine by encouraging women to become ‘more’ than their bodies. While it could be argued that the focus on female virginity and sexuality in the myths reduced women to the integrity of their body, it did offer legitimacy to women who chose to remain celibate for religious reasons. The legends presented women with an alternative route other than marriage and motherhood, as they could choose to follow the virgin martyrs in remaining chaste and become nuns. In a time that women had very little control over their own lives by remaining virginal, women exercised power, as by withholding their bodies they also withheld the creation of children. In addition, virgin martyr stories almost always had the saint endure extreme physical torture.[footnoteRef:3] This arguably helped to show that the body could be damaged without the spirit being damaged. The damage to the bodies of the saints but then their miraculous recovery or avoidance of death could be viewed as symbolic of women overcoming their body. This allowed for women to be seen as having the potential to attain a genuine spirituality, as while women were consistently viewed as being trapped by earthly lusts[footnoteRef:4] and were defined by their inescapable corporeality, their movement beyond the body allowed for them to be seen as more than just this definition.  [3:  Karen A Winstead, Virgin Martyrs: Legends of Sainthood in Late Medieval England (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1997) p. 12.]  [4:  Renate Blumenfeld-Kosinski, Images of Sainthood in Medieval Europe (Cornell University Press, 2019) p. 268. ] 

Strength and Violence
Strength and violence were themes often explored in legends of female saints in the medieval era; female saints were described as having physical power that was typically attributed to men. For example, [image: Text

Description automatically generated]Conrad of Saxony described Mary using traditionally masculine language, saying ‘You are a wonderful warrior, every soldier of the evil spirits is put to flight before your face.’[footnoteRef:5] The emphasis on Mary’s power here contrasts with traditional misogynistic views of women at the time; instead of praising Mary for being demure or submissive, Conrad of Saxony used typically masculine imagery, comparing her to a ‘warrior. ’This use of masculine language when describing female saints arguably impacted Christian doctrines on womanhood by subverting traditional gender characteristics attributed to women. This links to the idea of women moving beyond their body, and female saints becoming ‘more’ than the way they were viewed at the time, through the lens of misogynistic gender stereotypes. [5:  Vanessa Corcoran, ‘Silencing Medieval Women’s Voices—Nevertheless, She Persisted’, The Public Medievalist, 2018 <https://www.publicmedievalist.com/she-persisted/> [accessed 11 December 2022].] 
Figure 1: Mary beating the devil
Vanessa Corcoran, ‘Silencing Medieval Women’s Voices—Nevertheless, She Persisted’, The Public Medievalist, 2018. 

This can also be observed in medieval art of female saints. For example, in Figure 1, Mary is seen beating the devil and physically subduing him. This imagery contradicts the traditional view of Mary as meek and passive, and instead suggests that female saints were often viewed as being powerful, both physically and spiritually. 
An example of this in a saintly legend occurs in the book of Acrene Wisse, with ‘The Life of Saint Margaret.’ This legend, translated from Latin with female contemplatives in mind, has an emphasis on female physical experience.[footnoteRef:6]  Elizabeth Robertson[footnoteRef:7] discussed the corporeality of female sanctity, using the Life of Saint Margaret as a model from which to gain understanding. In the Life of Saint Margaret, the saint is described as physically subduing the devil:  [6:  Blumenfeld-Kosinski, Images of Sainthood, 2019. p. 268.]  [7: Ibid., p. 268. ] 

The mild maiden Margaret seized the grisly being which did not terrify her at all and securely took her by the horrible hair of his head and raised him up and dashed him down to the earth and set her right foot on his rough neck.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Ibid., p. 279. ] 

This portrayal of a ‘mild maiden’ being overcome with physical strength, enough to physically subdue the devil, through dependence on Christ, highlights a key piece of evidence suggesting that the legends of female saints showed women’s capability to move beyond their bodies. Examples of women transcending the limits of the feminine body, as shown in the Life of Saint Margaret and the portrayals of the Virgin Mary as being physically strong, show women’s capacity to ascend out of their bodies and the feminine characteristics typically attributed to them, through Christ. This impacted Christian doctrines towards women, as female saints showed that women could overcome what men saw as their corporeality, as shown through displays of violent physical power. 
Exemplarity
Exemplarity of female saints in the medieval era was a complicated issue for the Church to navigate. Legends of female saints, which women were encouraged to emulate, often went against the Church’s teachings. As the Church no longer needed women to preach and proselytize and authorities were no longer persecuting Christianity, the stories of female saints teaching the Gospel and defying male authorities openly went against the Church’s teachings for women at the time.[footnoteRef:9] However, moralists and hagiographers instructed women to imitate the female saints, creating the problem of: how could women imitate these saints, without openly flaunting church authority?  [9:  Catherine Sanok, Her Life Historical : Exemplarity and Female Saints’ Lives in Late Medieval England (Philadelphia: University Of Pennsylvania Press, 2007) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt3fhvzt> [accessed 18 November 2022] p. 2. ] 

The example of Saint Cecilia is relevant here, as she was a virgin martyr who was greatly venerated in medieval England.[footnoteRef:10] Cecilia, despite consenting to marriage to obey her parents, had devoted her virginity to Christ, and had no intention of breaking such a solemn vow. After warning her new husband Valerian that there was an angel guarding her, ready to kill anyone who would touch her, she sends Valerian to be converted by Pope Urban. When Valerian’s brother visits the couple, he is surprised to smell the sweet scent of flowers that Cecilia and Valerian are crowned with. He was unable to see the flowers until he too converted to Christianity. The family were unfortunately discovered to be Christian, the brothers were martyred, and Cecilia was brought before the pagan judge Almachius, whose authority she mocked. She professed her own faith, and Almachius ordered her to be executed. After three attempts at cutting off her head with a sword, Cecilia remained alive, and Roman law forbade any further attempts at execution. She lived for three days, during which she turned her house into a church and preaches constantly, converting hundreds of people. She dies only when she prays to join God in Heaven.[footnoteRef:11] [10:  Sanok, Her Life Historical, 2007. p. 1. ]  [11:  Ibid., p.1. ] 

[image: Image for Crowned Virgin Martyr (St. Catherine of Alexandria), A]This legend is an excellent example of the issue of exemplarity of female saints in medieval England. Cecilia consistently refused male authority, both her husband and the pagan judge Almachius, and pledged to remain virginal, overcoming physical lust. The emphasis on Cecilia’s virginity is important as it suggests that, in avoiding physical temptation, women could overcome the physical limitations of the female body. This links to women becoming ‘more’ than their bodies; Cecilia recognised that she is more than just a body for men at the time to enjoy and devoted her body to Christ. Furthermore, Cecilia’s act of turning her house into a church and preaching went against teachings for women at the time. 1 Timothy 2:11-15, as referenced previously, taught that ‘I do not permit a woman to teach or to assume authority over a man; she must be quiet.’ Cecilia’s legend and others similar had a large impact on Christian doctrines on womanhood, as they challenged ‘the dignity and value of established social hierarchies’[footnoteRef:12] that oppressed women and tried to force them into silence. Despite attempts to portray medieval saints as ‘demure and elegantly dressed ladies,’[footnoteRef:13] as in Figure 2, the stories of female saints were, at their core, centred on the female confrontation of male authority, and focused on the ascension of women, both in society and spiritually. [12:  Ibid., p. 3. ]  [13:  Sanok, Her Life Historical, 2007. p. 3. ] 
Figure 2: A Crowned Virgin Martyr by Bernado Daddi  (picturing St. Catherine of Alexandria). 

In conclusion, the legends of female saints in the medieval era positively impacted Christian doctrines on womanhood by offering credibility to women and their claims of experiencing genuine spirituality. Stories of extreme physical torture, and escaping this through Christ, as well as the experiencing of violent physical power both helped to show women as able to transcend their bodies, and posited the view that women were in fact capable of being holy, despite the historical views that taught women should not teach. The legends of female saints helped the clergy to view women as redeemed, as through the Virgin Mary and other famous virginal saints, women were seen to be capable of overcoming physical temptation and lust. While the misogynistic views towards women did remain, the legends of female saints, and their rebellion against male authority certainly helped men view women as more than just their bodies, and capable of moving beyond, to genuine union with Christ. 
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