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Anorexia: nervosa and mirabilis. What distinctions exist between anorexia nervosa and anorexia mirabilis, and how can an understanding of—and appreciation for—religious ascetic practices related to food intake assist in addressing the challenges of eating disorders and/or body dysmorphic disorders?

Catherine Benincasa (1347 to 1380), later to become Catherine of Siena, was born into a large but financially comfortable family.
 
 Catherine was the second youngest and only child to be breast fed.
 She was born in Siena during a time of plague which, in the middle ages, killed six out of seven of the population.
 However, physical illness were not the only afflictions to affect the medieval population. Catherine clearly suffered from what modern doctors would term anorexia however, in the medieval period she was regarded as a saint. She was known by ‘all the crowned heads in Europe’ and considered greatly important in medieval Christianity.
  

Can a modern understanding of eating disorders give insights into a historical case? What religious narratives of the manifestation allow such a dangerous illness to be seen in such a positive way? What notions of the body within the religion promote these ascetic practices that are harmful to health? The religious narrative surrounding Catherine’s life and behaviours involving the denial of food offer a cultural explanation for Catherine’s anorexia and self-harm. The way in which Catherine and those surrounding her understood her behaviour is rooted in medieval Christian notions of the body and ideas of spiritual versus physical nourishment. 

This essay discusses’ why Catherine’s action was considered acceptable because of the surrounding religious narrative. The concept of the duality and phenomenology. How those surrounding Catherine believed she did not need to eat because she was spiritually nourished. My research looks at the difference between Raymond’s portrayal of Catherine’s life and the more likely experiences Catherine suffered with her anorexia. It covers why the people demonised those who tried to help Catherine and the ways in which Catherine used her anorexia to control the situations around her by using her body as a site of resistance. 

Notions of the body at in the world medieval Europe are key to understanding the way Catherine’s actions were understood. Raymond describes how Catherine, at a young age, was given a room of her own in which to pray and scourge herself whenever she wanted to.
 Her behaviour was clearly encouraged and facilitated. The cultural acceptance of scourging oneself as a penitent demonstrates how the body was considered worthy of punishment, in order to purify the soul. Moreland and Rae (2009) remind the reader that the contextual belief was that ‘the soul could exist without the body but not vice versa.’
 This religious narrative gives more understanding as to why those surrounding Catherine had no regard for her body. Raymond writes … ‘and with what penitential zeal she treated her body, and with what ardour she sought her bridegroom, no tongue can tell.’
 It is interesting that Raymond uses the word bridegroom here referencing the spiritual marriage that Catherine seeks with Christ in which her body is perhaps redundant. Raymond clearly reflects how positive it was that Catherine was given the opportunity to scourge herself. Catherine’s anorexia and visions would be considered by anthropologists as conflict management but are also considered to resolve the social tension her actions would create if they were not linked so closely with religion. 
  

Notions of the body in the medieval Christian world reflected a ‘dualism’ view. The body and the soul, or mind, were seen as separate and the body was viewed as a vessel for the soul.
 Dualism as a concept was at the heart of medieval Christian thinking regarding the relationship of the body and the soul.
 The body was seen as a vessel for the soul, a physical place in which the soul resided during life.
 At death the body would be discarded and the ever-lasting immortal soul would live on. The body was seen as less valuable and secondary to the soul which is represented as the divine aspect of us that will return to god. 
 In viewing the body in this way it was possible for Catherine and those around her to put the physical needs of her body secondary to the spiritual needs of her soul. Whilst she was denying herself physical nourishment she was enjoying much spiritual nourishment. 

Dualism sees the body in an objective, almost passive way as opposed to a subjective/ active way as proposed by phenomenologists such as Merleau Ponty. A dualist view has been an extremely pervasive one that has endured into modern times and is only more recently being questioned. Phenomenologists argue that sensing rather than knowing is a ‘living communication with the world’ 
 This would therefore make an individual more invested within their body and surroundings. However, because the separation between the soul and the body is so embedded within religion many disagreed with the phenomenologist view that ‘The pre-historical pact between the body and the world informs our encounters with space’.
 The religious understanding however is that God would inform the individuals encounter with space, therefore not having to rely on the body. 

The religious narrative provided an acceptable way of understanding her anorexia and self-harm at the time. Catherine’s refusal to eat and her scourging were seen as religious acts rather than as self-harm. As such they were celebrated and encouraged. Not eating food was seen as a sign that she was being spiritually sustained. The scourging was a form of religious asceticism, the logic of which brought the individual closer to Christ through empathising with Christ’s suffering in a very personal way.
 This idea is articulated perfectly by Raymond, in describing the scourging practices that Catherine developed later on in her life. 

Just think, reader, what degree of perfection this soul must have reached if she was prepared to draw blood from herself three times a day to render to the Lord ‘’blood for blood’’.
 

Catherine attempts to match Christ suffering ‘blood for blood’. Banks (1996) explains how underlying psychological motives may be given form through a religious narrative particularly within certain social groups.
 She writes that… ‘namely those who come from conservative religious background, use concepts of the body and food and notions of asceticism that are a part of their religious tradition to give conscious meaning and expression to these underlying motives.’
 

From the beginning Catherine’s unusual eating behaviour, was noted and linked with her religious behaviour. Raymond presents Catherine’s detachment at a young age as good for her soul. 

She gave up all childish games and devoted her time to prayer and meditation instead, unlike most children, she became increasingly silent and took less and less food to sustain her – a thing unheard of in the case of growing children.
 

Here, Catherine is in her childhood and this extract present the start of her detachment. Raymond talks about Catherine’s visions of the holy Fathers of Egypt with great enthusiasm, this emotion is spread throughout the rest of the extract.
 Raymond was in support of Catherine’s rejection of childish actions and clearly believed that Catherine benefitted from becoming more reflective at such a young age. 

Raymond’s account fully endorses the religious narrative of her suffering and does not necessarily take into account Catherine’s own experience or suffering. Raymond does not always understand the anorexic struggles that Catherine faced. It appears that Raymond was happy to accept at face value the joy that Catherine communicated. 

After the virgin had had the first vision she was so full of the Holy Spirit that she went without food or drink for the whole of Lent until the feast of Our Lord’s Ascension; and yet despite this she was always bursting with life and happiness.
 

Whilst Catherine portrayed happiness, a modern psychologist would question this and look for underlying problems and issues that may account for her behaviour. Raymond here believes that Catherine did not need to eat and believed in the way Catherine acted, choosing not to see the effects not eating had upon her body. Lester informs that this is sometimes referred to as ‘holy anorexia’, although this is a matter of ongoing scholarly debate.
 This again reinstates the medieval notions of the body. Catherine, through her anorexia, deceived those surrounding her, this helps the reader to understand why Raymond believed that Catherine was spiritually fed. This is the ‘manipulation’ that those surrounding people with anorexia experience. 
 Despite Raymond being deceived, he only focuses on the religious narrative of Catherine’s life, potentially failing to reflect Catherine’s opinions and character on nonreligious matters. Lester informs us that medieval nuns did struggle were known to struggle with the aesthetic of their bodies.
 An understanding of the religious explanation of Catherine’s illness explains why she was supported in her self-harm. Raymond and those around her supported Catherine’s anorexia because they believed it has a religious purpose. Raymond describes the response of a priest of whom Catherine sort advice about whether to stop fasting. ‘he said, ‘’Do as the Holy Spirit prompts you to do, for I can see that God is doing great things in you.’’’
 In this extract God is seen as directing her actions and fasting.  A modern reader ‘s initial opinion, and therefore Raymond’s approach of retelling it in such a positive light, is perplexing and concerning. 

The religious narrative was so strongly promoted that even those who tried to help her eat and who tried to stop her self-harm were condemned as being influenced by the devil. Catherine’s mother, Lapa, is portrayed in a negative light because she challenges the social construct of the soul being more important than the body. ‘Lapa loved her daughter’s body more than her soul, and was stung by the old Serpent in her maternal feelings to try to hinder her from doing penance.’
 Lapa is considered to be evil because she loved her daughter’s body more than her soul. This construct was deeply rooted within this world and therefore, people were demonised for disagreeing with it. She is represented as being influenced by the devil because of her primal maternal instincts, yet even these are downplayed when Raymond uses the word ‘feelings’.
 Lapa’s concern at Catherine scourging herself is portrayed as extremely negative, although this would be in line with a modern opinion, it did not fit a medieval one. Lapa is thus unjustifiably described as an ‘old woman’ and ‘mad thing’, said to have ‘clawed at herself’ and accused of ‘pulling out her own hair’.
 Raymond also presents Lapa’s concern as an overreaction and as exasperating. It is interesting that Raymond invokes the image of the serpent reminiscent of the serpent in the garden of Eden who tempted Eve. He effectively reminds the reader of the weakness of women and castes that Lapa as one such weak woman who is tricked by the devil.

Modern scientific research into the emotional state of sufferers with anorexia, notes that sufferers will seek out and embrace narratives that support continued justification of self-harm.
 Forcen (2012) explains that parallels can be drawn between anorexia nervosa and medieval fasting behaviour. Religious women in the middle ages would sometimes fast as a way to imitate the suffering of Jesus during the Passion.
 Religious men of the period more often suffered through physical punishments. Polinska (2000) informs us her readers that female saints had higher numbers of aesthetic practices, than male. ‘One in six women saints was chronically ill, while only one in thirty-two men was undergoing a similar condition.’
 The female figure is much higher than the male. For Catherine a religious narrative was readily available to support her behaviour, however, we do also know that fasting had been used within her own family as a form of protest before it was connected to religious reasons. Forcen states that her own sister fasted in order to change her husband’s attitude and there is evidence that Catherine’s initially fasting occurred as a form of protest when she was expected to remarry her sister’s husband after her sister death.
 For Catherine, she was protesting the marriage to her sister’s widow. Catherine uses Christianity as a narrative for her anorexia. 

I know of a truth and hereby testify before the whole Church of Christ that during all the time I knew her she suffered more from having to eat than a famished man does from being unable to; at such times her body experienced greater torment than a sick man usually feels from being ill. And this was one of the reasons why, as with the grace of God I shall explain later, she accepted the matter of eating as a bodily affliction and a torment. But with what offences could her mind be involved, if it was entirely concentrated on God? Nevertheless, Catherine upbraided herself with such severity, and took on the burden of guilt so cunningly, that if her confessor had not been used to her violent way of treating herself he would have believed her to be at fault where there was no fault, and where indeed there was if anything merits in what she had done.

 Although people are now more aware of anorexia, people in history have still suffered with it. One aspect of anorexia that is now recognised is the need to find something to justify the individuals struggle, for Catherine that was religion.
 Through this she was able to find a way of convincing those around her, that her issues around eating were spiritually led. Catherine may have believed in this herself and clearly accepted that her anorexia was the price she paid for the benefits of her religious success. Although religion did not help Catherine overcome her anorexia, it did provide a support system around her. Furthermore, because Catherine’s anorexia was considered to be a gift from god rather than the devil, she was not isolated. This is further reinforced by Lester, who informs her readers that within the 14th century, nunneries also reported having women who did not eat.
 This poses the question of whether nunneries were a support group for anorexia or were the nunneries a place where the illness festered and grew?

In Catherine’s case it is possible to interpret her fasting as a form of resistance. Firstly, in protest to her proposed marriage to her sister’s widower and perhaps later as a form of resistance against the forces of society that she could not control. Corrington (1986) suggests that 

Like asceticism, anorexia is a form of control. It enables women to resist the prevailing values of societies which they do not control, while at the same time making then acceptable to those societies.
 

As a young woman in medieval society, Catherine would have not had much control or influence over her own life. Her fasting elevated her social position and those around her even to the point of achieving celebrity. She used the one thing she had control over, her own body.

It is through the understanding of medieval religious narratives that we can gain an understanding of Catherine’s relationship with food. Anorexia is a modern illness but it helps us to further our understand historical figures, such as Catherine. It was the religious narrative that provided a platform for Catherine to continue her fasts and scourging. Raymond presented the idea that Catherine did not need food because she was spiritually fed. This behaviour was supported by those around her because anorexia was a common illness that presented itself within religious women during this period and the religious ideas surrounding anorexia and self-harm were thought to make the individual closer to God and was therefore encouraged as a re-enactment of the suffering Jesus went through. Catherine’s relationship between her soul and body presents is a central theme throughout Raymond’s account. Catherine’s soul was believed to have benefitted from the pain caused to her body. This was demonstrated by Raymond presenting only the religious side of Catherine rather than her experiences. Those who did try to protect Catherine from her Anorexia were demonised, especially Catherine’s mother Lapa. Despite Lapa’s concern for her daughter, because of Catherine’s illness she often uses her illness to get what she wanted. I think that this is because of the religious narrative surrounding Catherine’s anorexia rather than her being manipulative. 
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