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his hand posed pensively on his chin, slightly covering his mouth to emphasize his
silence. The artist positions the infant Christ in the background of the miniature behind

Mary, making it clear that in this picture, Mary is the active, dominant figure.

Figure 2. “The Nativity”

The St. Albans Psalter
Hildesheim, Dombibliothek MS
St. Godehardkirche 1, p. 21.

The image communicates to its reader that God sanctified and authorized the dominant
position of the Virgin. Mary’s dominant presence on the page legitimizes a woman in a
position of authority and influence. By way of contrast, in two miniatures pulled from
two other psalters (Figures 3-4), the image of Mary appears starkly different. In both
paintings, Mary sits in bed below Joseph, and remains quiet and subservient to a

dominant Joseph.®!!

511 «“The Winchester Psalter,” London, British Library, Cotton MS Nero C IV f. 10v; BL Royal MS 1 D.x
f.lv
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Figure 3. “The Nativity”
The Winchester Psalter
British Library, London, Cotton MS Nero C IV f. 10v

Figure 4. “The Nativity”
Unnamed Psalter
British Library, London, Royal MS 1 D.x f.1v

The most obvious depiction of the virago in the Psalter occurs on page 28 in the
miniature of “The Massacre of the Innocent (Figure 5)” The second chapter of the
Gospel of Matthew tells the story of Herod and his attempt to kill the infant Christ by
ordering the execution of all boys aged two and under.>!? In the Psalter, the artist
recreates this story, showing Herod giving the order on the right side of the panel and his

soldiers carrying out his command with unbridled violence on the left side of the panel.

512 |_atin Vulgate, Matthew 2:16-18.
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Most of the mothers appear despondent, helplessly watching as the soldiers eviscerate
their sons. But two of the women, one in the top right corner and the other in the bottom
right corner of the panel, fight back. A woman in an orange dress appears in the lower
righthand corner biting a soldier as he plunges his sword into the belly of a baby. In the
upper righthand corner, the artist shows a mother in a green dress holding the arm back of
a bearded soldier as he lifts his weapon aiming it at a baby in his mother’s arms. In
illustrated Psalters, the “Massacre of the Innocent” typically appears in the miniature

cycles, but the St. Albans Psalter, with its uniquely aggressive mothers, remains

distinctive.

Figure 5. “The Massacre of the
Innocent”

The St. Albans Psalter

Hildesheim, Dombibliothek MS St.
Godehardkirche 1, p. 30

The Huth Psalter only portrays two women, who appear passive as the soldiers

eviscerate their babies (Figure 6).5%3

513 London, British Library, Add MS 38116 f. 10r.
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Figure 6. “The Massacre of the Innocent”

The Huth Psalter

 London, British Library, Add MS MS 38116 f.
10r

In the Psalter housed in the Add MS 50000 manuscript, only one mother appears below a

soldier’s feet, trampled and helpless as he plunges a sword into her baby’s belly (Figure

7) .514

(G S nmpe
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Figure 7. “The Massacre of the Innocent”
Unnamed Psalter
London, British Library, Add MS 50000 f. 13r

In the Oscott Psalter, two women appear timid, afraid, and clutching their babies in
helpless passivity. (Figure 8)°> None of these three Psalters offer any attempt to portray

the women as strong or active.

514 London, British Library, Add MS 50000 f. 13r.
515 London, British Library, Royal MS 1 D X f. 3r.
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~ Figure 8. “The Massacre of the Innocent”
The Oscott Psalter
. London, British Library, Royal MS 1 D X f. 3r

A reason for the glaring difference between The St. Albans Psalter and the three
similar Psalters concerns the deliberate intent to illustrate the virago. During the high
medieval period, more men began using the term virgo to signify women who espoused
uniquely masculine qualities but remained physically women. In the image of the
“Massacre of the Innocent” as it appears in The St. Albans Psalter, the women fighting
back are mothers; they represent the most feminine occupation a woman could hold. In
the three similar psalters mentioned above, the mothers embody the standard medieval
concept of femininity. They are passive, weak, and incapable of fighting back. In the St.
Albans Psalter, the artist portrayed the mothers as physically female, but active, strong,
fierce, and fighting back as warriors—all the hallmarks of the medieval virago.
Additionally, medieval authors often employed the term virago to describe the uniquely
masculine woman who achieves her strength because of her dedication to God. Most
notably, in his twelfth-centry carmina, Alfanus explicitly mentions the masculine

character of St. Agnes writing, “quae mulier, vel forte magis robusta virago,” or “this
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woman, indeed a powerful, learned robust warrior woman.”**® Thus, in The St. Albans
Psalter, in the violent carnage depicted in the “Massacre of the Innocent” miniature, the
artist singles out two women to fight back, drawing on a growing adoration of the
militant virago who fights the enemies of Christ.

The author chooses to insert active women into two other well-known biblical
images, “The Descent from the Cross,” and “The Ascension” (Figures 9-10). Page 47 of
the Psalter contains a portrayal of “The Descent from the Cross” pulled from the
narrative as told in the gospels of Matthew, Mark, and Luke. In each version of the story,
not a single woman is mentioned as having any significant role in taking down Christ’s
body; rather, the only person who seems to carry out any action is Joseph of
Arimathea.®!” However, in the miniature, two women appear and, rather than portraying
them in a submissive posture, weeping in the background, the artist reveals a woman,
likely Mary, holding Christ’s arm and assisting in the process of pulling him down from

the cross. Behind her stands another woman watching the events unfold.

516 p|_147:1243B
517 Matthew 27:57-59, Mark 15: 43-46, Luke 23: 50-53.
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. Figure 9. “Descent from the Cross”
The St. Albans Psalter

Hildesheim, Dombibliothek MS St.
. Godehardkirche 1, p. 47

The first chapter of Acts details “The Ascension,” in which Jesus, surrounded by his
apostles, ascends into heaven. In the Psalter, a group of men surround an image of a pair
of feet disappearing at the top of the panel, and in the center of the group, contrary to the
scripture, is an image of the Virgin Mary. She stands taller than the apostles and her
center position in the picture suggests that the artist intended to emphasize her

importance and active role in this part of the Gospel.
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Figure 10. “The Ascension”

The St. Albans Psalter

Hildesheim, Dombibliothek MS St.
Godehardkirche 1, p. 54

In addition to portraying women as active, authoritative, and warrior figures, the
creator of the miniatures also chose to simply insert or emphasize the female presence in
biblical stories where women either do not appear or their involvement is marginal at
best. While presence does not necessarily denote masculinity, the choice to deliberately
include women in important biblical stories suggests that the male creator wanted to
emphasize women’s religious or spiritual authority where it did not traditionally exist.
Additionally, when the creator introduced women, he typically underscored their
presence by making them the largest or most dominant figure in the scene. For example,
the second chapter of the Gospel of Luke narrates the story of the Presentation of Christ
at the Temple. In the scripture, Mary and Joseph are both present at the Temple when

they introduce the infant Christ to Simeon and a pair of doves emerge as an offering.>®

518 | yke 2:22-26.
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On page 28 of the Psalter, a full miniature of this scene appears (Figure 11). However,
contrary to the scripture, the artist leaves Joseph completely out of the picture. In the
image, there is only Mary, holding Christ as he lifts a finger and blesses Simeon. On

either side of Mary, two women appear, each holding a pair of doves as an offering.

Figure 11. “Presentation at the Temple”
The St. Albans Psalter

Hildesheim, Dombibliothek MS St.
Godehardkirche 1, p. 28

The artist breaks with convention by removing Joseph from this picture and inserting two
female attendants, whom the scriptures do not mention, as the bearers of the doves. This
image provides an opportunity for interpretation. Geddes argues that leaving Joseph out
of the picture signified an emphasis on the active female role.>'® Though in the image,
Mary is simply present, she is the largest figure in the picture. Moreover, by removing

Joseph from the scene the artist bestows unique authority and agency to Mary, implying

519 Geddes, “The Psalter,” 204.
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that Joseph in this moment is irrelevant, though the scripture makes specific mention of
him.

On the following page, the artist breaks with scriptural convention again and
inserts Mary in the story of the Pentecost (Figure 12). The second chapter of Acts opens
with a description of The Pentecost, “And on the day of the Pentecost, they all gathered
in one place. And suddenly, a sound came from heaven and blew in like a mighty wind,
and it filled the whole house where they were sitting. And tongues of fire appeared to
them and sat upon their heads.”?° In the miniature of this scriptures, Mary sits in the
center surrounded by the apostles. The artist positioned the apostles so that only their
profiles appear; conversely, he placed Mary in the center facing forward and depicted her

as the largest figure in the scene.

Figure 12. “The Pentecost”

The St. Albans Psalter

Hildesheim, Dombibliothek MS St.
Godehardkirche 1, p. 55

520 |_atin Vulgate, Acts 2:1-3. et cum conplerentur dies pentecostes erant omnes pariter in eodem loco, et
factus est repente de caelo sonus tamquam advenientis spiritus vehementis et replevit totam domum ubi
erant sedentes, et apparuerunt illis dispertitae linguae tamquam ignis seditque supra singulos eorum.
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This positioning is contrary to the story of the Pentecost in the Book of Acts, where Mary
does not appear at all.>?* According to Anne Geddes, “theological justification for this
was explained by Odilio of Cluny whose homily on Mary at both the Ascension and
Pentecost emphasizes her role in the incarnation.”®?? P#cht states that Mary’s presence
and center position at the Pentecost does not conform to any Byzantine or Western
tradition, and states that in Byzantine custom the center of the picture is always left
empty and the Virgin is always absent.>® In Western traditions, the center is typically
occupied by Peter, whom Acts 2:38 explicitly proclaims as the speaker of the disciples.>?*
In this Psalter, however, Mary is a dominant and authoritative figure. Pacht, emphasizing
Cluny’s adoration for the Virgin, states that the center position of Mary “reflects the new
emphasis on the Virgin’s rank in Christian thought and worship.”®?® Additionally, given
the pattern of blatant, masculinized female agency throughout the miniatures, inserting a
visible Mary in the center of the picture emphasizes the spiritual authority and strength of
women.

On their own, each of these six miniatures provides a striking portrayal of active

female agency, but when read together a theme emerges that underscores an emphasis on
female authority and masculinity. Geddes argues that these images reflect Christina’s

personal view of her encounters with Christ.>?® In her visions as recorded in The Life, the

521 Acts 2:1-3

522 Anne Geddes, “Page 55 Commentary: Pentecost Acts 2:1-3 St Albans Psalter, 2003, accessed March
2019, https://www.abdn.ac.uk/stalbanspsalter/english/commentary/page055.shtml

523 Picht, “Full-Page,” 68.

524 1bid.

525 Picht, “Full-Page,” 70.

526 Geddes, “The Psalter,” 203-204.
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author recalls Christina as she describes holding Christ as a baby and serving him as a
pilgrim.>?” When the miniatures are read in conjunction with Christina’s Vita, a strong
masculine ideal emerges. The authoritative Virgin addressing her passive husband, the
combative mothers fighting Herod’s soldiers, the women assisting the deposition of
Christ’s body, and the bold figure of Mary at the center of Pentecost all offered Christina
vivid examples of what a powerful, steadfast, virago looked like. Moreover, if, as
Geddes argues, this Psalter delincated Abbot Geoffrey’s perception of Christina and his
relationship with her, then including images of such powerful women conveyed

Geoffrey’s intense desire that Christina become male in spirit.

The Chanson of St Alexis

The Chanson of St Alexis, or the Alexis quire, appears immediately after the
miniature cycle and represents a unique aspect of the Psalter. The legend, written in Old
French, details the story of the fifth-century recluse who abandoned his bride on their
wedding night and spent his entire life living in poverty as a monk. For more than a
century, the inclusion of this story in the St. Albans Psalter has confounded scholars,
leading many of them to conclude that Abbot Geoffrey had the story added because the
life of St. Alexis so closely mirrored Christina’s experiences. In the introduction to his
edition of The Life, Talbot argues that the addition of the Alexis quire proves that the

Psalter belonged to Christina, specifically because the addition of the work “is quite

527 Anonymous, The Life of Christina of Markyate, ed. and trans. C.H. Talbot (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 1959, 1997), 182.
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irrelevant to a purely liturgical book.”?® Talbot continues by arguing that the story of St.
Alexis, “mirrors exactly the experiences of Christina, that it is a kind of piece justificative
of her action in leaving her husband and retiring to the hermitage.”>?® Like Alexis,
Christina refused to consummate an arranged marriage; she also abandoned her betrothed
on their wedding night and ultimately fled her family while in disguise, and Christina,
like Alexis, lived the remainder of her life as a devout anchorite in a small cell.

In his analysis, Pacht agrees with Talbot’s findings and argues that the stories’
similarities offer some literary proof that the Psalter belonged to Christina. He writes,
“In reading this story nobody familiar with the Alexis legend can fail to be struck by the
parallelism of the opening chapters of the two biographies: Alexis’ marriage too is
enforced; he too leaves his spouse on the eve of the wedding in order to obey a higher
calling.”®%® Pécht continues by stating that he finds the two stories similar and suggests
that perhaps Christina of Markyate’s vita was a reinterpretation of the Alexis narrative.>3!
Péacht argues that

to see the presence of the Alexis Song in a book which was
Christina’s Psalter merely as an accidental occurrence
seems no longer possible. To the medieval mind, all events
experienced or witnessed in one’s own life had their
prefiguration’s in the lives of the biblical personages or in

those of the saints [...] no story can have impressed

528 Talbot, “Introduction,” 26.
529 Talbot, “Introduction,” 26.
530 p5cht, “Contents,” 136.

531 1bid, 136
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Christina’s contemporaries as a more perfect metaphor of
her tribulations than the legend of Alexis, the homo Dei.>%

Geddes agrees in part with Pacht, but suggests that rather than being about
Christina, the Alexis story is an allegory of Abbot Geoffrey’s relationship with Christina.
Geddes argues that aside from rejecting her marriage bed and abandoning her husband on
their wedding night, there are no other similarities between Christina and Alexis.>*
Geddes’ proposed an alternative explanation, pointing out that like Alexis, Abbot
Geoffrey left his natal home for a spiritual life in a foreign land and that he also gave
away all of his worldly possession and chose a life of poverty.>3* Geddes continues by
postulating that the scene in which Alexis leaves his bride on their wedding night serves
as a simile for an event in 1136 and 1139 when Abbot Geoffrey left a despondent
Christina for a journey to Rome.>® Geddes also believes that the character of the bride,
who does not speak in the entirety of the chanson, represents Christina and suggests that
Abbot Geoffrey included the poem to offer both an analogy, explaining his unique
relationship with Christina, and to offer her some consolation when he left her to travel to
Rome.>*® Though Geddes’ analysis offers some logical addendums to Pécht’s preliminary
arguments, Geddes seems too intent on characterizing the Alexis quire in neat, gender

specific terms. She views Geoffrey as Alexis, the male figure in the story, and Christina

as the bride, the female character. If, as scholars have determined, Abbot Geoffrey did

532 |bid, 137.

533 Geddes, “St Albans,” 208.
534 Ibid.

53 1hid, 209.

536 |hid.
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create the book for Christina and intentionally added the Alexis Quire for her to read and
meditate upon, then it is far more likely that the meaning behind its inclusion extends far
past a simple consolation story. A much more probable explanation suggests that Abbot
Geoffrey included the narrative and subsequent commentary to praise Christina’s
eschewing of marriage, to encourage her pursuit of an ascetic life, and to offer her a male
example to follow.

The first point of similarity exists in the three-panel illustration that precedes the
chanson and seems to offer an illustrated representation of the entire story. The picture
shows Alexis and his bride standing above their marriage bed fully clothed as he hands
her a sword and ring, medieval symbols of fidelity, before departing from her in the
following panel. In the righthand side of the page, Alexis appears on a boat, sailing for
his new life.>*” The chanson reads,

They fix the day of their wedding.

When it came to the doing of it, they do things handsomely,

Lord Alexis marries her in fine style.

But it is an arrangement he would have preferred nothing of

So completely are his thoughts fixed on God.>3®
Though the scene is not a direct parallel to Christina’s, since her betrothed refused to
concede, the emphasis on maintaining celibacy remains a central theme. Contrary to

Geddes’s argument, Abbot Geoffrey never had a moment in his life where he rejected a

%37 1bid, 57.

53 Dombibliothek MS St. Godehardkirche 1, pp. 58-59. lur dous amfanz/ volent faire asembler - Doment

[rubricator’s error for Noment] lur terme de lur adaise/ment - quant vint al fare dunc le funt gentem[en]t -
danz alexis/ ’espuset belament - mais co est tel plait dunt ne volsist nient/de tut an tut ad a deu sun talent.

The translation is from: https://www.abdn.ac.uk/stalbanspsalter/english/translation/trans058.shtml
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tamed by humility and heavenly blessings.>*’ Finally, the author proclaims that even
though the body, or flesh, may be easily consumed by madness and anger, the spirit must
use the eyes of the heart to bolster Christian virtue against an enemy that is always lying
in wait, ready to strike.>*® P&cht convincingly argues that the Psalter’s author added the
Psychomachia metaphor and commentary as a message specifically intended for
Christina.>*® Thus, in creating an analogous comparison between a corporeal battle and a
spiritual war, the author provides the reader, especially the female reader, a method by
which to arm themselves in Christian manliness and prepare for a spiritual battle as a
soldier of Christ.

The following page continues the commentary and the Psalter’s creator
punctuates the text with the large, “Beatus Vir” initial, ushering in the beginning of the
Psalms. The “Beatus initial,” which typically accompanies the Beatus Vir at the
beginning of Psalms 1 is a common component of the medieval psalter. However, in the
St. Albans Psalter specifically, the Beatus Vir, or “Blessed is the Man,” shares the page
with a small image of a pair of knights, clad in armor, fighting at the top, righthand side

of the page (Figure 15).

47 Dombibliothek MS St. Godehardkirche 1. et sicut ipsi corporaliter sunt tu mentes superbia et male
dictione. similiter nos spiritualiter oportet esse mansuetos in humilitate et deica benedictio[ne, trimmed

off]

54 Dombibliothek MS St. Godehardkirche 1. Sicut ipsi dati sunt in ira[m, trimmed off] et visibilem rabiem
corporali[ter, trimmed off] similiter nos oportet esse in pace et sapientia spiritualiter. Sicut ipsi ad omnia
membra sua occulo coporis non sinunt in vicem extendere. nos autem similiter occulis cordis

cu[m, trimmed off] omni virtute semper oportet oculis cordis circumspicere contra adversarium nostrum
nobis insidiantem conti nuo tempore.

549 P4cht, “Contents” 150.
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Figure 15. Image of two
knights clad in armor

. fighting.

The St. Albans Psalter
Hildesheim, Dombibliothek
MS St. Godehardkirche 1, p.
72

<
Pacht remarks that the Beatus Vir commentary serves as “a unique case of a medieval
artist describing and interpreting his own work.”**® The artist explains that the image of
the two mounted knights sparring is a simile of the spiritual war, or “bellum spirituale.”
The creator of the initial further clarifies that the image appears as two knights dressed in
the physical vestments of war, but in truth they are clothed in manly spirits and Christian
virtues.>?
In the middle of the large, ornate “B” sits the pinnacle of biblical masculinity,
King David. The following text accompanies the image,
Here we have declared the highest truth, and if he desires it,
let him hold it as for himself. Just as those are manly and
prudent in the pursuit of equal justice, so to we must be
manly and perfect in the constancy of our steadfastness.>%?
This passage makes an explicit call to the reader, Christina, to become male in spirit for

the benefit of achieving victory in spiritual warfare. Moreover, the author, in using the

550 picht, “Contents,” 149.

%51 Dombibliothek MS St. Godehardkirche 1, p. 71. Ideoque sancte figure in spiritu virili armate. facte sunt
Christi amice et celestes atlete.

552 Dombibliothek MS St. Godehardkirche 1, p. 72. Hic summam veritatem declarivimus, qguam qui
voluerit, teneat ut sibimet. Sicut isti viriles sunt and prudentes in cursu equitationis similiter et nos oportet
esse viriles and perec tos in perseverantia stabilitatis.
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plural first-person, “we,” acknowledges that this status of perfect manhood applies to all
readers of the Psalter, male and female. In the next sentence, the author continues,

If at some time we are struck through by sword or spear or

flying arrow, yet we shall not fall to the ground in vain, if

we are proved manly, but we shall only be made more

perfect in God, and shall be doubly encircled with faith and

hope, so that, safe in the presence of God, we may be

crowned. >3
The author proclaims that if the spiritual soldier is properly, or effectively armed by God,
then they will not fall by the weapons of the enemy; rather, “viriles probati sumus” or
“we will be proven manly.” Again, the author uses the first-person plural, which strongly
implies that he associates himself with the reader, whether male or female. Thus, in this
statement the author is authorizing and encouraging a female reader to assume a manly
spirit, one approved by God. Another striking implication in this statement concerns the
phrase “sed tantum in deo perfectio res efficiemur ” or, “the thing is made more perfect by
God.” Geddes translates the phrase as, “we will be made more perfect in God.” Both
translations arrive at the same meaning and suggest that by engaging in spiritual warfare,
God perfects the Christian, male and female, and they become manly in spirit.

In the follow-up passage, the author recognizes the role of the physical body in

the spiritual war. He writes,

%53 Dombibliothek MS St. Godehardkirche 1, p. 72. Si aliquando gladio aut lancea seu volatili sagitta
percussi fuerimus non tamen inanes decidemus si viriles probati sumus, sed tantum in deo perfectio res
efficiemur, et fide et spe dupliciter accingemur. ut salvi coram deo coronemur.
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But in our spirits we must set in order every art which these
two warriors prepare in their bodies. Because the blood of
the holy martyrs and worthy virginity illuminate the book
of life and go before the love of heaven, [...] Upon that war
and divine inheritance there meditate, by day and night,
good people of the cloister and manly hearts that are
temperate and chaste, and every faithful disciple.>*
The passage, “Quia sanguis sanctorum martyrum et digna virginitas illuminant librum
vite. et precedunt amorem celeste” or “because the blood of the sacred martyrs and their
worthy virginity illuminate the book of life, they surpass the love of heaven,”
communicates an admiration for the suffering of the virgin martyrs and an adoration for
the perfection their dedication to Christ brought them. Their bodies, purified by celibacy
and bloody sacrifice, gave them manly hearts.

Near the end of the Psychomachia commentary the author, once again, invokes

the concept of masculinity. He writes,

%54 Dombibliothek MS St. Godehardkirche 1, p. 72. The scholars at the University of Aberdeen who
worked on digitizing the St Albans Psalter provide the following transcription of the passage. The brackets
indicate additions that are not included in the original text. Having examined both the original manuscript
and the modern transcription | agree with all of the modern edits made in the digitized version. Nos autem
oportet omnem artem quam hi duo bellatores parant corporibus suis: ordinare spiritibus nostris. Quia
sanguis sanctorum martyrum et digna virginitas illuminant librum vite. et precedunt amorem celestem.
[...] Suus ictus erit multum honestus et omnes vincet. de illo bello et divina hereditate meditantur die ac
nocte boni claustrales et virilia corda sobria et casta et quisque fidelis discipulus.



209

Upon that war and divine inheritance there meditate, by day
and night, good people of the cloister and manly hearts that
are temperate and chaste, and every faithful disciple.®>®
The virilia corda or “manly hearts,” the author speaks of does not apply only to male
Christians; anyone, male or female, can prove through constant meditation, chastity, and
faith, that they are male in spirit. Geddes notes that, “the passage itself is convoluted,
making allusions which were probably understood by the recipient, but which are now
hard to grasp.”*® Geddes is not clear about which specific passages she deems
“convoluted,” but, if the author’s intent is to encourage the reader, male or female, to
become male in spirit and in turn assume a manly heart, the passage becomes much
clearer. Additionally, Geddes states that “the author speaks with his own voice, directing
his words to a single reader, and producing a classic passage on the meaning of art to a
medieval audience.”®®’ This further underscores the likelihood that the author, directed by
Abbot Geoffrey, wrote specifically to Christina, sharing with her the benefits of spiritual
manhood and encouraging her to prepare for imminent spiritual warfare.

The reference to the blood and suffering of the virgin martyrs calls attention to
two saints mentioned in the Psalter ’s calendar. The calendar’s creator(s) lists only eight
women saints in the calendar, and of those eight, St. Juliana and St. Margaret represent

the most militant women. The medieval narratives of St. Juliana of Nicomedia and St.

%% Dombibliothek MS St. Godehardkirche 1, p. 72. Suus ictus erit multum honestus et omnes vincet. de illo
bello et divina hereditate meditantur die ac nocte boni claustrales et virilia corda sobria et casta et quisque
fidelis discipulus

%56 University of Aberdeen, “The Alexis Quire: Illustrations and Discourse on Good and Evil,” 2003,
accessed March 3, 2019, https://www.abdn.ac.uk/stalbanspsalter/english/essays/alexisquire.shtml

557 University of Aberdeen, “The Alexis Quire: Illustrations and Discourse on Good and Evil,” 2003,
accessed March 3, 2019, https://www.abdn.ac.uk/stalbanspsalter/english/essays/alexisquire.shtml



https://www.abdn.ac.uk/stalbanspsalter/english/essays/alexisquire.shtml
https://www.abdn.ac.uk/stalbanspsalter/english/essays/alexisquire.shtml
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Margaret of Antioch both detail violent battles with supernatural, demonic forces. In
medieval England, both Margaret and Juliana’s legend received a significant amount of
adoration. The scribe who composed the Psychomachia commentary and the Beatus Vir
initial was likely familiar with the militant legacy of St. Juliana and St. Margaret. As |
discuss above, the medieval Latin sources that detail the lives and deaths of Margaret and
Juliana also portray them as soldiers of Christ and masculine women. They provided
religious men in the Middle Ages with definitive examples of how a woman could,
through a violent ordeal, become purified and embody the virago ideal. Additionally,
both Margaret and Juliana prove their masculine spirit by engaging in spiritual warfare in
the tiny confines of their prison cells.
For Margaret, the enemy came in the form of a dragon. In Middle English Bodley
34 manuscript, the author detailed a vicious fight with a fearsome beast that appeared to
Margaret after a bloody and violent ordeal. The Middle English text reads,
And there came quickly out of a corner toward her a demon
of hell like a dragon, [...] his locks and his long beard
gleamed all with gold, and his grisly teeth seemed made of
blackened iron. [...] from his disgusting mouth fire
sparkled out, and from his nostrils smoldering smoke
pressed out, most hateful of stinks.>%®
Unfazed, Margaret stood resolute against the beast and armed herself in her faith in God.

She prayed to God, asked for strength, and made the sign of the cross, repelling the

558 MS Bodley 34 f. 24v. Translation from: Emily Rebekah Huber and Elizabeth Robertson, The Katherine
Group: MS Bodley 34 (Kalamazoo: Western Michigan Press, 2016), 97-8.
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beast.>>® When the monster swallowed her whole, Margaret made the sign of the cross
and burst out of his belly, unharmed, and destroyed the dragon.%®® At that moment the
devil appeared as a fiendish man and once again, Margaret found herself drawn into
battle.®®' The Middle English author writes,

That mild maiden Margaret gripped that grisly thing [...]

and grabbed him cruelly, took him by that hideous hair

anon his head and, heaved him up and flung him straight to

the earth, and set her foot on his shaggy neck [...]°%?
In that moment, Margaret stood victorious like a soldier on the battlefield though she
remained confined to a prison cell.

Similarly, St. Juliana faced the demon Belial and proved her worth as a soldier of

God, clothed in manly virtue. Just like Margaret, Juliana’s battle came after a vicious
period of bodily torment. Sent back to her small cell, Juliana prayed out that her enemy
might reveal himself to her. In the Middle English account, the author wrote, “And at
that moment he began to change shape and became such as he was, a fiend of hell.”*®® In
the next scene the author described Juliana’s spiritual battle. The author writes,

And she grabbed a great chain that she was bound with and

bound both his two hands behind his back so that each of

59 MS Bodley 34 f. 25r.

560 MS Bodley 34 f. 25v.

%61 MS Bodley 34 f. 26r.

%62 MS Bodley 34 f. 27r. Translation from: Huber and Robertson, The Katherine, 101-2.
563 MS Bodley 34 f. 43r. Translation from: Huber and Robertson, The Katherine, 153.
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his nails twisted painfully and became black from the blood
and flung him backwards straight down to the earth.>4
Just like Margaret, Juliana victoriously defeated her demonic enemy. In both stories the
women armed themselves with spiritual protection, which enables them to fight and
defeat their enemies.

The image of a militant Juliana and Margaret fighting as soldiers in a spiritual war
appears in Christina of Markyate’s vita as the author transforms Christina’s cell into a
battlefield and the anchorite into a soldier. The author describes a moment in Christina’s
cell as she prayed with the St. Albans Psalter in her lap. At a moment of deep
contemplation, the author describes a hoard of toads invading Christina’s cell,

To terrify the handmaid of Christ, toads invaded her cell in
an attempt to divert her attention by all means of ugliness.
The sudden appearance of the toads, with their large and
horrible eyes, was frightening, they jumped everywhere,
grabbing the middle of the Psalter, what was open on her
lap as it was all day long. But, she refused to move and
would not relent in singing the Psalmss, because of this
they disappeared, which means that they were demons sent

from the Devil. 56°

%64 MS Bodley 34 f. 45v. Translation from: Huber and Robertson, The Katherine, 157.

%65 BL Cotton Tiberius MS E. I, f. 154v. Talbot, The Life, 98. This section of the Tiberius manuscript is
very badly damaged and difficult to transcribe. I have included Talbot’s transcription as he was able to
decipher the damaged text with a UV light. The brackets indicate his insertions of the missing text. Qui ad
deterrendam [rever]Jendam ancillam Christi: bufones ir[rumpe]bant in carcerem: eo quod averterent
virginis obtutum. Speciem illa per omnem deformitatem. Ap[pare]bant subito teterima. Terribili[bus] ac
spaciosis orbibus oculorum. Se[debant] hinc et hinc: spalterio vendicantes medium locum in gremio
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Though the scene does not play out as exactly as Juliana’s battle with Belial or
Margaret’s fight with the dragon, it does offer a vision of Christina in which she
confronts a physical manifestation of the Devil and arms herself with a manly heart. In
this instance, the demons take the form of horrifying toads, which hearkens back to the
Old Testament story in Exodus about the plague of about the plague of frogs sent to
torment the Pharaoh.>®® Christina’s ability to demonstrate her steadfastness, through
singing the Psalms, serves as her victory and the end of the battle. In this way, she does
imitate Juliana and Margaret by emulating the masculine virtues as they are spelled out in

the Psalter, the very Psalter that sat on her lap as the toads poured into her cell.

Conclusion

The seemingly discordant components of the St. Albans Psalter, when read as a
whole, provide an illuminating perspective on the intersection of gender and Christianity
in twelfth-century England. For more than a century this Psalter has occupied the
attention of art historians, and they largely agree that Abbot Geoffrey had this book
created specifically for Christina of Markyate at some point in the first quarter of the
twelfth century. Additionally, scholars remain convinced that the most unique aspects of
the Psalter, its miniature cycle, the addition of the Alexis quire, and the commentary on
the Psychomachia, set it apart from other Psalters created at St. Albans during the twelfth

century. The point of departure for some scholars concerns the meaning of these

virgi[nis] quod propemodum omnibus horis iacebat expansum in usum sponse Christi. At cum illa nec se
moveret nec psalmodiam dimitteret: iterum a[bibant]. Unde magis credendum [est eos] fuisse demones.

566 Exodus 8.
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distinctive features: the explicit use of masculine language and images that dominate a
book intended for a woman. In his introduction to the Life of Christina of Markyate,
Talbot comments that the author of the Psalter used the masculine form for all the
prayers in the text as if he composed the text for a man.®” In her work on the text,
Geddes remarks that “the Psalter is a book created for Christina, but its contents are
strongly controlled by her mentor and patron, Abbot Geoffrey de Gorran. [...] Geoffery
was creating not exactly the book Christina wanted, but the book he thought she should
have.”®®® This observation suggests that the Psalter can tell us much more about how
Abbot Geoffrey understood and accepted his female companion than how Christina
understood her own spirituality. Abbot Geoffrey, and the scribes who created the
manuscript, emphasized the supremacy of Christian masculinity, and provided a litany of
allegories, commentaries, and pictures to show the female reader how and why she
should espouse a virilia corda or “manly heart.” Thus, it appears that the St Albans
Psalter existed as an illuminated manual for the medieval virago.

The miniature cycle, the Chanson of St. Alexis, and the commentary on the
Psychomachia, each provide a paradigm and method for enacting St. Jerome’s famous
directive that women who cast aside the trappings of womanhood in service of Christ will
“be called male,” which was the highest form of praise for women in the Middle Ages.

In six of the forty miniatures, the artists made the deliberate choice to prominently

portray women, either by depicting them as authoritative figures or by inserting them in

567 Talbot, The Life, 22.

%68 Jane Geddes, “The St. Albans Psalter: The Abbot and the Anchoress,” in Christina of Markyate: A
Twelfth-Century Holy Woman, ed. Samuel Fanous and Henrietta Leyser (London: Routledge, 2005), 197.
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biblical scenes in which women do not traditionally appear. When compared to similar
psalters, created in the twelfth century, the artists choices prove to be a unique
characteristic of the St. Albans Psalter. The most plausible explanation for this choice
becomes obvious when the images are “read” in conjunction with the Alexis quire and
the commentary on the Psychomachia.

The Chanson of St Alexis, the most unusual features of the Psalter, has
confounded scholars for more than a century. Earlier specialists, like Pacht and Talbot,
correctly asserted that the Psalter’s creator included the story because it so closely
resembled Christina’s story. Decades later, Geddes proposed an alternative theory
suggesting instead that Abbot Geoffrey requested the addition of the quire because it
provided a simile for his relationship with Christina. The piece of the story that causes so
much confusion concerns the relationship between sex and spirituality. The creator could
have chosen a female example to include in the Psalter; indeed, in the twelfth century,
myriad examples of female anchorites who rejected marriage in favor of a spiritual life
existed. It seems, however, that the author deliberately chose a male example because
Abbot Geoffrey, by way of the Psalter s creator, wanted to give Christina a male
example to follow. The overt, gendered language of the Psychomachia completes the
presence of the virago in the Psalter. The miniatures offer an illustrated representation
of female masculinity, the Alexis quire provides a narrative model on how to emulate a
man of God, but the Psychomachia commentary spells out how Christians must arm
themselves in masculine virtue as they prepare to fight as soldiers of Christ. A woman
may have been born into the flesh of the weaker sex, but a spiritual battle offered her an

opportunity to prove her manliness and become a virago, a female “man of God.”
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CONCLUSION
She who does not believe, is a woman and should be

designated by the name of her bodily sex, whereas she who
believes, progresses to complete manhood.>®°

In the twelfth century, a burgeoning population of women entering religious
vocations inspired a medieval reconsideration of the gender system and its models of
sanctity. For twelve hundred years, Christian men burdened women with the weight of
Eve’s Original Sin. Borrowing from the Aristotelian and Galenic ideas about the natural
imperfection of the female sex and the supremacy of the perfect male form, religious men
created a model of female sanctity that simultaneously upheld a patriarchal hierarchy and
created a subordinate space for women to participate in the religious sphere. The virago
model of sanctity emphasized a process of women becoming male and subsequently
reconciled a pervasive male anxiety over the female sex with a growing admiration of
women’s spiritual experience.

The virago paradigm owes its roots to the Patristic writers, namely St. Jerome and
St. Ambrose, who borrowed ideas from Gnostic sects of Christianity, Jewish philosophy,
and the scriptures in the Latin Vulgate. In the Patristic era a fully articulated concept of
the virago emerged. The Christian virago relied on the belief that if a woman could
prove her faith and dedication to Christ then she would progress to perfect spiritual

manhood. In a letter to his female protégé, Eustochium, Jerome expanded on this idea

%69 Ambrose, Expositionis in evangelius secundum Lucum libri X, PL 15:144) Quae non credit, mulier est,
et adhuc corporei sexus appellation siguatur: nam quae credit, occurrit in virum perfectum. Cited and
translated: Joyce Salisbury, “The Latin Doctors of the Church on Sexuality,” Journal of Medieval History
12 (1986): 279-289, 280.
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and emphasized that women had to put aside the vestiges of femininity, namely sexuality
and motherhood, to prove herself worthy of being called male. The Patristic writers
created a unique model of female sanctity that emphasized the superiority of Christian
masculinity by encouraging women to become spiritually male.

The dissolution of the Roman empire and the chaotic years of the early Middle
Ages did nothing to thwart the ideal of female masculinity. In the eleventh and twelfth
centuries male writers created and recreated the stories of the third and fourth century
virgin martyrs and cast them as the paragons of constancy, intelligence, and courage.
Moreover, the vivid and violent accounts of the torture and torment endured by the virgin
martyrs provided another facet to the virago paradigm. As the male authors crafted the
stories of these legendary women, they emphasized a spiritual purification that resulted
from the arduous torment and bloody ordeals the martyrs endured. For the authors, the
violence was not gratuitous; rather, it provided the venue through which a woman proved
the manliness of her soul. The medieval accounts of these stories provide unambiguous
evidence that the idealization of the virago lasted well into the high medieval period.

The medieval narratives of the virgin martyrs also inspired medieval men who
wrote to, for, and about holy women. In a small collection of letters written by influential
men in the twelfth century, the virgin martyrs served as the exemplars of female
masculinity. Moreover, in these letters, men consistently and fervently extolled the
virtues of the virago and implored their female acolytes to reject the limitations of their
female sex and put on the soul of a man. In two letters written by Osbert of Clare, he
implored his female reader to strive for spiritual perfection, and he provided a litany of

biblical examples of the virago. Similarly, Peter Abelard employed the virago paradigm
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as he wrote to his spiritual paramour, Heloise. Abelard encouraged her to work towards
masculine perfection so that she may be worthy of a religious vocation. In Peter of Blois
letter to Matilda, he explicitly called her a virago and supported the epithet by reminding
her of her masculine strength, courage, and constancy.

Finally, in the two texts associated with Christina of Markyate, the virago appears
in arresting detail. In 1977, R.W. Hanning proclaimed that Christina’s story is “perhaps
the twelfth century’s most effective and revealing personal history of a woman.”®"°
Another reading proves that her story also presents Christina as a clear and unequivocal
example of a woman made male by the pen of her hagiographer. Just as with the
medieval stories of the virgin martyrs, Christina suffered torments of the body and mind,
but remained vigilant in her dedication to God and never wavered. By the end of her
story, Christina emerges as a powerful soldier of God.

The St. Albans Psalter, the devotional book given to Christina by her friend
Abbot Geoffrey, served as a spiritual instructional guide on becoming a virago. Abbot
Geoffrey, and the scribes who created the manuscript, emphasized the supremacy of
Christian masculinity, and provided a litany of allegories, commentaries, and pictures to
show the female reader how and why she should espouse a virilia corda or “manly
heart.” The Psalter proves that in the twelfth century, men believed that though a woman
may have been encumbered with the sins of Eve, she could equip herself with masculine
virtue, embrace a manly heart, prove her strength in spiritual warfare and become a

virago.

570 R, W. Hanning, The Individual in Twelfth-Century Romance (London: Yale University Press, 1977), 50.
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Twelfth-century England is not the end of this story. Unquestionably, the ideals
of female masculinity existed throughout the European continent and influenced the
female religious in communities beyond England. Specifically, rhe way in which the
virago appeared in different regions presents an important avenue for further research.
The same questions asked of the texts studied in this dissertation must be asked of texts
written in Latin and vernacular languages created across Europe throughout the Middle
Ages. Additionally, the fate of the virago as she evolved and transformed after the
twelfth century presents another important opportunity for further research. The female
voice is notably absent from this dissertation. Focusing on the male perspective does not
diminish female agency, nor does it temper the feminist perspective of spirituality.
Rather, by underscoring the influence of masculine anxiety and by emphasizing the
perspective of the men who crafted and sustained the virago, a more complete picture of
female spirituality emerges. However, a thorough exploration of the female perspective
on the virago paradigm does not yet exist and offers another necessary prospect for
research.

In 1973 Simone de Beauvoir famously declared in her book, The Second Sex,
“one is not born a woman [...Jone becomes one.”®’* Her words call attention to the
notion that gender, of being any gender, is an identity that one embraces or, as these
medieval texts prove, an identity that men bestowed on women. In the Patristic era and
in the central Middle Ages, men created a new gender ideal for women; an ideal that

required women negate the essence of their sex for the benefit of their soul. Men

571 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex (New York: Vintage Books, 1973), 301.
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assigned masculine gender ideals to women they admired and, in the process,
manipulated the legacy and image of powerful and influential women. The virago
paradigm upheld an established patriarchal hierarchy, reinforced the supremacy of
masculinity, and created a space for women to actively participate in Christian practices
and vocation so long as she adhered to a strict and violent paradigm of female sanctity.
Thus, in the spirit of Simone de Beauvoir’s proclamation, a woman was not born a

virago, she became one.
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