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“Margery Kempe dispels the idea that this period had no interest in autobiography and the self as we
would understand them.”
Assess the accuracy of the statement in relation to The Book of Margery Kempe.
(Tripos 2003, English Paper 1)

“On a nygth, as this creatur lay in hir bedde with hir hosbonde, sche herd a sownd of melodye so swet and
delectable, hir thowt, as sche had been in paradise.”

(The Book of Margery Kempe, 3.324-326)

“When I’m on my own, I still not only like to have the TV and light on to help me sleep – but also a vacuum
cleaner. Coleen hates it”

(My Story So Far, Wayne Rooney)

Although it may seem an unlikely comparison, perhaps Wayne Rooney and Margery Kempe might have more
in common than one would initially credit. Both are individuals of various levels of illiteracy whose careers
they themselves, and a proportion of their contemporaries, deem worthy of record; as a result both require an
amanuensis to write their experiences; and in the church and football both are high-profile figures in the
consuming passion of their day. In the modern publishing environment interest in the autobiography makes
the genre incredibly marketable, yet what can The Book of Margery Kempe inform the reader about the
prominence of the self in medieval writing?

Without pushing an, admittedly, facetious comparision too far, the telling difference between Mr Rooney and
Margery Kempe is that Kempe is part, and is aware she is a part, of a textual culture, a medieval society that
did privilege the word. The Book of Margery Kempe demonstrates a profound anxiety concerning the ability
of the word to record the experience of the individual. This essay will argue that notions of autobiography and
self-expression are not as alien to the medieval mindset as the question asserts. The Book of Margery Kempe is
important because it is an artefact of the medieval politics of reading and writing. The text’s interest in
questions of authorship and the ability to express the self can be seen to suggest that the book is of its time
more than a challenge to conceptions of the period.

The Book of Margery Kempe asks important questions about authorship and the politics of reading and writing
in the medieval world. Indeed, the problematized nature of the book’s authorship infects the entire text. An
extended proem at the start of the text discusses the book’s textual history. The confect of authorial voices
rises in the proem:

“The preste, trustyng in hire prayers, began to redyn this booke, and it was mych mor esy, as hym thowt, that
it was beforntym.”

(The Book of Margery Kempe, P.130-31)

‘The preste’ is presumably the very priest who writes these words. The phrase ‘redyn this booke’ is interesting
because, in the very writing of the phrase, ‘this booke’ becomes an utterly different book. The book is a
palimpsest, in a figurative sense, with the presence of previous versions surfacing at a number of points.

The reader is made aware that there is a gap between Kempe and the text that is bridged by two different
scribes. As a result of being semi-literate, Kempe relies on a scribe to record her experiences in written words.
At a number of points in the text a tension emerges between the authorship of Kempe and that of her scribe:



“The prest which wrot this boke, for to prevyn this creaturys felyngys, many tymes and dyvers tymes he askyd
hir questyons and demawndys of thyngs that wer for to kmoyn.”

(The Book of Margery Kempe, 24.1760-62)

Here the priest-scribe can be seen to be writing himself into the text, he acts as not just a scribe but also
fashions himself as an active textual presence. In fact, a conflict is established between the original scribe and
the revising scribe so that even beneath Kempe there is a further competition for authorial control occurring.
Furthermore, the priest is also an active influence in the construction of Kempe’s autobiography. Chapter 24
deals with the priest-scribe putting Kempe’s powers of prophecy to test, thus interestingly even within the text
itself Kempe’s claims are challenged and justified. As Jennifer Summit explains in her essay on medieval
female authorship: the figure of the scribe reveals that medieval literary authority was produced less by
individuals than by collaborative relationships.”1 Therefore, perhaps in these moments where the voice of the
scribe comes to the fore so forcefully the text moves from autobiography to biography, Kempe loses authorial
control of her own memoir and her self is constructed not through her own words but through interaction with
another personality in the text. Indeed, the text can be seen to be framed by the persona of the scribe coming
to the fore. In Chapter 89, the concluding chapter of Book 1, the priest again becomes an active presence in
the text:

“Also, whil the forseyd creatur was occupiid aboute the writyng of this tretys, sche had many holy teerys and
wepingys… and also he that was hir writer cowde not sumtyme kepyn hymself fro wepyng.”

(The Book of Margery Kempe, 89.7370-76)

The status of the text as ‘autobiography’ is problematized by having such a rich interplay between subject and
scribe. Indeed, to a modern reader, to whom perhaps the religious and spiritual content of Kempe’s memoir is
less interesting, the text’s projection of the politics of writing and authorship becomes the most captivating
feature.

The text demonstrates a profound concern about faithfully transferring the thought to the word, especially
when the subject is incapable of doing this for herself. Indeed, the very ability of the word to record Kempe’s
divinely inspired visions and experiences is questioned:

“Ne hyrself cowd nevyr telle the grace that sche felt, it was so hevenly, so hy aboven hyr reson and hyr bodyly
wyttys, and hyr body so febyl in tym of the presens of grace that sche myth nevyr expressyn it wyth her word
lych as sche felt it in hyr sowle.”

(The Book of Margery Kempe, P.45)

Thus the text attempts to grapple with the dual problem of a semi-literate individual not only attempting to
write an account of their own life, but also attempting to write the ineffable and expresses spiritual
experiences in words. On the one hand readers are conditioned to appreciate the inability of the word to
express the divine. However, alternatively, this anxiety might foreground the individual’s relationship with
God as being something very holy. Afterall, the first verse of John’s Gospel is “in the beginning was the word,
and the word was with God, and the word was God.”2

Throughout the text Kempe is referred to as ‘creatur’ as tag that, as Barry Windeatt explains, “is a third
person mode of reference to MK used throughout The Book of Margery Kempe and may reflect Margery

                                                  
1 Women and Authorship in the Cambridge Companion to Medieval Women’s Writing, Jennifer Summit
2 Online bible, http://bible.cc/john/1-1.htm



Kempe’s own usage as she dictated or a scribal conversion.”3 The word ‘creatur’ means a human, one of
God’s creatures. However, when used of Kempe it must have connotations of the word’s compliment
‘creator’, the words share a common root and can be spelt the same in Middle English. This potential plurality
of meaning is illuminating because it suggests how Kempe consciously casts herself as an author figure, she is
aware that through the act of writing she is constructing her life.

The problems in assessing authorship in The Book of Margery Kempe rather than obscuring its status as an
autobiographical work, in fact, foreground, through its very struggle, the importance of writing the self.
Kempe emerges as an determindly perseverant personality in ensuring that a record of her life is written down.

Medieval England was undoubtedly a textual culture. As Christopher Page asserts in his series of lectures
‘Liturgy, Life and Learning in Medieval England’: “Medieval civilization validates reading and books in a
very powerful way… Jesus is presented as a literate man.”4 The significance of the Epistles and the Gospels
in medieval church services further affirms that importance that the culture placed on the written word.
Furthermore, written accounts of the lives of saints were very prevalent, so there is most definitely an interest
in biography if not autobiography. Indeed, The Book of Margery Kempe could be seen to fit into this
hagiographic tradition of writing and as such not be alien to medieval readers at all.

In her essay on Margery Kempe, Carolyn Dinshaw suggests that reading The Book of Margery Kempe is a
very textual experience: “the interplay of written texts and lived lives here is profound.”5 She suggests that
Margery Kempe’s textual construction of her own life is dependent on the accounts of the lives of female
saints that she is familiar with. Furthermore, in the vision described in Chapter 81, Kempe’s experience
appears to become entangled with that of Jesus Christ, Mary and Mary Magdalen. The fact that Kempe’s
narrative is influenced by knowledge of hagiographies and the text of scriptures somewhat dilutes her text’s
status as a work or pure autobiography and self-expression, nevertheless, it does reinforce the notion that
medieval society was familiar with biography and that The Book of Margery Kempe thus bridges the gap
between biography and autobiography.

Dinshaw argues that, “if Margery was illiterate in our modern terms, she was nonetheless deeply engaged
with the written word – even, perhaps, fashioning her life as a text.”6 Certainly, one of the most striking
features of The Book of Margery Kempe is the extent to which Kempe conceives of her life as a career. The
episodic progression of the text suggests an author who is very conscious of how their career might be
perceived. Chapters typically begin in episodic fashion:

“On a tyme ther happynd to be a gret fyer in Lynne Bischop…”
(The Book of Margery Kempe, 67.5453)

A style that guides the reader to understand the text as a very aware construction of a real person’s individual
experience. An anecdotal method that fits a modern perception of how autobiography ought to operate.

Kempe demonstrates throughout the text a definite awareness of her own career, often she appears
preoccupied with how her reputation precedes her and how others will receive her. The chapter recalling her
meeting with Julian of Norwich expresses this anxiety surrounding reputation:
                                                  
3 The Booke of Margery Kempe, Barry Windeatt, p.46
4 Dr, Christopher Page, Liturgy, Life and Learning lecture series
5 Carolyn Dinshaw, Margery Kempe in the Cambridge Companion to Medieval Women’s Writing
6 Carolyn Dinshaw, Margery Kempe in the Cambridge Companion to Medieval Women’s Writing



“And the ancres wolde not receyven hir, for sche had herd telde so much evyl telde of hir.”

The rather tautological repetition of ‘telde’ emphasizes this concern with reputation. It seems clear that a
narrative of Margery Kempe’s extraordinary career and visions existed without this autobiography. This
awareness of the individual, Kempe, suggests that in medieval England there was an interest in biography. To
a certain extent Kempe ‘self-defines’ as an extraordinary individual in deciding that her experiences ought to
be written down. As a result, perhaps Kempe can be seen to be using autobiography as a means of controlling
her reputation and her legacy by constructing her career in her own words. The need for autobiography is most
pressing when other narratives of the individual are circulating. Kempe is not afraid to include references to
her problematic reputation in the record of her life. On the one hand this gives the impression of an honest
record that does acknowledge negative reaction to Kempe. However, significantly, in including these
criticisms in her autobiography Kempe negates their damaging potential, writing of the self becomes a
weapon to control reputation.

To say that the medieval period had no interest in the self seems strange considering that the Catholic Church,
an overwhelming influence on the life of the medieval individual, doctrinally endorsed a focus on self-
expression through the act of confession. Margery Kempe, unsurprisingly for a devout and very spiritual
woman, is a committed confessor and is Chapter 32 is concerned that she has no priest who will hear her
confession. However, as appears to be the case in The Book of Margery Kempe, God intervenes:

“Then owyr Lord sent Seynt John the Evangelyst to heryn hir confession, and sche seyd, ‘Benedicte’… Than
sche teld hym alle hir synnes and al hir hevynes wyth many swemful teerys, and he herd hir ful mekely and
benyngly.”

(The Book of Margery Kempe, 32.2637-42)

Confession enforces a form of autobiography because the individual is obliged to be aware of the self and be
aware of what sinful lives they are living. Acts of confession in The Book of Margery Kempe are heightened
moments of self-examination in the broader structure of a text that recalls a lifetime of activity, just as the
individual preparing to make their annual confession would recall their experiences over the previous year.

In conclusion, rather than dispelling the idea that medieval society had little interest in autobiography and the
self, The Book of Margery Kempe confirms that the period was preoccupied with writing and text. In its
struggle to exist as a text The Book of Margery Kempe foregrounds problems of authorship and self-
expression for the individual in the Middle Ages. Kempe emerges as a figure who has real conviction the their
life, perceived as a career, ought to be recorded. When the relevance and interest in Kempe’s spirituality and
religious visions fades in increasingly secular times, what maintains is the text’s battle for self-expression.
However, the reader must accept that The Book of Margery Kempe can not be taken as an endorsement of
medieval self-expression that before its rediscovery was unprecedented. Patently, in the Catholic Church’s
insistence on confession medieval society has an interest in the self. Furthermore, the book’s purely
autobiographical label is compromised by its reliance on existing medieval models of biography, in particular
the accounts of the lives of saints. The concept of the self is thus challenged by rival authorial voices and
existing textual constructs. Nevertheless, the problematized nature of self-expression in The Book of Margery
Kempe is evidence that its ‘creatur’ is self-aware and very conscious of the problems inherent in recording the
narrative of her life.
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