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IV. Good Game and the Language of Affective Spirituality
Karma Lochrie, Engliah Dept., Loyola Univ, Chicago

Somewhere near the beginning of Margery Kempe’s ; :
controveraial pilgrimage to mystical perfection, ashe tellas of
particularly unpleasant akirmiah with church authoritiea at
Canterbury. According to her account in The Book of Margery
Kempe, a group of monka, prieata, and secular men who were
greatly provoked by her habit of weeping in public placea, began
to upbraid and curase her: "I would you were closed in a house of
atone ao that no man should apeak with you,®” sayas one outraged
nonk.l While Kempe’a huaband aneaka away out of embarraasament,
ahe atanda her ground by begging leave to tell a tale.

Her atory ia about a man who had ainned so greatly againat
God that aa penance he waa enjoined to pay people each day to
chide and heap acorn upon him. After spending gquite a aum on
auch abuse, Kempe tells ua, he found himself one day among "many
great men,” juat as I do now, ahe remarks to her audience. Thesae
great men proceeded to attack and revile him generocusly without
any promiaasory payment--juat as you do me, Kempe adds once again
to her Canterbury crowd. Inatead of retaliating as the great men .
expect him to do, the abused man merely laughs and, in Kempe’s
worda " [(hadl good game at their wordsa.” When the perplexed great
men aak him "“why are you laughing, you wretch, when you are being
greatly deaspised?” he thanks them for aaving him a good deal of
ailver that day. Kempe then turna to her own detractora and
thanka them for their verbal aasaults which only further her own
cauae of penance. Whether ahe laugha as ahe tella this tale or
not, ahe doean’t say, but the fact that she is chased out of town
by some angry great men, calling for her to be burned at the
atake, auggeats that Kempe haa aucceeded at her own good game.

The reason I am calling your attention to thia atory of
good game from The Book of Margery Kempe ias that I think it can
aerve as a kind of parable for Kempe’s atrategy of resistance
againat patriarchal harraaament. Aa an illiterate woman aware of
her own excluaion from clerical diacourae which threatena to
ailence her, ahe uaea good game, a kind of aeathetica of play, to
undermine their efforta, and at the aame time, to claim her own
right to apeak. Juat aa the man in her atory haa good game at
the worda of great men, Kempe practiceas her game with her own

1 Sanford B. Meech and Hope Emily Allen, eda., The Book of
Margery Kempe, Early Engliah Text Society 212 (1940), 27.




worda at their expense. She takea pleasure in her tale’a power
to diarupt by inaisting on laughter in the face of her
detractorsa.

I would like to auggeat that Kempe’s atory not only servesa
as a parable of her diascuraive atrategy, but it raiseas a problenm
about women’as apirituality which I think feminist theory can do
much to addreaa: that ia, the problem of language in women’s
apiritual writinga. Because Kempe waa illiterate, we are never
quite sure what her relationahip to language is, whether ashe is
author of the good game or whether it is author of her; whether
her myatical experience ever went beyond her boiateroua roaring
and her daringly literal viaiona, or whether she aimply failed to
underatand the tranaformative potential of the language of
viaionary experience. Aa a woman on the margina of language,
however, Margery Kempe offers an example of one who, ''denied the
full reaources of language,” ia able to conatruct her own
diacourae which ia at once diaruptive and gameful.2

Margery Kempe’s story poses a challenge to feminist
acholarahip: to diacover and deacribe the waya in which female
apirituality reconfigurea women’a relationahip to language, and
therefore, the myatical experience itself--in other worda, to
unpack the good game which women inevitably practice when they
tranagreaas the boundariea of male diacourse. The language of
affective apirituality aa it was used by female myastica needa to
be examined for itas power to reimagine myastical experience and
women themselvea, for itas tranaformation of male mystical
diascourae, and for ita fundamentally different underatanding of
the relationsahip of the phyaical--the bodily--to language itaelf.

In her fascinating atudy of the significance of food
imagery and the practicea of faasting in women’s apirituality,
Caroline Bynum doea much to differentiate between the waya in
which male and female myatice uaed symbols, particularly aymbolsa
drawn from the female body and female experience, such as
pregnancy, maternity, as well as food, eating, and faating.
According to Bynum, while men often aaaumed a dichotomousa
relationahip to the aymbola they uae to enact reversaala, say from
prieat offering the eucharist to a pregnant woman, women relied
leas on aymbolic reversal than they did on aynthesias and
tranafiguration.3 Thua, in her ecatatic eating or her fasting,
the Woman myatic not only joined in Chriat’as suffering, ahe
reatored aa she celebrated the aymbollic relation of the female
to fleash and to food.

Yet it seema to me that the real difference between the
apirituality of men and women reasidea in women’a relationsahip not
only to aymbola and the cultureasa and aocieties which produce
them, but to language itaelf, and that until feminist acholars
begin to try to deascribe women’s relationahip to language, we
cannot fully appreciate the asignificance of their myatical
experience. Thia ias where I think feminist theory, especially the

2 Elaine Showalter, '"Feminiat Criticiam in the Wilderneas,' 193.
Quoted in Patricia Yaeger, Hone-Mad Women: Emancipatory
Strategiea in Women’a Writing (New York: Columbia Univeraity
Preasa, 1988), 29.

3 Caroline Walker Bynum, Holy Feast, Holy Faat: The Religiousa
Signficance of Food to Medieval Women (Berkeley, CA: Universaity
of California Preaa, 1987), 277-96.




work of Helene Cixous and Julia Kriasteva, can be helpful. The
predicament of woman’a excluasion from language muat not be
overlooked in our study of female aspirituality. “Eatranged from
language," Kriateva has said, ''women are viasionariea, dancers who
auffer aa they apeak."4 The origin of women’sa estrangement is
the auppreasaion of the phyaical, of pleasure, of deasire, and of
woman in the dominant diacourae, in this caase, of the diacourae
of myaticianm. However, we can aee in the diacourase of female
myatica, particularly their emphasia on eating and food imagery,
a kind of expropriation of language taking place. Not only do
theae mystica tranagreaa and render opaque the bordera between
the fleah and apirit through food and eating metaphora, but they
reatore--put into play--the relationahipa of their own bodiesa to
language. In a aenae, theae women myatica, with their often
deplored indulgence in the literal, are actually reclaiming their
own relationahip to language aa they return language to the
aenaual, the literal, and the female. In a0 doing, they break
down the hierarchiea of letter and apirit, body and aoul, and
tranacendence and immanence.

In her easay, ""The Laugh of the Medusa,'” Helene Cixous
calla for Jjuat such a reclamation of women’as speech in language
which recalla the orality in female myaticisam which Bynum
explorea:

If woman has alwaya functioned ‘within’ the diacourse

of man, a aignifier that haas always referred back to

the oppoasite asignifier which annihilates its aspecific

energy and diminishea or astifleas its very different

sound, it ias time for her to dislocate this ‘within,’

to explode it, turn it around, and aeize it; to make

it heras, containing it, taking it in her own mouth,

biting that tongue with her very own teeth to invent

for heraself a language to get:G inaide o0f.S5S
When Marie d’Oignies taated honey in her mouth at’' the eucharisat,
Ida of Louvain encouraged her siastera to devour God, Margery
Kempe inaiated on weekly celebrationa of the euchariat, or
Dorothy of Montau craved the euchariast to the point of frenzy, or
Angela of Foligno deacribed her violent trembling after
awallowing the hoat--they are each taking that word, seizing it,
and inventing that language to get inaide of. The sheer orality
of the euchariatic imagery in thease women’s writing asurely
celebratea their reinventiona--of that "language to get insaide
of," Cixoua referas to, and the reastoration of language to
phyaical pleaasure. The euchariatic act is their metaphor for
seizing that diacourse within which they have functioned in order
to sacralize and carnalize their own apeech.

If women myatics are neceassarily engaged in a good game
with language due at leaat in part to their estrangement from it,
myatical acholarship needa to diacover its own critical discoursae
for comprehending the play of myastical language. The
conventional categoriea and concepts of what we call "affective

4 Quoted in Yaeger, 1. Julia Kriateva, "Oacillation Between Power
and Denial,” in Elaine Marka and Isabelle Courtivron, eda., New
French Feminiama (Amherat: Univ. of Masasachusettas Preas, 1980),
165-66.

S Quoted in Yaeger, 14. Cixous, "The Laugh of the Medusa,® NFF,
257.




apirituality"” are, I believe, inadequate, as they reat on the old
hierarchical dualitiea of phyaical/apiritual, literal/symbolic,
male/female, and tranacendence/immanence. As long as we continue
to use the categoriea of thias diascourse, we remain outaide the
good game of the women’a myatical language somewhat like the so-
called great men who puraue Kempe out of town with their curses.

A recent book by Patricia Yaeger entitled, Honey-Mad Women:
Emancipatory Strategiea in Women’a Writing, advocates just auch a
search in the worka of all women writera for what ahe calls
“play,"” what Kempe called good game. As Yaeger explaina:

Play itaself ia a form of aeathetic activity in which,

for the woman writer, reality losea ita seriouaneas

and what haas been burdenaome becomea--at leaat

momentarily--weightleaa, tranaformable,

tranaformative. Asa women play with old textsa, the

burden of the tradition ia lightened and shifted; it

haa the potential for being remade.6
In order for ferminiat critica to deacribe thia potential in the
worka of women myatica for remaking myatical language and
experience, they muat aasiat in the lightening of the burden by
indulging in such play themaelvea. “The wiase interpreter,'" says
Julia Kriateva in "Paychoanalyaias and the Polisa,'" musat 'give way
to delirium.”7 The writing of both Kriatevae and Cixous offer
poaaible atrategiea of good game, of diacovering the
tranaformative potential of language in the writinga of women
myatica without diminishing their seriouanesas. Neither doea such
interpretive delirium rule out hiatorical acholarship. I don‘t
asee why we cannot both explore the interrelationahip and contextsa
for female mysticiam and let Kempe have her good game. Borrowing
from Huizinga‘’a concept of the homo ludensa, "men at play,”™ I am
auggeating that we might embark on a atudy of female myaticiam of
''gyno-ludens,'" the woman at play with language, whether ashe isa
claiming the euchariat aa her apeech or having good game with her
worda aa ahe reimaginea both mystical diacourse and herself.

V. Femininiam and Medieval Literature I: Theory: Explicit and

Implicit.
Karen Robertaon, English Dept., Vaaaar College

Beth Robertaon apeaka of the diviaion between thosae
intereated in theory and those wary of it. I think it is
important for feminiata to engage in theory because if we do not,
we riask reproducing the unexamined assumptionas embedded in the
traditional atudy of literature--I think for example of the
heteroasexual biaa that haa been a real problem in the atudy of
Marlowe. Yet I appreciate and occaaionally share the warineas of
thoase asuapicioua of theory, for heavy theoretical analyais of
literature at times aseema to subatitute for texta we know a
secret language available only to a amall group of initiates. I

6 Yaeger, 18.
7 Quoted in Yaeger, 229. Kriasteva, '"Paychoanalyais and the
Polis," Margaret Walker, tras., Critical Inquiry (Sept. 1982).




