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			Laughter, comedy, and humor have been the subject of much philosophical, theological, literary, psychological, and sociological research, and scholars have explored those manifestations of human nature in many different cultural periods, genres, and media. In that process, the scholars have realized the extent to which laughter, to simplify the phenomenon in one word, reflects a wide gamut of human feelings, attitudes, ideas, strategies, values, and principles. Consequently, we have thereby understood that the study of laughter can also be pursued within the pre-modern world, both within the sphere of the Church and in secular society. 

			The question pursued here, however, pertains to the literary works of the early Middle Ages, especially the Old-English ‘Beowulf’ and the Latin plays and narratives by the German canoness Hrotsvit of Gandersheim. The close examination reveals significant narrative strategies and elements in both of them, which confirms the great relevance of both descriptive depictions of laughter and literary comedy already at that time, at least as expressed in literary terms. Despite the experience of life-threatening dangers (‘Beowulf’), and despite the suffering of a fatal destiny of male and female martyr (Hrotsvit), significant scenes of ordinary life appear before our eyes, which make it possible to look into the background of these texts and to understand how they had their own Sitz im Leben and thus mirrored fundamental interests, attitudes, and habits of people at that time.
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			Смех в раннесредневековой литературе. Беовульф и драмы Хротсвиты Гандерсгеймской: человеческое за эпическим героизмом и христианским мученичеством

			Смех, юмор и комическое в целом не раз становились предметом философских, теологических, литературных, психологических и социологических исследований. Рассматривая природу этих явлений в контексте разных эпох, жанров и медиа, ученые пришли к выводу, что смех вобрал в себя целую гамму чувств, мнений, идей, стратегий, ценностей и принципов. Это и подтолкнуло нас к изучению смеха в доиндустриальную эпоху как в сфере религии, так и в светском отношении.

			В данном исследовании мы обратимся к раннесредневековым текстам, а именно — к древнеанглийскому «Беовульфу» и латиноязычной драме и прозе преподобной Хротсвиты Гандерсгеймской. Не приходится сомневаться, что в этих ранних произведениях можно обнаружить по крайней мере формальные признаки комедии. Невзирая на череду угрожающих жизни опасностей (в «Беовульфе») и трагически неотвратимых событий в судьбах святых мучеников и мучениц (у Хротсвиты), перед читательским взором возникают картины быта, позволяющие понять Sitz im Leben, а также оценить взгляды, привычки и интересы современников исследуемых текстов.
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			Laughter in Early Medieval Literature: ‘Beowulf’ and the Dramas by Hrotsvit of Gandersheim.  The Human Dimension Behind the Heroic Struggle and Christian Martyrdom

		

		
			Introduction: Laughter as a Universal Human Feature

			Maybe two or three decades ago, it still would have been impossible to imagine the scale to which laughter, humor, satire, irony, sarcasm, ridicule, or the like pertained to the medieval world. Although the historiography on medieval humor began in the 19th century, the second half of the 20th century, and particularly the last twenty or thirty years showed an incredible growth in the interest in all facetious aspects of medieval culture. Since the late 1990s, we have been witnessing the so-called ‘emotional turn’ in the study of history, which has greatly contributed to the attention that is given to the comical and the audiences’ reactions to it, i.e., laughter, smiling, joy, happiness — or, sometimes, confusion. It has not been such a long time ago when the public and scholarship naively assumed that the Middle Ages were really ‘dark’ (‘dark’ compared to what, really?). But we have learned much since then, and, for instance, the contributors to the ‘Handbook of Medieval Culture’ [1] have richly confirmed that we can find countless examples of comedy also in the pre-modern world, that is, comedy of many different kinds, depending on the genre, the narrative circumstance, the intention, and the communicative function. And how else could it be, since we are talking about people, and human life has always been co-determined by the lighter side of all existence?  Recent scholars have commonly addressed the universal feature of laughter both in antiquity and in the modern world, in East and West, etc. [2] Art historians have also confirmed that there is much evidence for comedy in church sculptures, though there the angels and saints smile happily, whereas the infernal forces grin and mock in a nasty or desperate, foolish manner [3].

			To state the obvious, first, laughter belongs to some of the fundamental features of human beings, irrespective of the cultural-historical framework, irrespective of the worst possible external conditions, whether war or fires, whether hurricanes or earthquakes. Of course, in the direct face of a death experience, or in bitter political or legal exchanges, when one’s own life is at stake, it might be highly unlikely that the individual would still have the guts to smile or laugh about an ordinary situation or about the opponents, especially when they serve as executors, killers, murderers, etc. 

			On January 6, 2021, certainly no one inside and outside of the Capitol in Washington D. C. felt like laughing. There was hostility, aggression, and a horrible mob mentality ready to break in, to destroy, and then also to take the lives of innocent civilians, policemen, guards, and politicians. It was one dramatic moment in a countless series of violent moments both today and throughout world history. We could easily pick any other event, and we would find overwhelming evidence for people’s aggression, hostility, and violence, and yet also countless examples of humor, comedy, irony, satire, etc.

			However, whenever there is a lull in war, when a prisoner is not yet taken to the death chamber, when life grants the individual some breathing space or a pause, and when there are enough resources to enjoy the free time and a certain degree of liberty, laughter sneaks back in, humor makes its presence felt, maybe as a release mechanism, maybe as a coping strategy. Johan Huizinga had already identified the human species as homo ludens, which we could expand to homo risus [4]. The phenomenon itself, however, laughter, has proven to be a highly complex one, erupting at many different times and under countless different circumstances, involving the own self and others, the body and the mind, learning and ignorance, conscious strategies to belittle others or to minimize dangers or situations. 

			Without going into any theoretical details here, we know that some of the greatest minds have already examined this manifestation of human sentiments, whether we think of Aristotle, Thomas Aquinas, Albertus Magnus, Thomas Hobbs, Arthur Schopenhauer, Friedrich Nietzsche, Henri Bergson, Sigmund Freud, Émil Durckheim, Ewald Hecker, Anthony Ludovici, Mikhail Bakhtin, Konrad Lorenz, or Helmut Plessner, all of them contributing in their own ways to gelotology [5]. Laughter reflects various power structures, gender relationships, general concepts humans might have about animals and other elements in nature, and finds, for us most importantly, expression in virtually every literary art form. We would be hard pressed to identify a genre, whether in antiquity, the Middle Ages, or in the modern world, where we would not be able to identify at least some features of humor, comedy, satire, irony, etc. [6] Even hagiographical authors did not shy away from presenting some scenes determined by laughter (e.g., childhood), as somber as the saints’ lives turned out to be [7].

			Most interesting proves to be the question to what extent the Christian Church, or other religions (Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, etc.) validated laughter or accepted the phenomenon that human beings were prone to embrace comedy, and this also in the Middle Ages, above all. Contrary to Bakhtinian assumptions about a stern, somber, and unemotional medieval clergy, at a close examination we can find many examples of humor also within pre-modern theology and church art [8]. Olle Ferm has compiled a number of insightful quotes from early medieval abbots who certainly agreed that laughter, especially if moderate in expression, was part of human life and should not be forbidden even to monks. Smaragdus of St. Mihiel near Verdun (ca. 760 — ca. 840), for instance, commented that it is naturaliter est enim homini ridere <…> et ideo non potest hoc illi penitus prohiberi. According to Hildemar of Corbie (Bishop of Beauvais), it would be quite natural for monks to smile, or even to laugh moderately for good purposes. In fact, laughter can be even appropriate and intellectually useful with respect to the use of specific words [9].

			No less significant, but then hardly surprising, would be the phenomenon that late medieval short verse narratives (fabliaux, mæren, novelle, tales, etc.) and prose tales teem with comedy, if they are not essentially predicated on the phenomenon of laughter with which the sheen of all authority and tradition is easily destroyed, or at least criticized and undermined. 

			One of the major strategies pursued by the many composers of Old French fabliaux or by such famous authors as Giovanni Boccaccio, Geoffrey Chaucer, Heinrich Kaufringer, Franco Sacchetti, and Poggio Bracciolini was to make their audiences find a situation, an expression, a gesture, an idea, or a conversation simply funny, that is, to laugh about pretentious housefathers, domineering men, authoritative figures in the Church, hypocritical clerics, pompous women, or to smile with smart students, clever tricksters (see the collection of the ‘Pfaffe Amîs’ by Der Stricker, ca. 1240, or ‘Till Eulenspiegel’, anonymous, first printed in 1510), cunning wives, or intelligent servants [10]. Laughter exposes extreme attitudes, false claims, arrogance, pomposity, foolishness in words, gestures, mimicry, and especially in mind, and this both in the Middle Ages and today. Jokes might be difficult to translate from their medieval to their modern context, but hilarious responses to ridiculous human behavior or statements, ignorant assumptions, or absurd claims have reverberated throughout time and space and can be specifically detected in the surviving sources (written or visual) [11].

			It seems unimaginable that any larger body of literature (or art) from any cultural period would be entirely bereft of comedy and humor. As much as the human being is often driven by aggression and hostility, as it is also determined by the need to laugh about situations, actions, and words. Already late antiquity and the early Middle Ages witnessed the emergence of many instan­ces of humor in the contemporary literature which confirm the presence of this basic and universal human need, to laugh and to make jokes [12]. Not surprisingly, when we turn to the works of the medieval intellectuals, theologians and philosophers, we observe numerous occasions when they express doubt, criticism, ridicule, objections, and opinions predicated on comedy [13]. 

			The evidence for laughter actually increases by the late Middle Ages and the early modern age, and turns into a ubiquitous phenomenon, especially if we think of Dante’s ‘Divina Commedia’ (completed in ca. 1320) [14], the famous novels ‘Pantagruel King of the Dipsodes’ by François Rabelais (first volume of his ‘Gargantua’ series, 1532, followed by subsequent volumes in 1534, 1546, 1552, and 1564), and ‘Don Quixote’ by Miguel de Cervantes (1605 and 1615) [15]. Countless Shrovetide plays by the Nuremberg cobbler Hans Sachs (1494–1576) contain many different elements of charming, biting, sarcastic, silly, or profound humor [16]. Similarly, many of the plays by William Shakespeare (1564–1616) are characterized by sharp, sarcastic, but also light and charming humor [17]. Altogether, as we can confirm in general terms, all human culture has been determined, among other aspects, by laughter [18].

			By Contrast: Early Medieval Examples

			My purpose here is not to review the entire world of medieval literature and arts as to its comedic elements once again, along with the rich body of older and more recent research focusing on this theme. Instead, the challenge here rests on examining the Old English heroic epic of ‘Beowulf’ (ca. 700) and the Latin dramas by Hrotsvit of Gandersheim (10th century) as unlikely but just for that reason most interesting test cases regarding the presence of laughter already at that time. The guiding question will be whether early medieval poets already allowed images of laughter and laughter itself to enter their works, and if so, what their purpose and strategies might have been. In ‘Beowulf’ our examination will focus mainly on the descriptive images of laughter and rare scenes of joy, while in Hrotsvit’s plays we shall look for more explicit comedic narratives and their functions. Insofar as ‘Beowulf’ primarily deals with the hero’s three major battles, first against Grendel, then against Grendel’s mother, and finally, fifty years later, against the dragon, which then kills the protagonist just before the latter also dies from its battle wounds, it might seem strange to look for humor [19]. Similarly, Hrotsvit’s plays highlight and glorify most serious themes, that is, the efforts by most devout Christian women to preserve their faith against even the worst threats by Roman pagan rulers, which regularly concludes with their martyrdom. In both cases, of course, there is a sense of happiness because evil has been overcome, the monsters have been defeated, society can breathe a sigh of relief, and life continues (‘Beowulf’), or because female virtues have triumphed over male machinations to destroy the women’s chastity and unshakeable faith in Christ the Lord. But could we find here any real forms of laughter, a strong counter-force against the doomsday atmosphere which threatens to overshadow everything until triumph has been achieved?

			If our assumption that laughter or humor pertains essentially to all human culture and identity, in fact co-defines both in a fundamental way, then there is a good reason to look for them also in the Anglo-Saxon epic poem and in the early medieval dramas. On both sides, the situation is mostly grim and tragic, Beowulf being involved in existential fights against monsters no other human being could overcome, and Hrotsvit’s female protagonists struggling for their dear lives, while trying at the same time to maintain their religious faith. 

			And yet, comedy comes to the surface, maybe at the least expected moment, which promises to shed light on the cultural conditions in the early Middle Ages bringing them much closer to our own world than the modern reader might have assumed. Our text examples have to be read as works of fiction, and not as  military or religious documents. They were performed and presented to various audiences and were certainly intended both as illumination and entertainment, both for didactic purposes and literary delight [20]. As performance pieces, those texts had to meet a variety of expectations, already then, combining the serious and the hilarious, since only then would the listeners have accepted them as full representations of their own imaginations and concepts directly connected to their lives [21]. 

			All this only makes sense, however, if we acknowledge right from the start that no laughter is the same, that there are countless possibilities of how humor finds its expression, and that in most cases laughter reveals rather profound, complex, and also troublesome features in human life. Laughter proves to be a small key for a huge hidden door into the human subconsciousness, mentality, and value system, and we can already find many key holes both in ‘Beowulf’ and in the dramas by Hrotsvit of Gandersheim. 

			‘Beowulf’

			The fact by itself that Grendel is furious about Hrothgar’s hall and avenges his feelings of being an outsider, an alien, or the like by turning into a cannibal carries great significance. Apart from the fact that we do not know what he was eating before the hall had been erected, Heorot itself represents the major challenge to him. We could easily identify it as the iconic representation of culture, of courtly values, of civilization, and hence also of entertainment and laughter [22]. We are not given such details, but a hall of that grandeur, luxurious and built larger than any other before could have served only one purpose, meeting of the court company, hence celebrations and festivities: ‘Thus the troopmen lived agreeably, at ease’ (93). It is a ‘mead-mansion’ (91), so people drink, probably to excess. And Hrothgar makes sure that he himself performs according to the highest ideals of a king, handing out rings as gifts, ‘a fortune at feast’ (91). Poor Grendel, we might almost say, ‘heard noisy pleasures in the hall. There was the music of the harp, the clear song of the performer’ (93), but he is not part of it and must content himself with his horrible existence in the fens, the swampy world of darkness, wetness, and cold.  

			Significantly, Grendel has apparently never attacked anyone before; he was an unknown entity, as far as we can tell from the introduction. Only once Heorot has been erected, i.e., as soon as courtly festivities begin and happiness permeates Hrothgar’s court as a sign of triumph and control, does the monster come out of its hiding place and attack, killing and devouring men, performing horrible deeds of cannibalism. On the one hand, the survivors bewail the loss of their friends once they realize the dastardly deed, on the other there might be a slight sense of guilt because they all had feasted: ‘after feasting, wailing was lifted up, a loud morning-song’ (95). 

			In fact, Grendel achieves exactly what he had intended, the celebrations, the joy and happiness associated with the hall come to an end; no one dares to spend the night there any longer: ‘Then there was no dearth of those who found themselves sleeping-quarters elsewhere, farther away, a bed among the private chambers, when the hall-thane’s malice was demonstrated to them’ (95).

			The narrator then reveals that Grendel had been involved in a long-term struggle against Hrothgar, but the full outbreak of the conflict only occurred after the hall had been finished and the celebrations had started (97). Although the narrator does not state it explicitly, the real conflict thus consisted of the clash of two different cultures, the one determined by happiness and delight, the other one by hatred, envy, brooding, and hostility.

			We know what happens next and do not need to examine the battle with Grendel and the fight against Grendel’s mother, both very grim and near fatal encounters for Beowulf, though he survives, both with the help of his super-human strength, and with the help of ancient swords made by giants one of which he grabs while struggling against the mother. For our interest here, what matters are the moments of respite, the celebrations, the feasts, which occupy the empty spaces between the deadly fights. As soon as Beowulf has received Hrothgar’s permission, for instance, to take up the challenge posed by Grendel, he and his men turn to a happy fellowship:

			Then there was cleared a bench for the Geatish fellows all together in a group in the drinking-hall; there the resolute ones went to sit, magnificent in their might. A courtier attended to his duty, who bore in hand an embellished ale-vessel, dispensed clear, sweet drink. Now and then the performer sang brightly in Heorot. There was heroes’ enjoyment there, no small host of Danes and Weders. (119)

			But even this social gathering does not run a smooth course, since Unferth begins to question Beowulf’s qualifications and voices his doubts about his youthful competition with his fellow Breca, which Beowulf strongly rejects, initiating his remarks with mockery: ‘Well, my friend Unferth, drunk with grog you have said quite a lot about Breca’ (121). And with respect to Grendel, he goes even one step further and ridicules his opponent: ‘Grendel would never have caused so much alarm, the terrifying troublemaker, to your ruler, humiliation in Heorot, if your mind, your spirit were as resolute as you yourself regard it’ (125). 

			Though we are not told quite explicitly so, the response to Beo­wulf’s speech must have been much amusement and mockery and teasing of Unferth, as indicated by the roaring laughter: ‘There was laughter of heroes, the noise resonated, conversation was cheery’ (127). The Geats do not display any fear, knowing only too well that they are under good protection by their leader. When Hrothgar’s wife, Queen Wealtheo, enters the room, a very serious tone sets in again since she honors the hero and praises him as the savior she had been praying for to God. But subsequently, after Beowulf has accepted the cup offered by her and having vowed to carry out his proclaimed pledge to kill Grendel, joyfulness and laughter return, as if there were no concerns: ‘Then again as before brave words were spoken in the hall, the folk in contentment, the noise of triumphant people’ (129). Of course, they are not the ones to be in charge of the fight against the monster, a fact which will be repeated several times casting an odd shadow on the Geats, that is, Beowulf’s retainers. They celebrate, they enjoy the feast, but they are not presented as actual fighters; everything is up to the hero. But that would be the topic of another paper [23].

			More important might be that Beowulf voices in a mocking tone the morning after the fight that Grendel was defeated, and ‘to save his life he left his hand guarding his retreat, arm and shoulder’ (151) [24]. This sarcasm is probably justified in that case, the battle could have easily ended the other way around, but the protagonist survived and defeated the monster, providing much relief for Hrothgar’s company. The hand stuck in the rafters speaks a facetious, but also an iconic language. 

			Subsequently, the hall is decked out again with garlands and prepared for yet another feast, and merriment is allowed to return, apparently the most important element in the world of those heroes, who either fight or entertain themselves with mead, joking, and laughter. After Beowulf and his retainers are richly rewarded, the celebration begins once again: ‘There was singing joined with music in the presence of Healfdene’s battle-leader, entertainment-wood touched, a narrative often related, when Healgamen, Hrothgar’s singer, was to tell from the mead-bench of Finn’s son’ (157).

			As scholarship has long recognized, this heroic epic is deeply characterized by a form of heteroglossia as defined by Mikhail Bakhtin since there are constantly moments of fights and moments of story-telling, and those latter moments are enriched with ballad singing and drinking [25]. There are many narrative interludes between Beowulf’s defeat of Grendel and the new attack by Grendel’s mother, and those combine a variety of features, elements, and strategies to relate historical events, to reflect on funny situations, and to explain political conditions. In fact, tragedy is deeply ingrained here together with comedy; the stories of the past, as somber as they mostly are, though certainly tinged with great heroism, also lead over to laughter and joy. 

			And yet, destiny awaits them all, whether they eat and drink and enjoy their time, in the form of Grendel’s mother. Nevertheless, the feast must go on: ‘It was the choicest of banquests there; the men drank wine. They did not know the course of events, relentless destiny, such as had come to pass for many men’ (167). Even Hrothgar’s best friend and advisor, Æschere, is killed by the monstrous woman, which causes enormous grief among them all, an indication of the great friendship they all had enjoyed with him [26]. In fact, the entire account in ‘Beowulf’ swings back and forth, highlighting heroic accomplishments, then pointing out devasta­ting defeat, which then is replaced by joy, happiness, feasting, and laughter. In other words, this heroic epic displays the entire gamut of human emotions and is not at all a woodcut-like poetic creation dealing only with somber, military aspects. 

			Most dramatically, when Beowulf reappears from the depth of the water, after having killed Grendel’s mother and decapitated her son, his retainers are overjoyed and express greatest happiness to see their lord alive again, after they all had virtually abandoned all hope because blood had oozed to the surface: ‘They came to meet him then, thanked God, that powerful throng of thanes, rejoiced in their lord, that they were permitted to see him again safe and sound’ (193). 

			Beowulf carries Grendel’s head with him to display it to Hrothgar and his court. He encounters them, oddly, to say the least, spending their time drinking back in the hall, as if nothing would bother them: ‘Grendel’s head was then carried by the hair into the hall where men were drinking, gruesome for the men and lady among them, a beautiful, treasured sight; the men looked on’ (195). Several hundreds of years later, a similar scene appears before our eyes in ‘Sir Gawain and the Green Knight’, when the Green Knight carries his own head which Gawain had cut off as part of their Christmas game, and disappears as if nothing had happened. Although the court is stunned, King Arthur then voices with a shocking glee:




			Dear lady, never be alarmed today;

			Such games are customary during Christmas time,

			Staging of interludes, laughing and singing,

			Among these classic carols of courtiers and laydies.

			Nevertheless, to my meal I may well direct myself,

			For I have witnessed a wonder I willingly admit [27].




			Both in ‘Beowulf’ and in this late medieval alliterative romance, grotesque forms of humor underscore the otherwise sometimes rather gruesome account, which alerts us to the complexity of medieval literary accounts at large which tend to incorporate many more times than we might have assumed such elements characteristic of humor or comedy at large. This motif matters significantly for our discussion despite the vast differences in genre, language, and narrative setting because it is predicated on the sense of shock, surprise, and transgression, triggering laughter at the end. Most strikingly, both here and in ‘Sir Gawain and the Green Knight’, but then also in numerous other heroic epics (‘Nibelungenlied’, ‘Njál’s Saga’, ‘El Poema de Mío Cid’ etc.), terrifying battle scenes are oddly framed by hilarious episodes, or scenes determined by laughter, story-telling, singing, joking, and always drinking, of course. This comes to the fore even in small dimensions, often only hinted at, and yet significant, so when Hrothgar concludes his long speech addressing Beowulf after he has returned from his battle with Grendel’s mother: ‘Now go to your seat, take pleasure in the feast, distinguished in battle; there shall be a great many treasures shared between us after it is morning’ (203).

			After all, laughter and making jests are expressions of personal sentiments, they reflect a specific realm of emotions, and although ‘Beowulf’ constitutes a heroic epic, the poet certainly addressed also feelings of sadness and sorrow, especially when the protagonist and his retainers have to leave to return home (209). Those tears shed by Hrothgar are simply the other side of the same coin, so even this seemingly cold-blooded heroic poem also reflects the interiority of the individual figures [28]. Laughter, jokes, or humor at large are hence not aberrations, but simply indications of the human side of the various heroes.

			This allows us to refocus on Grendel and the famous hall Heorot. When Beowulf has returned to his lord and relates his adventures, he specifically emphasizes the joy and festivities the members of Hrothgar’s court experienced there: ‘The company was in contentment, never in all my life have I seen under heaven’s vault greater mead-revelry of hall-occupants’ (219). Revealingly, Beowulf then characterizes Grendel as follows: ‘the angry demon, terrible and twighlight-fierce, came looking for us where we inhabited the hall unmolested’ (223). We could thus argue that the monster was particularly incensed over the happiness of the courtly company and regarded the hall itself as a most painful challenge for himself. Envy, jealousy, hatred, and utter disconnect from Hrothgar’s world dominate this creature, so he resorts to the only means available to him to squash the delights, the joy, and the communal entertainment by turning to gruesome cannibalism. But Beowulf stopped him, overpowered him, and caused such a wound — the loss of his arm — that he eventually dies. 

			Subsequently, however, as we also learn from the protagonist’s account, the happiness of the courtly company returned, at least until Grendel’s mother showed up at night:

			There was story-telling and entertainment: the ancient Scylding, well informed, recounted from far back; at times the battle-bold man touched the lyre with pleasure, the diverting wood; at times he pursued a tale, true and tragic; at times the big-hearted king duly offered an unusual account; at times, in turn, hobbled by age, the old war-maker sang dirges to his youth, his war powers; the breast welled up inside him when, made wise by the years, he called many things to mind. Thus we took our diversions indoors the entire day, until another night came to mortals. (225)

			Happiness and joy thus intermingle; past events are recounted there in order to entertain, songs are performed, the people drink, and no one has any concern, until the next slaughter begins. ‘Beowulf’ presents a rich tapestry of events as he witnessed them in Denmark, and we thus become vivid observers of a highly complex social framework where the wide range of emotions is given free reign. 

			In short, laughter as an expression of human nature is represented in ‘Beowulf’ alongside with sorrow, fear, and tragedy. Particularly this considerable range of emotional experiences, behind, after, through, and despite the heroic events, highlight the true literary quality of this early medieval heroic poem. The poet was much more interested also in the human dimensions of his protagonists, including their sense of comedy, than we might have thought, especially in light of the monstrous events with Grendel and his mother, and later during the court festivals. Significantly, however, we would look in vain for such happy moments, some delightful pauses amidst all the horror coming forth from the dragon, and the reason seems to be that by that time Beowulf has reached an old age and is no longer assured the victory. Instead, even though he can kill the dragon, he himself dies from its bite in his neck, or rather from the poison injected into his body. While the early parts of the epic poem were determined by a considerable degree of comedy, the later parts reflect doom and gloom, with only little sense of hope for the future. The dragon has been killed, but the leader of the Geats has been killed, which spells major trouble for the people.

			Hrotsvit of Gandersheim

			The works of the tenth-century canoness Hrotsvit of Gandersheim have already been examined and studied from many different perspectives, and this for good reasons because she emerged at her time as the most prominent playwrights since antiquity — maybe unmatched until the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries — author of religious narratives, and of short historical epic poems. No other woman in the early Middle Ages could be identified as a match in her intellectual and literary accomplishments [29]. Although her works belong to completely different genres than ‘Beowulf’, she can serve us well to widen the perspective on the history of laughter in the culture of that age, well before the rise of courtly literature in the 12th and 13th centuries.

			Whereas the heroic epic poem reflects the secular pagan world in Anglo-Saxon England, Hrotsvit lived during the era of the Ottonian emperors in northern Germany. But she was not a nun, only a canoness, and enjoyed high privileges as a distant member of the imperial family. As a canoness, she had not taken vows and thus could have left her convent any time when she would have been needed or when she might have wanted. More important, though, Hrotsvit received an extraordinary degree of education in her convent and soon turned against the primary reading material, especially the plays by the Roman poet Terence (d. 159 BC). Those were, as she explicitly opined, too erotic, sensuous, or, as we would say, too graphic to be good as reading material in a women’s convent. In the preface to her plays she comments: ‘Not infrequently this caused me to blush / and brought to my cheeks a scarlet flush, / because being forced by the conventions of this composition / I had to contemplate and give a rendition / of that detestable madness of unlawful lovers and of their evil flattery, / which we are not permitted even to hear’ (41). Hence, she had to come up with her own plays, and she succeeded in her efforts in a brilliant fashion. In fact, her plays continue to be performed even today because they are highly effective in theatrical terms. [30]

			Whatever the plot of her plays or narratives entails, there is always a clear message that the pious and devout person will always overcome external threats and achieve spiritual triumph. While this theological issue is straightforward and becomes manifested throughout her entire œuvre, there are regularly short episodes in which the protagonists burst out laughing or invite, through their behavior, the audience to laugh about foolish characters on the stage. In this regard, Hrotsvit proves to be a surprisingly accomplished playwright who successfully operated with elements which she was certainly familiar with drawn from everyday-life experiences [31]. 

			As serious, spiritual, and ultimately even deadly many of her literary accounts prove to be because the protagonists often face their certain death when they try to defend their faith or endeavor to return to their previous status as virtuous, chaste, and pious individuals after an interval of sinfulness and lust, laughter still peels throughout her work. One simple reason for this phenomenon can be easily identified: plays only work well if they are intense, evoke feelings, either sorrow or happiness, when they are tragedies or comedies, and reflect on critical moments and issues in human life. Hrotsvit obviously understood not only the theory of the classical theater as represented by Terence, she also appears to have a good sense of humor and knew intimately well how to appeal to her audience. Laughter is not a trivial matter on the stage, irrespective of the circumstances. The same, however, also applies to Hrotsvit’s religious narratives, where we similarly observe the breaking out of laughter, either by the figures themselves, or by us as the readers/listeners upon the poet’s encouragement. As we will observe, although a canoness, hence a person contained in her convent by rather strict measures, there was much of basic human emotions, especially laughter, delight about the victory of devout, pious people in the past [32].

			But let us begin with the religious narrative ‘Gongolf’ which presents to us a biographical sketch of this saint who lived in the time of the Frankish King Pippin. Hrotsvit drew from a prose vita composed at the end of the ninth or the early tenth century, but she vastly changed the composition and narrative elements, which underscores once again her high literary qualities [33]. 

			For the most part, we learn about Gongolf’s saintly life, his dedication to his own people, and especially to the poor, but after he has married, the devil seduces his wife, who takes a cleric as her lover, who later murders Gongolf. But miracles then occur at his grave, which manifest the divine grace bestowed upon him by God. His wife, however, furious about what she hears from the people, utters the blasphemous statement that the reported miracles that happen as his grave would certainly not be any different than those which her body produces when it would fart. The narrator makes every possible effort to avoid spelling out exactly the meaning of her word, but she clearly means to refer to the woman’s rear, although in a very tactful and delicate fashion: Non desint signa illius ut tumulo, / Haut alias, quam mira mei miracula dorsi / Proferat extrema denique particular (570–2). 

			The punishment then follows immediately because from that time on whenever she utters a word, she is forced to release some wind, which makes her to the laughing stock of all people: Sit risus causa omnibus inmodica (580), and this for the rest of her life. As much as the entire narrative is focused on offering a glorifying image of the saintly man and his highest ethical ideals, as much the account surprisingly concludes with this hilarious, rather transgressive element, which must have guaranteed Hrotsvit much praise by her audience. After the gruesome murder, and after the deeply moving developments at Gongolf’s grave, the conclusion suddenly takes us back to the mundane banalities of human life, as bashfully as the narrator formulates the suddenly turn of events. Gongolf’s widow, responsible for his murder, thus becomes the butt of endless jokes because she cannot speak without farting clearly noticeably [34].

			Ernst Robert Curtius had already observed the significant role of humor in early medieval hagiography, but he refrained from further comments on the details and specific functions of laughter, and he also did not include any remarks on Hrotsvit’s contribution to this theme [35]. But there are numerous scenes scattered throughout her work which prove to be hilarious, and this until today, or which evoke the people within the literary setting to burst out in laughing. In ‘Pelagius’, for instance, a young Christian man, the future martyr, is liberated from his incarceration in the caliph’s dungeon in Córdoba because he commands such a beautiful physical appearance and impressive eloquence, which certainly appeal to the homosexual ruler, here identified as a king. Everyone knows about the caliph’s sexual inclination and his willingness to bend the own rule if he can gain thereby a male prostitute, such as Pelagius. 

			The older man immediately approaches the youth, whom has been ordered to sit next to him on the throne, embraces him, and tries to kiss him, which Pelagius finds abhorrent, so he turns his head away and offers only his ear as a place for the caliph’s lips. Everyone observes this scene, and they find Pelagius’s gesture most entertaining, bursting out in laughter. They had all urged the ruler to liberate the youth and to use him for his sexual desires, since they were aware of the caliph’s gayness. Consequently, the young man’s rejection is interpreted as nothing but shyness, or bashfulness, insofar as they cannot imagine that this hostage, who suffered in the prison on behalf of his father, the prince of Galicia, would oppose to the pleasant treatment at court after his horrible time in the dungeon. 

			The caliph assumes more or less the same, he does not demonstrate any signs of irritation, and calmly, and seductively attempts to flirt with the young man, exerting slight pressure by warning him of the possible consequence of his rejection, the death penalty. Next, the ruler applies some force, trying to place at least one kiss on the youth’s face, who resolutely fights back and hits him so hard in his face that his nose begins to bleed. This then changes the caliph’s mood, he is done with this prisoner, who does not want to submit to his lustful flattering, so he orders him to be executed, by means of a catapult with which Pelagius is thrown over the city wall. He does not die, however, and hence must be decapitated with a sword to end his life. 

			There is thus no more laughter, no comedy, as the martyrdom begins which ultimately translates into Pelagius’s body parts being worshipped as relics [36]. Nevertheless, Hrotsvit, fully in tune with what her readers would need from time to time, incorporates this hilarious scene as a comic relief, especially because this enlivens the account, dramatizing it considerably, presenting various perspectives, and illustrating particularly Pelagius’s character strength and resolute defense of his faith. 

			The same phenomenon can be observed in the truly famous and play Dulcitius much discussed by modern scholarship [37], where three virgins are threatened with terrible tortures and execution because they defend their faith. The emperor Diocletian is deeply upset about their recalcitrance, refusing to submit under his orders to worship his, that is, the pagan gods, and so he hands them over to his governor Dulcitius, who, delighted by their physical attractiveness, decides to rape them. They are kept locked away next to the kitchen, which proves to be the ideal setting for the playwright to inject a most hilarious scene of confusion. 

			The three virgins are suddenly alerted by considerable noise from the neighboring room. In their curiosity — even saintly virgins demonstrate the basic human sense of curiosity! — they peak through a crack in the wall and become witnesses of Dulcitius, having been confused by God, mistakes the sooty pots and pans for the three women. In a form of teichoscopy, they relate to each other that he embraces the pots, holds them on his lap, then takes the pans, jugs, and other utensils in the kitchen. Modern readers might immediately think further and imagine that this could amount to a perverse form of fetishism, but it is God’s working that Dulcitius firmly believes to enjoy sexual pleasures with the three virgins. Those, however, are safe in their own room and only observe his actions, the result of which consists in him becoming completely black. If that were not funny enough, when Dulcitius then leaves the kitchen, obviously having satisfied himself with the objects — also sexually? — the guards become terrified believing that he is the devil, so they run away, and when he approaches the gate to the emperor’s palace, the guards reject him and throw him down the stairs. Only in the seventh scene, when he encounters his wife, does it dawn upon him how he has been fooled, especially because she laments the fact that he has been the object of outrageous mockery by the Christian virgins. 

			But the three women continue to enjoy God’s protection, and when Dulcitius orders that they be disrobed and thus exposed naked to the public, he falls asleep on his throne, while the soldiers try in vain to rip off the women’s clothing, another sign of God’s protection for these three martyrs. The emperor himself voices great irritation about the women’s presumed power to mock his governor, so he orders his servant Sisinnius to carry out the execution. So, the play continues focusing on the women’s suffering and their spiritual strength.

			Again, as in Gongolf, once the playwright has completed this entertaining interlude, she no longer allows comic elements to enter and pursues only the martyrdom of the three sisters to their end. After all, Hrotsvit had no intention to compose comedies; but she delighted in offering brief moments of reprieve because she obviously understood the great significance of laughter which allowed the audience to return to their attention and to remember that the literary presentation served to provide a religious ideal and to strengthen particularly the female audience’s resolve to pursue a pious and devout life, trying to follow the role model of those three martyrs.

			Another remarkable example proves to be the play Abraham, which Hrotsvit based on the vita of the hermit Abraham (d. 366) composed in the sixth century, first in Syriac and Greek, and then also in Latin [38]. As in the previous cases, the poet allowed only one brief scene to become a source for entertainment and laughter, whereas the rest is deeply determined by religious aspects, that is, falling into sin, repentance, and redemption, all this focusing on Abraham and his niece Maria. The latter grows up as a pious young woman, living in complete isolation with her uncle until one day a cleric seduces her, upon which she leaves her home and moves to the city, where she becomes a famous prostitute [39]. The entire situation represents a huge pain for the old hermit, having lost his most cherished disciple, his own blood relative, to the devil and worldly sinfulness. 

			But Abraham does not simply give up; instead, he has someone search for her to learn of her new location and profession. As soon as he has learned what he needs to know, he endeavors with all his might, his skill, and wit to confront Maria and to make her repent her fall into the abyss of sexual transgression. He dresses as a warrior and follows her, is welcomed by her pimp, who runs a guesthouse or tavern, and requests that Maria joins them at dinner because her physical beauty has been praised far and wide. Abraham has some money available, despite his life as a hermit, with which he wants to pay for Maria’s presence. Abraham is obviously an old man, and the inn-keeper expresses his surprise that even at his advanced age he desires the love of a young woman: Miror, te in decrepita senectute iuvenculae mulieris amorem spirare (313). But he formulates his exceeding happiness because he now assumes that not only young men, but also old ones would seek out her service, which thus would bring in even more money. 

			Curiously, however, Maria suddenly feels guilt and shame, laments about her low status, her sinfulness, which the pimp comments with criticism, and even Abraham plays along, complaining that he did not come to hear a litany of sorrows. Maria collects herself quickly and agrees with her new customer that the current situation is the wrong moment to voice laments and desire for repentance. After their shared meal, Abraham gets up to seek out his bedroom, and he is accompanied by Maria, which enormously increases the dramatic tension since the audience knows, of course, that the old man does not have the slightest interest in or desire to have sex with the prostitute. His masquerading and role-playing serve only one purpose, to rescue the young woman and to take her back to his cell. But at first, he continues with his acting, which must have caused roars of laughter or comic tension to the extreme, especially because Abraham is not a simple cleric or monk; instead, he has just come from his remote cell in the desert and suddenly assumes the role of an amorous customer, but only as a cover for himself in order to gain the opportunity to be alone with his niece and to shock her with his sudden appearance and thus to break her free from her life as a prostitute.

			Following, the play takes a radical turn, with Maria submitting under her uncle, begging for forgiveness, accepting the demand to return to the hermit’s cell, and to begin a new life of repentance. There is no more reason to laugh about this; the matter has become extremely serious, with the former prostitute turning into a strong repentant, following all of her uncle’s requirements, which thus quickly concludes the play because another female soul has been rescued, and now the audience is invited to partake in the joy and happiness about the good outcome for Maria, and hence all other women who might be liable to become preys of sexual seduction, as Abraham’s friend Effrem formulates: laudantes glorificemus (320), a very refined, subtle, but still clearly identifiable form of happiness and joy.

			A very similar plot makes up the play ‘Pafnutius’, only that here the hermit learns about the famous prostitute Thais and successfully manages to pry her out of her sordid business and to take her to his own abode where she assumes a life of repentance like an anchoress. Here as well, the hermit dares to put on the facade of a sex-driven old man who wants to hire the prostitute, which works actually quite well because Thais does not suspect anything and responds to his presumed sexual desires by offering her service. Nothing could be further from the truth when Pafnutius introduces himself to her: Amator tuus (337), but her response exactly reflects her business practice, satisfying her customers in return for money: Quicumque me amore colit, aequam vicem amoris a me recipit (337). 

			Since the audience knows the hermit’s true intention, his role-playing is completely apparent, so this scene specifically serves to include as much irony as possible, especially because Thais’s conversion happens soon after Pafnutius has revealed his true intentions. We can assume that the playwright intended here to achieve a sigh of relief, if not smiles and giggles, as would to be expected for any good theater play. Thais throws all her jewelry and valuables into the flames, follows the hermit to a women’s convent, where she then enters a dark cell where she performs her repentance for five years, after which she soon passes away as a God-fearing woman who has been rescued from her sinfulness.

			In the play Sapientia we come across yet another form of comedy, this one predicated on sophisticated math. The allegorical figure Sapientia (lat. knowledge) is taken to the Roman Emperor Hadrian who wants to force her to worship his own gods and to abandon her Christian faith — the central and most common theme in Hrotsvit’s entire œuvre. But first he wants to find out the names and then the ages of her daughters, which sets the stage for the mother to make a fool of the emperor, confronting him with a mathematical problem which he cannot figure out. Indeed, Hadrian is not capable of deciphering her riddle, as serious as it proves to be, and yet he is forced to listen to Sapientia’s extra­ordinary mathematical sophistication for a long time, without ever fully comprehending what she means [40]. 

			Since he has demonstrated much patience with her fancy mathematics, without having figured it out at all, he then demands that she submits under his will and worship his gods, which she refuses, as her three daughters do as well, which then leads over the martyrdom of the latter. This short moment, the exploration of the number configuration and formulas, must have triggered considerable laughter among the fellow students in Hrotsvit’s convent, though the ordinary listener, especially today, might not understand much of that at all. The poet thus pursues a very subtle form of comedy, in which the emperor can only marvel at Sapientia’s profound knowledge: O quam scrupulosa et plexilis quaestio ex istarum aetate infantularum est orta! (363). She, however, thus proves that he has not the faintest idea about God’s creation which is determined by numerical categories available only to a highly educated mind: et in aetatibus hominum miram dedit inveniri posse scientiam artium (363). The laughter at this moment must have been guaranteed, but only by those who had studied Boethian mathematics and would have been able to follow the esoteric explanation. 

			This now allows us to observe that Hrotsvit operated a variety of humorous scenes, either predicated on religious conversion and repentance, on the danger of sexual seduction, or on mathematical concepts too difficult to be understandable to the ordinary people, including the Roman emperor. Even though her plays and religious narratives cannot be identified as comedies as such, laughter and humor are not simply excluded and matter significantly at decisive moments. 

			Conclusion

			Choosing the oldest Anglo-Saxon heroic epic poem and the earliest representative of a medieval woman’s writing in Latin, we faced huge hurdles to come to terms with the task set for this article. Can we find examples of laughter, humor, or comedy even in the early Middle Ages, a cultural period certainly far away from the cultural refinements of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. [41] But such an evaluative standpoint crediting the high Middle Ages with a considerable degree of superiority in every respect does not do justice to our two cases, which could easily be expanded to include a variety of other texts, such as the most remarkable Walthariuslied (tenth century) with its almost grotesque humor [42]. 

			Particularly because ‘Beowulf’ and the works by Hrotsvit differ so fundamentally in language, genre, concept, and values, they intriguingly support, each on its own, our global argument that laughter is fundamental for human life and culture under all kinds of circumstances. Even in an existential context as in the Anglo-Saxon poem or in such a highly religious framework as in Hrotsvit’s texts, the human dimension is certainly still there, and despite fear of death, fear of God, and fear of sinfulness, both the anonymous, probably male Old English and the early medieval German female poet endeavored to inject, even if ever so slightly, narrative moments of laughter, humor, and comedy. Thereby, they made sure that the basic human dimension was not ignored, without which neither the heroic element nor the supremely religious orientation in the plays and narratives would have become meaningful and understandable. 

			Without laughter, there is no human culture, and hence no literature, and this also in the Middle Ages. Laughing does not have to signal the coming of the end, in an apocalyptic sense, as Daniel F. Pigg has suggested, referring to ‘Beowulf’ [43]. He brings to our attention Grendel’s silent laughter before he has carried out his first deadly attack, and it is a laughter of sheer evilness which is not shared by anyone, another clear sign of the monster’s complete social isolation and ostracism. But I agree strongly with him that laughter by Beowulf, his retainers, Hrothgar and his men signals the expression of human culture and identity, particularly according to medieval sign theory; so what happens both in ‘Beowulf’ and in Hrotsvit’s text is that a human dimension makes itself known which builds bridges between the esoteric aspects examined in these literary works and the ordinary situation in people’s lives. Grendel can laugh only on the inside and remains completely isolated, an asocial being of greatest misery. Beowulf and the other warriors laugh in company and thus create sociability, the triumph over evil as represented by the monster. In Hrotsvit’s cases, the laughing saints and martyrs confirm their human dimension and facilitate a process of the audience’s getting familiar with these protagonists. Laughing, that is, all kinds of humor, brings about social bonds, either intradiegetically or extradiegetically.
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			Introduction 

			Against the wall in a dark corner of St Gregory’s Pottergate, Norwich, once a bustling parish church with some of the finest East Anglian wall paintings, now a rather tired-looking antiques centre, stand late medieval carved oaken stalls. Their four seats are usually up, displaying elaborate carvings of two angels, a winged lion… and a squatting man, hands on his knees, with a characteristic strained expression on his bearded face. What could this possibly mean? His iconographic younger brother from St Mary’s, Fairford, reveals somewhat more as to their activity: if one is willing to brave dust and cobwebs and stick their head right under the carving, they can feast their eyes on the man’s genitals and a wavy turd between the man’s feet, intricately carved by a fifteenth-century carpenter. 





			
				[image: ]
			

		


			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			Figs 1–2. Squatting man, St Gregory’s, Norwich. Source: https://www.misericords.co.uk/images/Norwich_St_Gregory/Norwich%20St.%20Gregory%202.3.jpg; Defecating man, St Mary’s, Fairford. Both 15th c. Source: https://www.flickr.com/photos/paulodykes/8814262718/, photo by Paul Dykes.

		





			The humour capitalising on ‘the lower body stratum,’ to borrow Bakhtin’s phrase, never gets old and seems to be an integral part of human development, if my children and their friends are anything to go by. Anyone who read Rabelais would never look at a gosling without thinking of Book I, chapter 13 of his Gargantua and Pantagruel, to reference the topic of this journal issue. Why, however, a scatological image is found where an eschatological one would be expected, is still a subject for debate. Since the mercy-seats, which in their upright position provided a ledge for the relief of the ill or infirm ecclesiastics, were there to support the clerical backsides during long services, it would have been natural not to encounter godly subjects depicted on these misericords, but that is not the case. Even though the interest in the carved seats of medieval English choir stalls has not waned since the first scholarly attempt to analyse them was published in the early twentieth century, [1] there is still less interpretative work done on church carvings in general and misericords in particular, compared to their ideological cousins, medieval manuscript marginalia. Michael Camille, in his seminal study of marginalia, allows misericords only four pages and, while praising their liveliness, sees them as totally derivative. [2] One of the main reasons for such bias is that carvings are very rarely accompanied by text which would aid further contextualisation, or at least suggest a more precise dating and localisation through palaeographic evidence.

			Memetics and orality 

			Some rare textual evidence appearing on misericords suggests that much of their subject matter originated in oral tradition, such as two seats from St Mary’s, Whalley (Lanc.), inscribed with proverbs, one in French and one in English. [3] The context of the vast majority of other, uninscribed carvings, have now been lost or obscured, as medieval culture is known to us in a fragmentary and somewhat fossilised form, not as a lived experience. [4] I therefore propose to treat misericords as examples of medieval memes, that is as a cultural equivalent of genes, a meme being ‘a cultural element or behavioural trait whose transmission and consequent persistence in a population, although occurring by non-genetic means’, usually through a self-reinforcing positive feedback effect, selected against others in the meme-pool. [5] Memes are rooted in our neurologically wired ability to imitate, and there are two main pathways for their transmission: ‘copy the instructions’ and ‘copy the product’ (roughly corresponding to genotypes and phenotypes in biology). [6] This also accounts for the transmedial nature of medieval memes, current in visual and performing arts as well as texts and general communication. This approach allows for a cognitive shortcut in an otherwise long and obscure discussion of the origins of many misericords’ exact iconography. [7] Memes current in the pre-digital age were usually not exact, but they did not have to be digital to be hi-fidelity, as we know from the mostly uniform sacred texts, copied for centuries by hand. I therefore find it productive to think about misericords as memes and their collections (stalls) as complex memes, that is memeplexes, akin to geneplexes, groups of genes of an individual organism. 

			Despite some criticism of the usefulness and applicability of the meme concept, [8] memetic theory has already been consistently and quite successfully used to discuss tenth-century material from England by Michael Drout in his 2006 monograph, [9] which traces the influence of the Benedictine Reform on both lay practices as expressed in wills and on examples of Old English ‘wisdom’ texts. To Drout, as to a number of other theorists whose thinking he employs, memetic theory provides a verifiable definition of tradition and culture, which he views as ‘a sort of eco-system of competing and cooperating memes exquisitely adapted to that culture’ and ‘an unbroken train of identical, non-instinctual behaviors that have been invariably repeated after the same recurring antecedent conditions’. [10] He later develops this approach in his more recent monograph, in which he combines evolutionary biology, cognitive psychology, and the use of computer-aided statistical analysis of vocabulary to suggest that the aesthetic success of certain cultural forms ensures their partial or complete replication, and the recognizable patterns then create positive feedback by enhancing pleasure and, thus, the ‘survival fitness’ of these memes.  [11] Without trying to produce an all-encompassing framework for the late-medieval English material, similar to what Drout has done to Old English literature, I concur that the combination of the Oral Theory and memetics is an extremely productive lens through which to look at medieval culture.

			Reminding fellow medievalists about the orality of much of medieval culture is like preaching to the choir, but I know from my own experience that the worldview of a modern historian, especially of a literary one, is inevitably logocentric. The further we depart from the literate elites and bureaucratic or ecclesiastical concerns, the more information, and particularly stories, slip through the cracks of time. A lot of what was not verbally recorded we only know about from images, or visual memes, such as manuscript marginalia or carvings, and the persistent motifs of knights and snails or of hybrids and grotesques, now less than transparent, testify to their place within the memetic fabric of the medieval society. Offensive gestures, popular puns, recurrent jokes are often bypassed in favour of the sober, religious, more cultured contents. [12] 
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			Figs 3–4. Macclesfield Psalter, East Anglia (1320–1330). Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge, Ms 1–2005, fol. 76r. Source: https://www.fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk/illuminated/manuscript/discover/the-macclesfield-psalter/folio/folio-76r/section/owner; Luttrell psalter, Lincolnshire (1320–1340). British Library, Ms. Add. 42130, fol. 145r (both fragments of marginalia).

		




			These examples also highlight the humorous side of many memes: just as modern Internet memes often need to be funny or at least amusing because it both enables sharing and makes them memorable (that is, making them doubly mnemonic), so are the ones from the Middle Ages, when non-oral reproduction required a considerable commitment. Self-reproductivity was important where there was no external quality control, e. g. from the Church for biblical and liturgical texts: early medievalists are well familiar with the challenges faced by Charlemagne in encouraging a standardised hand for the imperial government and reaching a consensus about a standard Bible. The illustrations to Gerald of Wales’s Topography of Ireland are a case in point: it is highly likely that he drew the marginalia to it himself, becoming the first known author in the West to illustrate his own text, or at least closely supervised the artist(s). [13] He must have known that once the text was ‘published’, he had little to no control over its reproduction and circulation — something Chaucer anxiously spelled out almost two centuries later at the end of Troilus and Criseyde and in his verse addressed to Adam, his scribe — so the selection of the images had to be memetic to ensure the work’s proliferation. Indeed, the pictorial choices heavily favour sensational, Game-of-Thronesque topics, such as the white mare ‘sex, stew, and bath’ kingship ritual and other examples of bestiality, the rape of a woman in a sacred mill with the offender’s sinning member struck with hell fire, or the self-castrating beavers who bite off their testicles to avoid being caught by the musk-hungry hunters, to name a few. [14] Given Gerald’s penchant for jokes at others’ expense, these images, apart from startling their audience, must have made them laugh: after all, slaughter and laughter are only one letter apart, and violence against the Other, verbal or physical, was a satisfying sight for centuries. [15]  

			There are over twenty surviving medieval manuscripts of the Topography, several of which are illustrated, so Gerald’s strategy evidently worked. [16] He was, however, supported by both ecclesiastic and bureaucratic structures and rated considerably high in the medieval literary food chain. It is true that one of his other works, De Rebus a Se Gestis, the first ‘autobiography’ produced in England, exists in a single incomplete copy, but it is doubtful that it was ever intended for wide circulation, unlike the Topography. The first vernacular autobiography in England fared even less well initially: known in early sixteenth-century printed extracts, its only extant manuscript was rediscovered in 1934 in the cupboard of a country house of an old English Catholic family during a game of table tennis. Since then its popularity has superseded that of Gerald as it has enjoyed print-runs comparable to all of his bestsellers put together, entering university syllabi, and inspiring an industry of academic writings. Dictated by Margery Kempe (1373 — c. 1440) sometime in the late 1430s, it has now firmly entered the medieval canon, although admittedly reading her book is somewhat less fun than reading about its author. 

			Margery Kempe, a storyteller

			Born Margery Burnham or Brunham c. 1373 in Bishop’s Lynn (now King’s Lynn), Norfolk and hailing from a wealthy local mercantile family, she became Margery Kempe by marrying John Kempe (born c. 1365), a member of another established local merchant family. In 1393 Margery suffered a mental breakdown following the birth of their first child, with episodes of self-harm, depression, and hallucinations, from which she, according to her Book, was healed through a visit by Christ. After several failed attempts at establishing her own businesses (running a mill and a brewery), she became intensely religious, went round England on pilgrimages and eventually travelled to Rome, Jerusalem, Germany and Norway. Margery claimed to have had regular visions of Christ, Mary, and saints, and suffered (or one may say enjoyed) bouts of uncontrollable screaming every time she heard or saw anything she would interpret as a reference to Christ’s Passion. Later in life she dictated her story to a succession of three scribes, the first of which may have been her son John Kempe, a citizen of Danzig. [17] The last we hear about her is in 1438 when she was admitted to the Guild of the Holy Trinity of Lynn as one of its very few female members. 

			Given its focus on Margery’s miracles, visions, and prophesies, as well as on their validation by contemporary ecclesiastics, the Book of Margery Kempe (hereafter BMK) may have been composed with her subsequent beatification in mind as a future hagiographer’s aid. If it were a conscious effort, it did not imitate the known examples of the genre one would expect to see from an educated ecclesiastic such as her last amanuensis, although realistically her scribes probably did what she told them just to get Margery out of their hair, knowing that she would not take ‘no’ for an answer either from an Archbishop or from God. It is clear however that whether the initiative came from God, as the BMK insists, or from Margery herself, the end product was intended to be read and its author remembered. Despite being generally a narrative of conversion and displaying a confessional mode, following Augustine’s Confessions, the BMK is really one of a kind: as Barry Windeatt, one of the leading specialists on Margaret, puts it, ‘The way in which the Book does not match sustainedly with any single genre is mimetic of how Kempe’s own way of life could never fit comfortably with established roles and lifestyles’. [18] His use of ‘mimetic’ to highlight the imitation  chimes in with the purpose of this essay, in which I view Margery’s self-description as referencing a number of contemporary medieval memes to summon a certain image or reaction in her audience. I favour the word ‘meme’ over related terms ‘trope’ and ‘stereotype’ because trope, as a recurrent theme, in a literary or cultural context, is too general, while stereotype requires both oversimplification and consistency. Consistency in self-representation is not Margery’s forte: her fragmented, discontinued narrative often points to an externally assembled self by means of a varied array of available exemplars. [19] To quote Windeatt again, ‘the self is being presented through a collage of incidents, quarrels, and vindications, thematically associated and mimetic of the bitty unevenness of reiterated acts of self-assertion’. [20] The religious spectrum of these exemplars is better known, as she explicitly lists them herself: St Catherine, Marie d’Oignies, Elizabeth of Hungary, Angela of Foligno, Bridgit of Sweden, Catherine of Sienna, Richard Rolle. [21] Others, however, are less evident, and it is these I address in this essay, essentially reading Margery’s self-presentation as a collection of often conflicting memes. 

			To be successful, memes have to be contagious, and one way to make them contagious is to be a good storyteller. Throughout her book we see Margery earning material goods, recognition, and spiritual benefits through telling stories, that is passing on and reinforcing memes. For example, when she ran out of money while in Rome, she met a man on the street, and ‘they fell into conversation as they went on their way together, and she told him many good tales and fine exhortations until God visited him with tears of devotion and compunction so he had great comfort and consolation. And then he gave her money, by which she was very relieved and comforted for a good while’ (BMK I:38; similar stories happen in BMK I:12, 15, 27, 30, 33, 40). [22] Stories were expected to be told everywhere, especially during long journeys (as we know from The Canterbury Tales), at meal times or other communal activities. Short memorable stories were often used for preaching, as evident from medieval priests’ manuals, bestiaries, or collections of exempla, especially as the focus switched to the laity after 1215. Margery loved hearing preachers (and most probably mined their sermons for memes), even though they sometimes did not like having her in the audience due to her inevitably vocal reaction, as a preaching celebrity visiting Lynn soon discovered: ‘whether through the holy sermon or whether through her meditation, grace of devotion had such a strong effect in her mind that she fell into a fit of noisy weeping. Then the good friar said, “I want this woman out of the church; she’s annoying people”. Some people who were her friends answered back, “Sir, do excuse her. She can’t stop it”’ (BMK I:61). Her success as a devout and edifying storyteller relied on her reputation, also spread orally: when Margery is arrested by the Mayor of Leicester on suspicions of Lollardy, a certain man from Boston (a neighbouring town on the other side of the Wash, a member of the Hanseatic league and thus an even more important port than Lynn, with which the Boston merchant community had close links) ‘said to the landlady where she was lodging, “Truth to tell”, he said, “in Boston this woman is regarded as a holy woman and a blessed woman”’ (BMK, I:46).
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			Fig. 5. A group of medieval peasants, presided over by a woman, gathered for a meal and some story-telling, 14th c. BNF, Ms. Fr. 22545, fol. 72r.

		

		


			Moreover, Margery is clearly a compulsive story-teller, just as she is a compulsive pilgrim: she cannot help it, even in the face of potential threat — as we shall see in the examples below — which makes her a perfect ‘meme-host’. The place of these stories is outside of the official ‘literary marketplace’, i.e. the literary produce of the properly educated, qualified, gendered, and vetted authors (especially after Arundel’s statute De heretico comburendo 1401 and the Constitutions of 1409), which likens Margery to a modern-day fanfic writer, publishing informally online: in fact, Margery’s narrative strategies fit all the five academic definitions of fanfiction. [23] Current internet memes and fanfiction are not-too-distant cousins, producing the content that appears amateurish and often ‘low-culture’ yet simultaneously more accessible and more exciting. Pious fanfic, under the name of affective piety and devotional contemplation, was encouraged among the late-medieval laity: implanting themselves into an existing canonical narrative was recommended by the Meditationes Vitae Christi, which famously advocates imagining oneself as a minor character of the sacred history and fantasising about it. [24] Margery truly excelled in this practice, and it is perhaps natural that the early fifteenth-century Middle English adaptation of Meditationes was produced by Nicholas Love, the prior of Mount Grace, where the sole surviving manuscript of the BMK was later kept. Another aspect of modern fanfic is that it is often interested in going transmedia: turning moving image into prose, but also the other way around through cosplay and LARP (live-action role play). The biggest modern book fandoms tend to be of texts that have already gone transmedia, which is also true for the Bible in the Middle Ages. Words are cheap to work with, they do not require paints, gold, glass, wood, or expensive casts not cast with props. Just as anyone can post a meme or publish fanfic as long as they have a portable device with internet access, Margery plugs herself in virtually any com­munity to access an audience everywhere she goes.  

			Shared memes in the BMK and misericords

			As Chris Wickham recently put it, ‘Margery Kempe was doubtless, on the basis of her book at least, a totally infuriating person, but she managed to create a Margery-sized space for herself and defend it against people of every social level’. [25] If anyone needed an embodied metaphor of a space fitting for a person so idiosyncratic as Margery, that would be the choir stalls with misericords. In fact, one of the fifteenth-century misericords still in King Lynn’s main church, St Margaret’s, is now habitually referred to as ‘Margery Kempe’; a carved bench end from the same set has also been appropriated by the popular imagination as her portrait. 
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			Figs 6–7. Female heads: misericord and bench end, St Margaret’s, King’s Lynn, both 15th century. Source (6): https://www.misericords.co.uk/images/Kings_Lynn-St_Margarets/N02.jpg; Source (7): https://d3hgrlq6yacptf.cloudfront.net/5f19ec7e19f5a/content/pages/uploaded_images/11.jpg.

		

		
		




			Medieval stalls with misericords are still found in most of the places of worship in England and Europe which Margery visited on her pilgrimages. She may well have had access to at least some of them: when she is praying, she is often found in the choir, sometimes prostrate, perhaps re-imagining herself as a nun and utilising monastic memes (‘as this creature lay in the choir at her prayers’; ‘as she lay still in the choir, weeping and mourning for her sins’ BMK I:23, 85). Either many of these places were less restricted than we imagine, or it was due to Margery’s almost radiational ability to penetrate even the least accessible spaces. Both Margery and misericords combine marginality and centrality — just like the misericords are in the chancel yet are below and upside down, in the same way Margery was trying to be mainstream in her devotional activities but overdid it to the point of grotesqueness. This penchant for paradox, for the ability to surprise the mind by combining familiar patterns, is what makes them particularly memorable — or memetic. 

			This theatre-like larger-than-life sense about both made the BMK easier to remember, just as the colourful exempla (memes/memeplexes) and crazy marginalia would have been memorable and were indeed used as mnemonic devices, as known from both medieval theory of memoria and modern neuropsychology. [26] Margery’s own exempla are quite unforgettable, with their almost gargantuan excessiveness, extreme emotions, the ‘demonstrative mode’; they are distinctly vernacular, i.e. designed to be broadly understood and recognised. The fragmentary, episodic nature of her narrative which however constitutes a recognisable whole is parallel to the choir stalls, populated with misericords and other assorted carvings. Just like misericords, Margery’s Book was meant to facilitate edification, remembering, and memorising. 

			Memeplex 1: The Parable of the Wise Fool

			Two examples of Margery’s using memes easily recognisable by her audience without having to explain her point are particularly striking, not least because of the boldness of the exemplars she employed in the context of not just one but two archiepiscopal courts. The first story was told at Canterbury c. 1415, after Margery had been ridiculed and berated by the monks of Christ Church for weeping in their church and threatened with imprisonment:

			Then this creature said: ‘I beg you, sirs, give me leave to tell a tale.’

			Then people said to the monk, ‘Let her say what she wants.’

			And then she said, ‘There was once a man who had sinned gravely against God, and when he had confessed and been absolved, his confessor commanded him that as partial penance he should hire people for one year to chide him and rebuke him for his sins, and he would give them silver coins for their labour. So one day he came amongst many people, such as are here now — may God save you all — and he stood amongst them, as I am doing amongst you, them despising him as you do me, the man laughing and smiling at having good sport at their words. The most important amongst them said to the man, ‘Why are you laughing, you scoundrel [Middle English ‘brothel’], when you’re so deeply despised?’’

			‘Ah, sir, I have a very good reason to laugh, because for many days I’ve been taking silver out of my purse and hired people to chide me for remission of my sins, and today I can keep my silver in my purse, thanks to you lot.’

			‘Right so I say to you, worshipful sirs, while I was at home in my own region, with great weeping and mourning day by day, I mourned because I did not have any of the shame, scorn, and spite for which I was worthy. I thank you all very much, sirs, for what I have received today, morning and afternoon, in right measure, may God be blessed for it.’ (BMK, I:13) [27]

			According to Margery, the monks did not enjoy the story and ran after her onto the street shrieking that she should be burned as a Lollard, which suggests that it hit a painful spot. Here Margery utilises the ‘wise fool’ meme, and the derogatory term ‘brothel’, generally meaning a useless or a marginalized person, but which can also be translated as ‘a fool’. Images of fools are frequently found on misericords as a warning. The two cat-as-bagpipes-playing fools on a Boston misericord (c. 1390), probably familiar to Margery, still solicit a chuckle, but although they appear foolish, they in fact reflect and amplify the foolishness and sinfulness of the world as well as those who laugh at the fools without realising their own shortcomings and lack self-knowledge and humility. [28] The depiction of The Pillar of Christ’s Flagellation, venerated by two angels and censed by two more, appears in the same set as a reminder of just how humiliation and suffering was essential for salvation and for the Imitation of Christ.
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			Figs 8–9. ‘Fools’ and ‘Pillar of Flagellation’ misericords, St Botolph’s, Boston, c. 1390. Photos by Ilya Sverdlov.

		

		


		
			Confrontational speech in the face of authority was perceived as a fool’s prerogative, as the medieval meme of David or Solomon and his fool to illustrate the Dixit Insipiens demonstrates. Unlike the God-denying Marcolf, [29] Margery casts herself as a God-affirming jester. Actual late-medieval court fools occupied an ambiguous, limbic space in the social hierarchy, even more so than minstrels and other professional performers, neither ‘cleric, freeman nor serf’, ‘flitting from one group of courtiers to another’. [30] Like Margery in her status of neither married woman nor a virgin, neither monastic nor lay, or misericords, neither entirely bawdy nor holy in their choir stalls, fools paradoxically drew attention to themselves while ‘at the same time existing outside acknowledged frames of reference’, which allows them to comment on the world around them. [31] On a misericord from Christchurch priory, the fool is holding a bauble which is perhaps meant to represent the jester’s likeness so that he can converse with it, entertaining and edifying his audience. The fictional alter ego of the jester, the channel for his ventriloquism, is similar to the distancing of the author from the ideas he or she presents, such as Chaucer the Author telling the story about Chaucer the Pilgrim or Kempe the Author telling the story about Margery the Creature. [32] This diluting of authorship, also present in memes, provides at least some safety to the vehicles for risky subjects.    
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			Figs 10–11. Dixit Insipiens initial, Psalter and Book of Hours (Sarum; c. 1433, England). Bodleian Library, Oxford, Ms. Douce 18, fol. 113v.

			Fool with his bauble, Christchurch Priory, late 15th c. Source: https://www.misericords.co.uk/images/Christchurch_Priory-Dorset/N13%20Upper.jpg.

		

		



			Memeplex 2: The Parable of the Farting Bear

			About two years later, c. 1417, Margery found herself in perhaps a greater peril when faced with Henry Bowet, the Archbishop of York, in his residence, to be questioned on the orthodoxy of her views. This time, even apparently fettered, she had friends and supporters among the audience and behaved with great moxie, parrying with the annoyed prelate and refusing to leave his diocese on his terms. The way Margery recalls the events is most likely to her own advantage: 

			At once a powerful cleric produced a book and quoted St Paul to support his position, against her, that no women should preach. She, answering this, said, ‘I don’t preach, sir, I enter no pulpit. I use only discussion and good words, and I’ll do so as long as I live.’

			Then a doctor who had previously examined her said: ‘Sir, she told me the worst tale about priests that I have ever heard.’ The Archbishop commanded her to tell that tale.

			‘Sir, by your reverence, I spoke about only one priest by way of example, who, as I have learned, went astray in a wood (through the punishment of God, for the profit of his soul) until night-time came upon him. He lacking any shelter, found a pretty garden in which he rested that night, which a fair pear-tree in the middle of it, flourishing and ornamented with flowers and blossoms which he found delectable to look at. Then a large and vicious bear came, and ugly sight, shaking the pear-tree and causing all the blossoms to fall. This lawless beast ate and gobbled down all those pretty blossoms. Then, when he had eaten them, he turned his rear-end towards the priest and voided them all out of his nether regions’ (BMK, I:52).

			The priest was understandably repulsed and baffled by this unappetising spectacle. He struggled to understand what it was supposed to mean until a mysterious pilgrim explained that the priest was himself the pear tree, flourishing when he served Christ. Yet he was also the bear who violated the fruits and flowers of his soul by living a life of sin and performing his office without devotion. ‘Then the Archbishop, having greatly enjoyed this tale, commended it, saying it was a fine story’; he subsequently allowed Margery to leave his diocese on her terms, and paid a member of his retinue five shillings to guarantee her safe passage and, no doubt, make sure that she definitely gets out of his diocese. The man sensibly surmised that Margery would be a handful and asked for a noble (over six shillings) but Bowet made it clear that he wanted to part with Margery, not with more money. 

			The premise of Margery’s biting story is a satire of the clergy, popular in many guises. One of the memes depicted priests as predators preaching to the prey they are about to devour: thus, another Boston misericord shows a wolf dressed in rich ecclesiastical robes and holding a pastoral staff preaching to two hens, while his chaplain, the fox, recognisable by his ruff and his open book, stands to the left; to drive the message home, the supporters are carved with nesting hens. Another meme referenced by Margery is that of scatological animals, usually bears and apes. Both of those signified unbridled passions [33] and appear together in a fifteenth-century misericord at Holy Trinity, Stratford-upon Avon: the muzzled bears in the centre represent the badge of the earls of Warwick, presumably implying that the local lords have learned to keep their predatory behaviour under control, while their companion apes in supporters pee in a flask (right) and examine the urine (left). This activity links up to the third meme, of a quack physician (usually an ape), here on a Boston misericord examining a flask of urine of one patient fox, while the other is waiting for its turn, holding a poop bucket to be examined next. [34]
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			Figs 12–14. Fox preaching to hens, St Botolph’s, Boston, c. 1390. Source: https://www.misericords.co.uk/images/Boston_SB/BostonSB05.2.jpg

			Muzzled bears flanked with apes, Holy Trinity, Stratford-upon-Avon, 15th c. Photo by Juliana Dresvina.

			Ape doctor, St Botolph’s, Boston, c. 1390. Photo by Ilya Sverdlov.

		

		



			These examples, not subtle by any means, at least use fable setting to comment on human vices. Margery’s farting bear is  a thinly veiled avatar for the unscrupulous priest, but some medieval memes which followed a long and venerable tradition of fart-and-excrement-humour in religious context, do no veiling whatsoever. [35] One of the misericords of St George’s Royal Chapel, Windsor Castle, presents two monks, one of whom bares his bottom to fart out what looks like demonic lions, while the other, smaller monk holds up a turd as if it were a relic. The farting scene brings to mind Chaucer’s “Summoner’s Tale”, in which the money-grubbing friar’s plan backfires (literally) as he gets his comeuppance from Thomas, a sick man and bereaved father whom he had scammed. Thomas promises to give the friar something as long as John divides it equally amongst the other friars: all John has to do is to put this hand down Thomas’s back and find a hidden gift. Predictably, as the greedy friar reaches for ‘the clifte’ (cleft), Thomas emits a massive fart. [36] Chaucer, like Shakespeare, was a collector and generator of memes, who also preferred existing well-known stories to original plots and must have worked with a popular meme here. [37] One further wonders if the creatures with mane, emitted by the flatulent friar in the misericord, is an inversion of another medieval meme, that is of the mythical bonnacon, the beast who when pursued by hunters lets out deadly farts or missiles of explosive faeces in self-defence. [38] 
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			Figs 15–16. Farting monks misericord, St George’s Chapel, Windsor, 1477–1484. Source: Grössinger C. The World Upside Down: English Misericords. London, 1997. P.74. Farting bonnacon, Worksop Bestiary, before 1187, England. Morgan Library, Ms. M.81, fol. 37r.

		





			Memeplex 3: Margery’s initial self-depiction

			It has been noticed many times how post-conversional Margery models and depicts herself in relation to a number of religious celebrities, but what is less apparent is that throughout the book she is both casting herself and seen by others through a collection of ‘memes’ related to medieval middle- and lower-class women. Such an approach is economic as it positions her within an immediately recognisable social-cultural context and allows her to recreate a larger setting with just a few energetic touches: it benefits both her audience, who can imagine the rest without having to spend time reading elaborate descriptions, and Margery, saving her both space and time to focus on more important details such as God’s visions and speeches to her. As Michael Drout puts it, ‘the traditional referent’ (which he also calls a ‘triggering meme’) is able to ‘summon entire meme-plexes by metonymy’. [39]

			Margery’s text is written from the perspective of a woman who developed a strong aversion for sexual activities after years of pregnancies, births (she said she bore fourteen children, at least one of whom survived), marital rape, and multiple attempts to buy back the command of her body. She does, however, admit that in her youth she enjoyed sex with her husband. According to medieval medical theory, women were more sexually voracious due to their cold and moist nature, requiring hot and dry male semen to restore the balance of humours, which engendered the stereotype of a lecherous woman, further reinforced by the reading of Eve’s sin as sexual. A misericord with a naked woman tempting an eager man in monastic garb illustrates this lurid view of women. Although this meme mostly aged well, there was an attempt to rewrite it by M. R. James, who catalogued this misericord as (try not to laugh) St Zosimas sharing his cloak with St Mary of Egypt. [40] At least he did not try to physically touch it up to make it more pious, which apparently happened to a supporter from a Bristol cathedral misericord. However, despite the late nineteenth-century retouches, there are still no doubts that it is not a bottle that the naked woman is trying to put in her mouth.
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			Figs 17–18. A monk and a naked woman misericord, Windsor, St. George’s Chapel, 1477–1484. Source: Grössinger C. The World Upside Down… P. 94.

			Woman sucking on a penis, Bristol Cathedral, right supporter, early 16th c. Photo by Juliana Dresvina.

		

		




			Penises figure in Margery’s visions during her period of sexual obsession when she was seeing men flashing their genitals at her and encouraging her to choose the ones she likes best (‘She saw, as she truly thought, various religious men, priests and many others, both heathen and Christian, coming before her eyes, so that she could not avoid them or put them out of her view, showing their bare genitals to her’, BMK I:59). An acrobat-like man displaying his nether regions is a frequent motif found on misericords: two are found in Oxford colleges, All Souls and in Magdalen, but the latter is not the copy of the former: if the All Souls ‘flasher’ is displaying his (breeches-covered) genitals, the Magdalen one seems to be sniffing his own bottom. Similar images, this time explicitly displaying their genitals, are found on a misericord in St Mary’s, Swine, on another one in All Saints’, Gresford, on the screen from All Saints, Hereford, a canopy from Ripon Cathedral, and in Jacobus Publicius’s Oratoriae artis epitoma, to serve as a mnemonic device for the letter V (vir). [41] Once again, the meme got lost on some modern viewers as the online catalogue describes the carving in St Mary’s as a ‘Griffin with large claws biting its tail’ [42] — more elegant, perhaps, but far less truthful than ‘A man with a vulva on his chin seemingly copulating with himself’. Suspiciously, this set is the only one known in England to have been made for the use of female patrons, Cistercian nuns. A recent scholar interprets his lozenge-shaped object as a beard, yet remarks that it ‘bears a curious resemblance to female genitalia’. [43] If, however, the unidentified object is viewed as hands, the Swine flasher becomes a sort of phallic ouroboros — phalloboros? — in an act of autofellatio. One way or another, the nuns were presented with a unique opportunity to sit both on a male face and a penis during a church service — not, perhaps, what the stalls commissioners initially had in mind.    
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			Figs 19–22. All Souls College and Magdalen College ‘flashers’, Oxford, 15th c. Photo by Juliana Dresvina; St Mary’s, Swine, Source: mistericords.co.uk; Jacobus Publicus’ ‘flasher’. 

		

	


		
		
			Margery is regularly seen as a temptress, although not always in exclusively sexual terms, by the authorities: the Archbishop of York would not let a younger (and presumably more suggestible) man accompany Margery out of his diocese, and the Mayor of Leicester claims that she came to his city to lead away good burgesses’ wives, like a piped piper, similar to the naked woman leading apes into the jaws of hell on a Bristol cathedral misericord (BMK I:52, 48). This ability to intoxicate and lead people astray connects Margery with another medieval meme, a wicked ale-wife, as she was indeed briefly a brewer. On a misericord from St Lawrence’s, Ludlow, the wicked ale-wife, naked except for her fashionable horned head-dress, is carried off to hell by a devil while still holding her tankard (used for giving short-measure). The right supporter then has her flung into the Mouth of Hell, while on the left devil Titivillus is writing down her sins. [44] 
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			Figs 23–25. Naked woman leading apes to hell, Bristol cathedral, early 16th century.

			Wicked ale-wife, St Lawrence’s, Ludlow, late 14th — early 15th c. Photos by Juliana Dresvina.

		

		



			Medieval women’s supposed obsession with fashion was one of the stock criticisms of contemporary preachers and moralists. Margery eagerly reports on herself: 

			Nevertheless, she would not put aside either her pride or her pretentious costumes that she had been used to, neither for her husband nor on any other person’s advice. And yet she knew full well that they said a great many insulting things about her, for she wore gold piping on her headdress, and her hoods were dagged with tippets. Her cloaks were so dagged and lined with many colours between the dags, so that it would be more striking to people’s eyes and she herself should be more admired (BMK I:2). 

			Here Margery evokes the meme of a fashionista, appearing as a personification of Superbia and depicted as a caricature of an ugly woman wearing a fashionable headgear both reminiscent of a fool’s cap and the devil’s horns, well known from Quentin Matsys’s satirical painting Ugly Duchess (1513) and later reworked in John Tenniel’s illustration of the Duchess from Alice in Wonderland. The direct connection between women’s fashion and the devil is highlighted in a misericord from St Mary’s, Minster Thanet, where the evil one lurks between the woman’s horned headdress. Mystic and hermit Richard Rolle (d. 1349), one of Margery’s devotional heroes, recalls how his attempt to chastise a woman for her dress boomeranged, ‘because in my eagerness to restrain the feminine craze for dressy and suggestive clothes I inspected too closely their extravagant ornamentation. She said I ought not to notice them enough to know whether they were wearing horned head-dresses or not’. He humbly concludes: ‘I think she was right to reprove me’. [45] 




		
			
				[image: ]
			

		


			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			Figs 26–27: Superbia (Pride). St Lawrence’s, Ludlow, late 14th — early 15th c.

			Devil in a woman’s headdress. St Mary’s, Minster Thanet, early 15th c. Photos by Juliana Dresvina.

		

		



			Another association between women and demons was a belief that women are more easily distracted during the services. A fourteenth-century misericord from Ely cathedral depicts two women in the church, with their fashionable devotional accessories (one with her psalter, the other with her rosary — the items Margery possessed as well) busy chatting to each other rather than attending to the words of the priest, with demon Titivillus embracing them fondly. [46] A verse version of this story appears in the Vernon Manuscript (Bodleian Library MS. Eng. poet. a. 1, England, 1381–1400), fol. 303r, in which the future St Augustine of Canterbury, while serving one day as a deacon to Pope Gregory, saw two women gossiping during the reading of the Gospel and the devil writing down every word they say; so many were the words that the fiend had to stretch the parchment with his teeth to make more space but they still did not fit, so he banged his head against the church wall in despair, which made Augustine laugh. The scene on the misericord is reminiscent of Margery’s inability to concentrate on the evensong at St Margaret’s in her hometown of Lynn, after having been indecently propositioned by her co-parishioner. She was ‘so troubled with the man’s words that she could neither hear evensong nor say her paternoster, nor think any good thoughts…’ (BMK I:4). Eventually she ‘went to the man to know if he would then consent to take her’, only to discover that he was testing her and would have nothing to do with her! 
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			Fig. 28. Devil embracing two chatting women. Ely cathedral, 14th c. Photo by Juliana Dresvina.

		

		



			Surprisingly for Margery, this time she did not try to have her own back, perhaps recognising her own behaviour as less than honourable. The members of her immediate family seemingly fared less well, especially her husband, John Kempe. Possessing a stronger personality, she clearly viewed herself as superior to him and her subordination went only as far as she was prepared to comply with the rules of the society she lived in. For example, once she finally got fed up with the marital debt coercion, she balanced the books by literally paying off John’s debts out of her own pocket on the condition that he would no longer make any claims to her body, but not until 23 June 1413 when she was already forty (BMK I:11). Judging by the ‘Wife of Bath’s Tale’, the belief that what a woman most desires is the sovereignty over her husband or partner was widespread, and in its extreme this meme appears on many misericords as the image of virago, a man-beating wife. Margery repeatedly ignores John Kempe’s advice and does not tire in reminding him of his inferiority; although she never seemingly resorts to the actual physical violence, such as on a Boston misericord depicting an unsuccessful hunter walloped by his wife for not brining any game, John Kempe regularly took verbal beatings from his wife for not being a husband she imagined him to be. He may have recognised their domestic setting on another Boston misericord, where a peaceful dinner is about to turn violent as the wife raises her serving spoon menacingly, while the husband is shielding his head in advance, while still holding the bellows — a hint that he is fanning his wife’s passions.
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			Figs 29–30. Hunter beaten by his wife; A domestic scene. St Botolph’s, Boston (both c. 1390). Photos by Ilya Sverdlov.

		

		



			The flip side of Margery’s dominance, however, was her capability. Even after her conversion Margery still subscribed to the stereotype of a very practical housewife in her visions and meditations: she frequently finds herself swaddling Mary and then Jesus, cleaning, cooking, feeding, instructing the Divine child, and finally even offering Mary a nice cup of hot soup after they bury Jesus (BMK I:6; 81). She hardly depicts herself looking after her own family past the reference to her husband giving her back the keys after she recovered after her first birth and her undertaking her other responsibilities (BMK I:1) and having to care for John in his old age after his serious head injury (BMK I:76). Margery never mentions her children, except John Kempe Jr, and only in Book II when he is already an adult, so one wonders if these domestic visions are in fact Margery’s compensation for all those years of neglect her family suffered while she was away on her numerous pilgrimages. Yet perhaps she did not have to spell out her ability and experience in running a household at length — a few touches would suffice to summon in her audience’s mind scenes such as portrayed on a misericord from St Mary’s, Fairford, with the dog trying to steal meat from the pot, but the housewife so confidently on top of the situation that she does not even bother to get off her stool. A supporter from Magdalen College chapel represents a development of this episode, more successful for its canine participant, with the dog having a pot over its head.
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			Figs 31–32. Woman warding off a dog, St Mary’s, Fairford, 15th c.

			Dog with a pot on its head, Magdalen College, Oxford, late 15th c. Photos by Juliana Dresvina.

		

		



			Conclusions

			‘The meme-based approach is extendable but not totalizing’, writes Michael Drout in his recent elaboration of a meme-based study of early medieval English material. He continues: ‘It recognizes that there are multiple traditions operating at multiple scales and different times, and the theory can only explain them if the particular local, historical, and contingent influences of those traditions are teased out of their matrix and examined.’ [47] Instead of taking a longitudinal perspective, like Jack Zipe’s examination of fairy-tales which purposely coevolved to remain relevant, [48] or Drout’s own testing of memetics in the linguistic environment, this essay attempts to expand memetics theory to transmedia examples — something which, to the best of my knowledge, has not been done before. 

			Thinking about medieval material in terms of memes helps us understand the meaning and function of recurrent itinerant topics in various cultural media of the period. ‘Copy the instructions or idea’ and ‘copy the design’ approach (genotype vs phenotype) is also a useful way to explain, to both students and hard science colleagues, why some of these iterations of one topic can be so different and some so similar, such as the ‘flasher’ meme. Memes are ‘selfish’, just like genes in Dawkins’s definition, [49] as they do not have to be ‘useful’ to spread (think of an earworm you accidentally heard) — they just need to outcompete other memes, through chance or personal circumstances, for a space in our brain. This is probably why Margery sometimes uses potentially self-harming memes when describing herself: they are the most readily available to her at that particular moment.

			I do not try to suggest that the experiences Margery was trying to describe are not genuine nor do I mean to write her story off as complete fiction. Many of the memes, such as biblical or Shakespearean phrases like pearls before swine, the blind leading the blind, wild goose chase, or a laughing stock, still regularly used to this day, are durable because they are suitable for encapsulating and expressing something of a shared human experience. Even if we cannot know what really happened to Margery, her use of memes to tell her story is successful as long as they help us engage with it. Understood through memetics, Margery is both a useful ‘vehicle’ (in Dawkins’s term) for the ‘replicators’ (that is, memes expressed in misericords) and a beneficiary of the multiple memes she carries, as they make her book so memorable and fit enough to survive. Nearly six hundred years later, like a weird yet adorable platypus, Margery is still winning at cultural evolution. [50]
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			Figs 33–34: Platypus Internet memes; meme by Juliana Dresvina.
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