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KARMA LOCHRIE AND USHA VISHNUVAJJALA

—A woman friend is as rare as true love.

ELENA FERRANTE'

FRIENDSHIP HAS BEEN DEFINED, when it is defined at all, by proximity, like-
ness, political affiliation, public or moral good, and emotional or affective
attachment.” With the exception of the final category, it has often been char-
acterized in ways that are primarily or even solely available to men, and often
only to those meeting other criteria such as class, religion, or race. Within
these constraints, the concept of friendship sometimes comes to resemble a
condition, something dictated by circumstance, rather than a bond of affec-
tion, love, or even competition, as many of us may think of it today. At the
same time, in recent years, studies and news articles on health have begun to
tout the benefits of friendship for our physical and mental health, although
they rarely define friendship and tend to focus instead on measurable or quan-
tifiable criteria like the number of people one communicates with each day by
phone call or text message.’

1. Elena Ferrante, A Woman Friend Is as Rare as True Love,” trans. Ann Goldstein, Guardian,
April 28, 2018, https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2018/apr/28/elena-ferrante-woman-
friend-rare-as-true-love.

2. For a recent overview, see Alexander Nehamas, On Friendship (New York: Basic Books,
2016).

3. Jamie Ducharme, “Why Spending Time with Friends Is One of the Best Things You
Can Do for Your Health,” Time, June 25, 2019, https://time.com/5609508/social-support-health-
benefits/ (accessed June 2, 2021). The study Ducharme references that measures friendship by
the number of phone calls and text messages is Suwen Lin et al., “Social Network Structure
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The anthropologist Robin Dunbar, who famously posited that the number
of close friendships a species was capable of maintaining depended on the size
of its neocortex, concluded in the 1990s that humans were capable of about
150 close friendships, a number still referred to as “Dunbar’s Number” When
asked recently about research that seemed to undermine his theory, Dunbar
reiterated his original claim and, according to Jenny Gross of the New York
Times, defined a “meaningful relationship” as “those people you know well
enough to greet without feeling awkward if you ran into them in an airport
lounge”* Another recent Times article drew outrage from readers when it sug-
gested that they use the pandemic to jettison friends whose struggles made
them a bad influence, defining friendship as “an evolutionary advantage”
and noting that “psychologists, sociologists and evolutionary anthropologists
say it behooves us to take a more curatorial approach when it comes to our
friends because who you hang out with determines who you are.”” Each of the
essays in this volume defines friendship in a different way—through shared
values, protection, advice, physical affection, or safe spaces for difficult feel-
ings, among other things—but each one defines friendship as something more
nuanced and complex than these social science approaches construe it to be.
And recent popular representations of women’s friendship demonstrate that
for many of us in the twenty-first century, friendship is about more than evo-
lutionary advantages, virtuous behavior, or comfort making small talk.

If friendship after the pandemic is a matter of debate, female friendship
remains even more mysterious as a category, despite its increasing popular-
ity as a topic of novels, films, and television shows. Female friendships, if
recent film criticism is to be believed, have been experiencing something of a
cinematic surge since 2019 with Greta Gerwig’s Little Women, the first major
dramatic film to expand comedy’s growing focus on female friendship in films
like Bridesmaids (2011), Spy (2015), and Ghostbusters (2016), all directed by
Paul Feig. The Guardian announced Gerwig’s film and its timing as a veritable
invention of sisterhood and female friendship under the title “Sister Act: From

Is Predictive of Health and Wellness,” PLOS One, June 6, 2019, https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.
pone.o217264.

4. Jenny Gross, “Can You Have More Than 150 Friends?,” New York Times, May 11, 2021,
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/05/11/science/dunbars-number-debunked.html (accessed June
14, 2021).

5. Kate Murphy, “How to Rearrange Your Post-Pandemic ‘Friendscape;” New York Times,
June 7, 2021, https://www.nytimes.com/2021/06/01/well/family/curate-friends.html (accessed
June 14, 2021). An earlier version of this article, published June 1, 2021, suggested that read-
ers avoid friendships with those who are obese or who struggle with addiction because those
conditions are more common among those whose friends have them.


https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0217264
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Killing Eve to Little Women, Female Friendships Finally Get Top Billing.”
The pairing of Killing Eve and Little Women in this title is a jarring juxtapo-
sition: the familial nineteenth-century friendships depicted in Alcott’s novel
would strike most viewers as light-years distant from the BBC series’ obses-
sive, erotic, and frightening relationship between British intelligence investi-
gator Eve (Sandra Oh) and psychopathic assassin Villanelle (Jodie Comer).
The story of female friendship framed by these two recent ventures in film and
television-streaming is itself a strange and compelling riddle.

The film and television series both follow closely on the best-selling liter-
ary inquiry into female friendship by Elena Ferrante in her Neapolitan quar-
tet of novels that explores the relationship of Lila and Lenu from childhood
through adulthood. April de Angelis, who adapted the first volume of Fer-
rante’s series, My Brilliant Friend, for the National Theatre in London in 2019,
averred (in a curious ventriloquism of Geoftrey Chaucer’s Wife of Bath, no
less!), “Men have always told women’s stories, and they’ve always put them-
selves right at the centre of the picture. If women had to tell the story of
our lives, wed talk about friends, really, talk about our daughters, talk about
mothers, talk about grandmothers, and talk about the friendships that are
important to us”” Indeed, as Tiziana de Rogatis notes, what is most remark-
able about Ferrante’s novels is their captivating representation of what she calls
the “liberating messiness” of female friendship—friendship, that is, in all its
intimacy, eroticism, fear, cruelty, and indispensability.” Ferrante herself insists
on jettisoning “every literary idealization” in order to capture the sheer “disor-
derliness of female friendship” in her novels.” For Ferrante, as the epigram to
our introduction suggests, female friendship is also both rare and tantamount
to “true love” She further explains that “the relationship between friends has
the richness, the complexity, the contradictions, the inconsistencies of love.”
There is also, she adds, linguistic support for her simile of female friendship

6. Gwendolyn Smith, “Sister Act: From Killing Eve to Little Women, Female Friendships
Finally Get Top Billing,” Guardian, December 22, 2019.

7. Quoted in Smith, “Sister Act” We allude, of course, to the Wife of Bath’s rant against
her husband’s reading of the “Book of Wicked Wives” to her in which she exclaims that “by
God, if women had written stories / As men have in their oratories / They would have written
about men / More than the mark of Adam can redress” [“By God, if wommen hadde writen
stories / As clerkes han withinne hire oratories / They wolde han writen of men moore wik-
kednesse / Than al the mark of Adam may redresse”; Canterbury Tales, ed. Benson, III: lines
693-96). De Angelis revises the Wife’s insistence that women would call out men in their writ-
ings, suggesting that, instead, women would write about their friendships.

8. Tiziana de Rogatis, “For Elena Ferrante, What Distinguishes Conventional Male and
Female Friendships? The Liberating Messiness of the Neapolitan Quartet Friendship,” LitHub,
December 17, 2019.

9. Quoted in de Rogatis, “For Elena Ferrante”
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and true love. In Italian amicizia already collapses love into friendship by
means of the root verb, amare, “to love””” The rarity of the woman friend to
Ferrante’s way of thinking—Ilike that of true love—consists in its exceptional-
ity, its marvelousness, and its scarcity.

THERE IS another kind of rarity where female friendship is concerned, how-
ever: the rarity of its consideration in scholarship, including literary schol-
arship, on premodern women. Virginia Woolf famously invented a female
friendship in the history of letters in which the simple phrase “Chloe liked
Olivia” seemed to open up worlds of pleasure and recognition that had hith-
erto not existed for women readers. Karma Lochrie addresses Woolf’s rumi-
nations more fully in her essay in this volume, but for the purposes of this
introduction, we can sympathize with Woolf’s exasperation that something
is missing from accounts of literary history, even though our purview is the
Middle Ages rather than the long durée of literary history.

The rarity of the female friend is not limited to accounts of literary his-
tory: it extends to the relative absence of the kind of cultural and philosophi-
cal ballast that scaffolds the history of masculine friendship as an idealized
construct.

Most writers on friendship either assumed or outright insisted that mas-
culinity was itself a condition of friendship, from the classical period to the
Middle Ages and into early modernity. Female friendship was thus marginal-
ized if not rendered inconceivable within the Western philosophy of friend-
ship; friendship was spiritually, politically, and constitutionally unavailable
to women. Amicitia was often deemed by definition a masculine virtue that
excluded women. Early classical definitions conceived of friendship as pri-
marily a public affiliation that provided the “public and political basis for civic
community.”" Philia, the Greek word for friendship, was originally “character-
ized as ethical, public, exclusively masculine, and elite,”” categorically exclud-
ing women, as well as nonelite citizens. In addition, Aristotle defines a more
private ideal of friendship between male persons in a famous formulation: “a
friend is another self”” The likeness between friends about which Aristotle
writes is based on equality and a similitude with respect to virtue, a quality
presumed to be possessed by men but not by women, as its etymology sug-

10. Ferrante, “A Woman Friend”

11. Ivy Schweitzer, “Making Equals: Classical Philia and Women’s Friendship,” Feminist
Studies 42, no. 2 (2016): 339—40.

12. Schweitzer, “Making Equals,” 337-38.

13. See Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 8.8.12; Schweitzer, “Making Equals,” 342.
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gests.* Cicero likewise defined friendship in terms of “a second self . . . that
become virtually one person instead of two.”” Much later, Michel de Mon-
taigne made explicit the exclusion of women from classical definitions of ideal
friendship: “The ordinary capacity of women is inadequate for that commu-
nion and fellowship which is the nurse of this sacred bond; nor does their
soul seem firm enough to endure the strain of so tight and durable a knot"

Although classical models of friendship as a form of affiliation for the
public good certainly survived into the early modern period, to consider them
the dominant way of understanding friendship in the Middle Ages is to privi-
lege the influence of one strand of classical philosophy—however dominant—
over the written evidence that survives from the Middle Ages. The forms of
friendship depicted in these texts are at times very similar to and at times
dramatically different from the type valued in classical philosophy or Chris-
tian theology. The writings of Aelred of Rievaulx, a twelfth-century Yorkshire
abbot who adapted Cicero’s ideas for a Christian audience, are often treated as
the final word on medieval friendship. Although several of the essays in this
volume draw on Aelred’s writings, we also note emphatically that his defini-
tion of spiritual friendship was not the only type of friendship experienced,
documented, or imagined by medieval women.

The female friendships this volume considers are those evidenced in writ-
ten texts. Whether they document friendships between historical women or
imagine those between fictional women, this volume’s essays on female friend-
ship demonstrate that the topic of women’s friendships, intimacy, communi-
ties, and affinities was, in fact, a central concern to medieval writers across
genders, literary genres, and linguistic and national differences. We suggest
that these friendships have long been neglected not only because of discourses
privileging friendships between men but because definitions of masculine
friendships have focused on those friendships grounded in likeness, virtue,
and public identity; many of these friendships are between women who may
not be alike, whose friendships play out largely in private arenas, or who would
not be considered virtuous by either classical or Christian frameworks."”

14. See, however, Holly A. Crocker’s groundbreaking intervention in masculine defini-
tions of virtue in The Matter of Virtue: Women’s Ethical Action from Chaucer to Shakespeare
(Philadephia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2019).

15. Cicero, De amicitia, quoted in Schweitzer, “Making Equals,” 342.

16. “Of Friendship,” in Michel de Montaigne, The Complete Works: Essays, Travel Journal,
Letters, trans. Donald M. Frame (New York: Knopf, 2003), 167.

17. As examples, see Amanda Herbert, Female Alliances: Gender, Identity, and Friendship
in Early Modern Britain (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2014); Penelope Anderson,
Friendship’s Shadows: Women’s Friendship and the Politics of Betrayal in England, 1640-1705
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2013); and Schweitzer, “Making Equals.”



6 LOCHRIE AND VISHNUVAJJALA

No scholar has captured the sheer inconceivability of historical construc-
tions of friendship including women more than Alan Bray. In the introduc-
tion to his important study of friendship in England from the year 1000 to
the eighteenth century, Bray pauses to consider the implicit gendering of his
own historical evidence:

Am T writing about friendship or about masculine friendship? Curiously,
this question is more difficult to answer, because friendship has been no
less asymmetrical than gender itself. There is no more revealing question
about the friendship of traditional society than to ask how it encompassed

18
women.

Bray acknowledges that he is indeed writing about masculine friendship, even
though he finds evidence for female friendship in the seventeenth century.
This volume seeks to build on Bray’s question by asking the following: If medi-
eval understandings of friendship do not encompass women, where might
women’s friendship reside, and under what cultural rubrics other than mas-
culine virtue, political affinity, and civic polity might it be found? What are
the conditions of its emergence and the temper of its expressions? How does
it fare under the discourse of medieval misogyny? What different species of
female friendship can we discern in medieval texts? Early modern writing
on friendship amasses a wealth of terminology for different kinds of friend-
ship affiliated with women and men, including “chaste friendship,” “erotic”
friendship, political friendship, “sworn brotherhood,” and more.” One of the
most important studies of nonsexual love and friendship in the Middle Ages
is Stephen Jaeger’s Ennobling Love, in which he argues for that secular pas-
sionate friendship that provides a diptych with spiritual friendship in medi-
eval courtly society.” Jaeger’s book has little to say, however, about female
friendship because the friendship he examines is the masculine forerunner of
courtly love. “Ennobling love” is courtly love, a cultural phenomenon which
expanded on the idea of the masculine friendship as a source of self-better-
ment to a heterosexual ideal that included women. While women were now
participants in that “ennobling love” that we call courtly love, the Middle Ages

18. Alan Bray, The Friend (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 10.

19. For the terms for female friendship, including chaste femme love, see Valerie Traub, The
Renaissance of Lesbianism in Early Modern England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2002), esp. 188-228. For sworn brotherhood, see Bray, The Friend, 16-17, 12526, and 315-17.

20. C. Stephen Jaeger, Ennobling Love: In Search of a Lost Sensibility (Philadelphia: Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania Press, 1999). See his chapter “Women,” 82-108.



INTRODUCTION 7

seems to be no closer to developing a culturally legible ideal of female friend-
ship than it was before the twelfth century.

The only major study of medieval female friendship across history consists
of a volume of essays edited by Albrecht Classen and Marilyn Sandidge that
includes “that still uncharted territory” of women and friendship in the Mid-
dle Ages along with essays devoted to masculine friendship.” One of the rea-
sons for the relative neglect of medieval studies of female friendship, we think,
is that the topic was subsumed in the movement of queer studies in the 1990s
and early 2000s. For example, Lochrie’s essay in the Cambridge Companion to
Medieval Women’s Writing, “Between Women,” included a discussion of female
friendship within the larger discussion of female homoeroticism in medieval
texts. Queer medieval studies co-opted female friendship studies before there
was such a thing, and, as a result, we really do not have much groundwork,
theoretical or historical, for talking about female friendship as friendship in
the Middle Ages. At the same time, it might seem to us as though this topic
has been fully vetted because of the scattered address of the topic under queer
studies. A quick search of the topic, however, reveals a surprising dearth of
studies other than those we have already cited.

Meanwhile, the interest in women’s friendship in other historical periods
and in current popular writing continues apace without the Middle Ages. The
2017 nonfiction book Secret Sisterhood: The Literary Friendships of Jane Aus-
ten, Charlotte Bronté, George Eliot, and Virginia Woolf, by Emily Midorikawa
and Emma Claire Sweeney, documents the largely unknown epistolary friend-
ships these four major British women writers had with other female writ-
ers; feminist linguistics scholar Deborah Tannen’s 2017 book You're the Only
One I Can Tell: Inside the Language of Women's Friendships considers, among
many other things, the detrimental effect that negative social interactions—
including those with friends—have on women’s health, despite the fact that
they do not have a similar effect on men’s health. Reese Witherspoon, post-
ing an Instagram picture of herself with her co-stars of the 2017 HBO series
Big Little Lies (based on the 2014 novel of the same name by Liane Moriarty),
remarks of the series and her relationship to her fellow actresses: “The power
of sisterhood and friendship is limitless!” Guardian writer Ellen E. Jones, who
quotes Witherspoon, offers a somewhat different assessment of the series, if

21. Albrecht Classen and Marilyn Sandidge, eds., Friendship in the Middle Ages and Early
Modern Age: Explorations of a Fundamental Ethical Discourse (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2010), 47.
Even in this massive collection dedicated to friendship, only two essays address medieval
female friendships explicitly: Lisa M. C. Weston, “Where Textual Bodies Meet: Anglo-Saxon
Women’s Epistolary Friendships,” 231-41; and Sara Deutch Schotland, “Talking Bird and Gentle
Heart: Female Homosocial Bonding in Chaucer’s ‘Squire’s Tale,” 525-42.
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not the actresses’ bonds with one another, as “I'V’s most compelling commer-
cial opportunity yet: female friendship as a commodity.”**

We argue that this supposedly new interest in women’s friendship as a
topic of art, scholarship, cinema, and even consumerism actually continues
a long tradition of writing that has been neglected in scholarship until now.
We can see how thoroughly a periodized understanding of women’s friend-
ship has pervaded popular thinking in examples like an NPR review of the
book Text Me When You Get Home: The Evolution and Triumph of Modern
Female Friendship that begins with the sentences “Women in the Middle Ages
were excluded from many realms: the law, universities, and surprisingly, from
friendship, writes author Kayleen Schaefer. The term ‘friend’ was reserved
for the half of humanity that purportedly possessed superior morals—men—
and only used to describe other men.”” While the recent interest in women’s
friendship is a positive development in fiction and scholarship and nonfiction,
it often relies on a false sense of periodization. With this volume, we aim to
put to rest the idea that women’s friendships are a particularly modern devel-
opment, and with it the oversimplified narrative of historical progress between
the Middle Ages and today, especially with respect to gender.

This volume is designed not only to remedy the absence of scholarly work
on female friendship in the Middle Ages, therefore, but also to begin to artic-
ulate the multiform ways in which women’s friendships appear in medieval
literary texts, culture, and even in modern Wiccan derivatives of medieval
craft societies. Like the knight in the Wife of Bath’s Tale, who searches for an
answer to the question of what it is that women most desire only to receive
multiple and varied answers, we were delighted to discover in the course of
assembling this collection that women’s friendships in medieval literature and
culture are not homogenous; nor do they necessarily track with the philo-
sophical parameters of masculine friendships. Like Ferrante, we are interested
here in the “disorderliness of female friendship,” as well as its deepest sympa-
thies, ethics, cross-species affiliations, and even its “virtual” and “prosthetic”
capacities.”* Our volume aims to generate a rich and provocative investigation
into female friendships in the medieval period, but it also reserves an eye
toward the present, including the recent surge in novels, movies, and stream-

22. Ellen E. Jones, “Is Big Little Lies Selling Us a Version of Consumer Feminism That Is
Just Too Good to Be True?” Guardian, June 19, 2019.

23. Kayleen Schaefer, Text Me When You Get Home: The Evolution and Triumph of Modern
Female Friendship (New York: Dutton, 2018); Rhaina Cohen, “Text Me When You Get Home’
Celebrates the Complexities of Female Friendship,” NPR, February 11, 2018.

24. Laurie Finke borrows this idea of “prosthetic friendship” from David Wills, who
defines it as “friendship artificially conceived or produced,” in “Full Dorsal: Derrida’s Politics of
Friendship,” Postmodern Culture 15, no. 3 (May 2005). See Finke’s essay in this volume.
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ing series on female friendship. In that sense, it pursues a practice of befriend-
ing past female friendships by way of considering how they might help speak
to our present moment. One of the ways in which our volume straddles past
and present lies in its recourse to contemporary theories of friendship, from
Jacques Derridas The Politics of Friendship to the work of Toni Morrison,
Nancy K. Miller, and other important writers and scholars of the late twen-
tieth and early twenty-first centuries. In addition, we recognize the wealth of
feminist scholarship from the past forty years that addresses women’s friend-
ships in complex and important ways, even if we do not cite their work in our
own. We are deeply aware of and indebted to their work, as we endeavor to
push the inquiry into women’s friendship into a past era that has remained
somewhat puzzlingly immune to this vector of feminist inquiry.”

Rather than organizing the essays according to better-studied forms of
affiliation in the Middle Ages, such as familial bonds or patronage networks,
we chose to organize them according to the provocations and interventions
the essays in each section are making: spiritual friendship, feminine spaces,
and new modes of affinity. While each of these categories is porous and many
of the essays in this volume are concerned with spiritual identity, feminine
spaces, and new or emerging modes of affinity, this way of organizing the
essays highlights the fact that many medieval representations of female friend-
ship do not map easily onto existing categories of relation.

Part 1, “Varieties of Spiritual Friendship,” takes up what might be the most
familiar category of female friendship even though, aside from the case of
Hildegard of Bingen and Richardis, scholarship has been slow to consider
it. The varieties of spiritual friendships discussed in this part range widely
across the temporal and the geographic, from Jennifer Brown’s exploration of
the famous visionaries Hildegard of Bingen and Catherine of Siena; to Stella

25. While any attempt to cite all the—mostly female—authors who have written on this
topic over the past forty years is destined inadvertently to omit some individuals, we never-
theless wish to acknowledge as many as we can: Adrienne Rich, “Compulsory Heterosexuality
and Lesbian Existence,” Signs 5, no. 4 (Summer 1980): 631-60; Lillian Faderman, Surpassing
the Love of Men: Romantic Friendship and Love Between Women from the Renaissance to the
Present (New York: William Morrow, 1981); Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches
(Freedom, CA: Crossing Press, 1984); Janice Raymond, A Passion for Friends: Toward a Phi-
losophy of Female Affection (Boston: Beacon Press, 1986); Mary Hunt, Fierce Tenderness: A
Feminist Theology of Friendship (New York: Crossroad, 1992); Maria Lugones and Pat Alake
Rosezelle, “Sisterhood and Friendship as Feminist Models,” in Feminism and Community, ed.
Penny A. Weiss and Marilyn Friedman (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1995), 135-46;
Jody Greene, “The Work of Friendship,” GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies 10, no. 3
(2004): 319-37; and Judith Taylor, “Enduring Friendship: Women’s Intimacies and the Erotics
of Survival,” Frontiers: A Journal of Women'’s Studies 34, no. 1 (2013): 93-113. Schweitzer provides
most of these references, as well as an excellent review of feminist and queer scholarship on
women’s friendship; see Schweitzer, “Making Equals.”
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Wang’s consideration of Marie de France’s twelfth-century hagiography La
vie seint Audree alongside Eliduc and La Fresne; to Andrea Bofta’s discussion
of Italian holy women like Clare of Rimini (d. 1346), Umiliani de Cerchi (d.
1246), and Margaret of Cortona (d. 1297); to Alexandra Verini’s essay on the
“absent presence” of women’s friendships at Syon Abbey, a Bridgettine house
established in the fifteenth century in England. Wang argues for an under-
standing of women’s spiritual friendship not only in terms of private bonds
but in terms of an amicitia that was public and discursive.

This volume’s second part, “Feminine Space, Feminine Voices,” takes espe-
cial notice of the spaces in which women’s friendships become legible and the
crucial role played by female audiences in the expression of female fellow-
ship. Lydia Kertz and Usha Vishnuvajjala frame this section with their essays
considering the spaces and audiences of female friendship. Kertz addresses
specifically those spaces of female learning in textile production in the Middle
English Emaré, which creates transnational connections between Muslim and
Christian women in the text even as it valorizes the aristocratic Christian
female body over the elite Muslim woman. Vishnuvajjala interrogates the pri-
vate spaces of the fourteenth-century Stanzaic Morte Arthur to discover how
spaces explicitly populated by women enable Gaynor’s expressions of emo-
tion and sympathy, and to suggest that fellowship among women in romance,
although it might seem like so much background, is actually vital to Gaynor’s
rare expressions of emotion. Female fellowship, in this case, is more evident
in its affective effects and gendered spaces than it is in any more conventional
depiction of friendship dyads. Melissa Elmes likewise details the possible
extratextual pressures and awarenesses of Middle English works by Chaucer,
Gower, and Malory, arguing for a heightened late-medieval authorial orien-
tation toward female audiences and patrons that accounts for key diversions
from their source material.

The collection’s final part turns to a vibrant array of secular friendships
ranging from the personal and private to public and transgressive, to interspe-
cies, to modern and prosthetic. This section, “New Modes of Female Friend-
ship,” straddles the medieval and modern by reaching out from cummarship
in medieval alewife poems, in Carissa Harris’s essay, to twentieth-century les-
bian bar culture. Karma Lochrie’s essay begins from the twentieth-century
Bechdel test for the depiction of female friendship in contemporary cinema,
to consider how three different types of female fellowship in Chaucer’s Can-
terbury Tales might offer alternatives to the notion of masculine fellowship
framing the tales as a whole. Christine Chism likewise maps out a kind of
virtual friendship and “alternative sociality” produced by Christine de Pizan
in her fifteenth-century opus, Le livre de la cité des dames (Book of the City of



INTRODUCTION 11

Ladies). Chismy’s argument also affords an exciting theorizing of female read-
ership in terms of virtual friendship that potentially expands the category of
women’s friendship for readers of women’s text, medieval, early modern, and
modern, aligning women readers across history in a sororal friendship. This
section continues with Laurie Finke’s provocative study of the modern Wiccan
movement as it evolved from the Freemasons in terms of “prosthetic friend-
ship”” Finally, Clare Lees and Gillian Overing address the challenge of finding
a “narrative in the face of absence” by considering three contemporary texts
that reimagine the seventh century. They focus in particular on the possibility
of friendship between abbess Zlftfleed and queen Iurminburg by way of imag-
ining a gemeecce, or formal female friendship, as that concept was defined by
Nicola Griffith. All the essays of this part challenge contemporary and medi-
eval scholars to think across historical eras as well as to imagine categories of
female friendship that might not easily sync with masculine models of friend-
ship and fellowship, and that might chart new directions for theorizing female
friendship tout court.

We hope that this volume is not the last word on women’s friendships
in medieval literature and culture, but that it charts some initial interlocu-
tory directions for medieval scholars to begin addressing other histories and
theories of women’s friendships. As we write this introduction, the world is
emerging from an unparalleled period of isolation because of the coronavi-
rus pandemic, and Penelope Anderson’s beautiful afterword, “Friendship at a
Distance,” explores how our new awareness of vulnerability, interdependence,
inequality, and the necessity of caring for each other despite our differences
might reshape how we think about friendship both today and in the past,
arguing that studying historical representations of women’s friendship “helps
us imagine an equality that incorporates rather than puts aside difference.”
While we could not have anticipated the singular historical circumstances in
which this volume would emerge when we began it, we hope that it will seize
the day, so to speak, in furthering our understanding of friendships among
women, both medieval and modern, both synchronic and cross-temporal.
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CHAPTER 1

>’

Female Friendships and
Visionary Women

JENNIFER N. BROWN

THE MEDIEVAL WOMEN whose lives have come to us in most detail are the
exceptional ones, those championed by powerful men, and those who were
or remain controversial. In some cases—such as with visionary or mystical
women—they are all three at once. And all too often the stories that sur-
vive—often hagiographies—are told by men and primarily concerned with
the men with whom these women had often deep, intimate friendships. Many
scholars have written about the close relationships between male writers and
their female subjects, or other cross-sex friendships born from intellectual
and spiritual connection.’ But surely for many of these women, particularly
those who lived or ended their lives in cloisters surrounded by other women,
their friendships with their sisters and female friends were the deepest. This

Thank you to Karma Lochrie and Usha Vishnuvajjala for their comments on this essay. Thank
you as well for the comments and suggestions by my reading group: Valerie Allen, Glenn
Burger, Matthew Goldie, Steven Kruger, David Lavinsky, and Michael Sargent.

1. See, for example, the collection edited by Catherine Mooney, Gendered Voices: Medi-
eval Saints and Their Interpreters (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 1999); John Coak-
ley, Women, Men, and Spiritual Power: Female Saints ¢ Their Male Collaborators (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2006), and H. M. Canatella, “Long-Distance Love: The Ideology of
Male-Female Spiritual Friendship in Goscelin of Saint Bertin’s Liber confortartorius,” Journal of
the History of Sexuality 19 (2010): 35-53. My own work on the subject can be found in Jennifer
N. Brown, “The Chaste Erotics of Marie d'Oignies and Jacques de Vitry;” Journal of the History
of Sexuality 19 (2010): 74-93, and Fruit of the Orchard: Catherine of Siena in Late Medieval and
Early Modern England (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2018).
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essay seeks to answer the question Karma Lochrie raises in her essay “Between
Women”: “Where [in medieval texts] were the women who formed communi-
ties with each other, engaged in deep, abiding friendship together, and expe-
rienced sexual bonds with other women?”* I have chosen to look at visionary
women, whose specific burden of care and support is perhaps more urgent
than that of other medieval religious women because of the physical and
emotional toll of their raptures. In choosing a few examples from the twelfth
century to the sixteenth, in various European contexts (modern-day Low
Countries, Germany, Switzerland, Italy, and England), I hope to demonstrate
how necessary the female friend was to the medieval visionary woman and
how, by looking closely at their surviving textual evidence, we can see those
friendships in stark relief.

There are many women I could consider for this essay, but I have cho-
sen those that I feel exemplify some of the categories of women’s spiritual
friendship that we can glean from medieval sources and that demonstrate
the nuanced relationships that surrounded and supported them: the men-
tor and/or mentee, the scribe and/or intellectual confidant, and a member of
the visionary’s close circle or community of support. The women I examine
here cross these categories, and sometimes blur them, but they clearly rep-
resent close woman-woman friendships that support and make the work of
the visionary possible: Hildegard of Bingen and two nuns she lived with and
knew, as well as some women with whom she had an epistolary friendship;
Elsbeth of Stagel and her sisterbook writings about Elizabeth of Toss; Cath-
erine of Siena and the women of her famiglia, especially her female scribes;
and, finally, the early modern Syon nun Mary Champney, a woman who
inspired an anonymously authored vita after her death. In each of these cases,
the friendship among women is not central (and is often, indeed, hidden),
but between the lines of their surviving records one can piece together how
these celebrated women had a network of others around them making their
success possible.

Friendship has previously been examined in a spiritual context, and many
of the women looked at here are known for their male friends (Hildegard and
Volmar; Elsbeth of Stagel and Henry Suso; Catherine of Siena and Raymond
of Capua). In Hildegard’s and Catherine’s cases, these friends also became
the women’s hagiographers. Their friendships thrived despite a tradition of
auctoritas that agreed, as Jane Tibbets Schulenburg notes, that “it was vir-
tually impossible for women to enter into and maintain ‘pure’ friendships

2. Karma Lochrie, “Between Women,” in The Cambridge Companion to Medieval Women’s
Writing, ed. Carolyn Dinshaw and David Wallace (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2003), 70-88, at 70.
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with members of the opposite sex.”” The potential erotics of these relation-

ships—imbalanced because of the notoriety of the woman visionary/saint
and the hagiographer imbued with Church power and masculine authority—
can sometimes be read into the vitae or other surviving texts. Alongside this
tradition is another of “spiritual friendship,” largely defined by the work of
Aelred of Rievaulx in his book of that title, De spiritali amicitia, written in
the mid-twelfth century, a text that was widely translated and disseminated.*
Aelred drew on classical works but reframed them in a Christian context and
described how human friendship can lead to the divine. Writing at first a dia-
logue between two men and later a discussion among three, Aelred explains
the true nature of friendship and how it opens the mind and heart to Christ:
“Was that not like the first fruits of bliss, so to love and so to be loved, to help
and to be helped, and from the sweetness of brotherly love to fly aloft toward
that higher place in the splendor of divine love, or from the ladder of char-
ity now to soar to the embrace of Christ himself, or, now descending to the
love of oné’s neighbor, there sweetly to rest?”” However, Aelred is clearly dis-
cussing male friendship here—the “brotherly” love he gestures toward places
these friendships firmly in the monastery, although he himself documents
his close relationship to his sister in the guidelines he writes for her life as an
anchoress, De instiutione inclusarum. As Lochrie has noted, however, female-
female friendship is a dangerous proposition in Aelred’s eyes. For in the text
he writes to his sister, he “imagines the slippery slope leading from solitary
spiritual perfection to sexual and spiritual decadence through female gossip.”®
For Aelred, spiritual friendship must involve men.

There are surely some similarities between the male, monastic friend-
ship that Aelred envisions and those among medieval religious women. For

3. Jane Tibbets Schulenburg, Forgetful of Their Sex: Female Sanctity and Society ca. 500-
1100 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 309. See especially the entire chapter on
“Gender Relationships and Circles of Friendship” for the history of Church attitudes toward
friendship among men and women and how these change.

4. Marsha L. Dutton dates it between 1164 and 1167, in Aelred of Rievaulx: Spiritual Friend-
ship ed. Marsha L. Dutton and trans. Lawrence C. Braceland, SJ (Collegeville, MN: Cistercian
Publications, 2010), 22; for more on Spiritual Friendship, see Dutton, “The Sacramentality of
Community in Aelred,” in A Companion to Aelred of Rievaulx, ed. Marsha L. Dutton (Leiden:
Brill, 2017), 246-67; as well as Domenico Pezzini, “Aelred’s Doctrine of Charity and Friend-
ship,” in A Companion to Aelred of Rievaulx, 221-45. Nathan Lefler, Theologizing Friendship:
How Amicitia in the Thought of Aelred and Aquinas Inscribes the Scholastic Turn (Cambridge:
James Clarke, 2014), describes the classical sources and basis for Aelred and his relation to the
later Thomas Aquinas’s theorizing of spiritual friendship.

5. Aelred of Rievaulx: Spiritual Friendship, 124; The Latin can be found in Aelredi Rieval-
lensis, De spiritali amicitia, in Aelredi Rievallensis Opera Omnia, ed. A. Hoste and C. H. Talbot
(Turnhout: Brepols 1971), 348.

6. Lochrie, “Between Women,” 72.
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example, Marsha Dutton points out that for Aelred, the seeds of that spiritual
friendship are in the work of the community and in the monastic life. In this
sense, many of the women do have this kind of “spiritual friendship” that
he envisioned, buoyed and supported by the women of their communities,
either formal—like the Dominican nuns in sisterbooks—or informal—like the
famiglia that surrounded Catherine of Siena.” In this light, Aelred envisions
the spiritual friendship between Mary and Martha of Bethany as a metaphor
for the perfect friendship. As Dutton notes, “These sisters appear throughout
Aelred’s works . . . as representatives of the contemplative and active lives and
of the dynamic tension between those lives. Additionally, however, they repre-
sent the way their friendship contained Jesus concretely at its center”® Aelred
sees in Mary and Martha the embodiment of community, of service, of prayer,
and—despite their sex—of brotherly love.

I propose here that friendship among religious women, particularly vision-
ary women, functions differently. Aelred’s vision of male monastic friendship
has also governed how both contemporaries and present-day readers of medi-
eval women’s lives have read these friendships among spiritual women. But
by moving away from this model, we can see that there are important dis-
tinctions. Jane Tibbets Schulenburg’s extensive study of female sanctity traces
the ways in which friendship evolved and was seen among men and women
throughout medieval Christianity. She notes that in women’s same-sex friend-
ships, there persists a “frustrating silence,” but that by looking more closely
at the extant evidence of holy women’s lives, such as their vitae, “bonds of
friendship seem in fact to have played a remarkably important role in the lives
of these early medieval women”” Although since Schulenburg’s book (1998)
there has been more work, it has primarily focused on the erotic and queer
potential and tensions of same-sex friendships in monastic settings.” The texts

7. Dutton, “The Sacramentality of Community in Aelred,” 246.
8. Dutton, “The Sacramentality of Community in Aelred,” 251.
9. Schulenburg, Forgetful of Their Sex, 349.

10. Notably, Judith M. Bennett’s idea of the “lesbian-like” has been useful for many schol-
ars to read same-sex desire in the medieval past. This has been responded to and problematized
by scholars but remains an important category of understanding medieval same-sex female
relationships. See “Lesbian-Like’ and the Social History of Lesbianisms,” Journal of the His-
tory of Sexuality 9 (2000): 1-24. Other scholars have looked at the convent through the lens of
queer desire. See, for example, Lisa M. C. Weston, “Virgin Desires: Reading a Homoerotics of
Female Monastic Community;” in The Lesbian Premodern: A Historical and Literary Dialogue,
ed. Noreen Giffney, Michelle Sauer, and Diane Watt (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2011),
93-104. Most recently, Laura Saetveit Miles reads Margery Kempe and Julian of Norwich’s
meeting through a queer lens in “Queer Touch between Holy Women: Julian of Norwich,
Margery Kempe, Birgitta of Sweden, and the Visitation,” in Touching, Devotional Practices, and
Visionary Experience in the Late Middle Ages, ed. David Carrillo-Rangel, Delfi I. Nieto-Isabel,
and Pablo Acosta-Garcia (New York: Palgrave, 2019), 203-35.
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I am looking at here certainly contain these possibilities—Hildegard’s letters
to Richardis, for example, almost demand to be read through this lens, as
her passion for and distress about Richardis are so palpable. They read like a
woman’s loss of a lover, not just of a friend and confidante. I do not mean to
discount the erotic interpretations inherent in these examples; I believe both
are true: the women in these texts are friends and they can also be lovers or
potential lovers. Their friendship may not be sexual, or it may be infused with
erotics, or it may be both.

Visionary women complicate some of the elements of Aelred’s schematic.
Women’s relationships can be generational, familial, and erotic, but wom-
en’s friendship intersects all of these while also carving out its own distinct
space. They are also not necessarily a relationship between equals, as Aristotle
argued, and they are not uncomplicated. While many of these women live in
communities, they also are fundamentally apart from communal life either
because of the physical and emotional toll of the visions or because of the
kind of work their visions lead them to (theological, political, literary). In
this way, Christ is not at the center of women’s friendships. He may be at the
center of the visionary woman’s life and consciousness, but her friends work
to make that possible for her. These friendships take the form of a community
supporting the visionary, as powerful mentoring relationships, and as familial
ones—modeled as sisters or mothers/daughters.

Visionary women’s friends are always part of their hagiographies. Many
of their visions, in fact, concern the lives or futures of friends for whom they
have concern. As H. M. Canatella has noted, “Visionary experience was often
a key component of medieval spiritual friendship. For example, Christina of
Markyate’s vita often described visions that she had of Abbot Geoftrey of Saint
Albans, and these visions served to provide Christina with special knowledge
that she could then share with Geoffrey so as to strengthen their bond of
friendship.”" But often these friendships as described in hagiographic texts
are male—female, with the female visionary friend to, and championed by,
the male priest who authorizes her mystical activity for a suspicious church
hierarchy. The female—female friendships are less pronounced in these texts,
but they are definitively there, and upon further scrutiny they show that the
visionary is really dependent on the friendships of women around her in order
to succeed.

THE TWELFTH-CENTURY VISIONARY Hildegard of Bingen (c. 1098-1179) is
in many ways the prototypical medieval woman mystic. She entered a Bene-

11. Canatella, “Long-Distance Love,” 48.
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dictine convent in Germany at a young age, at first hid her visions, and eventu-
ally described them and wrote them down, gaining both political and religious
fame as a result. Her fame comes to us through her writings but also because
of her correspondence with, and sanction by, important Church leaders at the
time, Bernard of Clairvaux and Pope Eugenius III among them. But Hilde-
gard’s story has the intertwining stories of other women at the margins. She
is mentored by a woman, Jutta; she is encouraged by and loves deeply a nun
at her convent, Richardis; and, as her fame and reputation spread, she men-
tors other women through epistolary correspondence, including the visionary
Elizabeth of Schonau. Probing more deeply here, we can see that Hildegard’s
network of women is what makes her position possible and that she very well
understands this to be the case.

Hildegard’s hagiographer was Theodoric of Echternach (d. 1192), although
he compiled much of Hildegardss life from other sources and witnesses.” From
the first sentences of the vita, we are introduced to the importance of women
and their friendship in Hildegard’s life, as her enclosure with the anchoress
Jutta is her first defining moment: “When she was about eight years of age,
she was enclosed at Disibodenberg with Jutta, a devout woman consecrated to
God, so that, by being buried with Christ, she might rise with him to the glory
of eternal life”” Jutta becomes a mentor, a teacher, and a friend to Hildegard,
but their relationship was already partly forged through their families. Barbara
Newman notes that “Jutta’s family was closely connected with Hildegard’s, and
her conversion provided an ideal opportunity for Hildegard’s parents, Hilde-
bert and Mechthild, to perform a pious deed. They offered their eight-year-old
daughter, the last of ten children, to God as a tithe by placing her in Jutta’s
hermitage. As a handmaid and companion to the recluse, Hildegard was also
her pupil: she learned to read the Latin Bible, particularly the psalms, and to
chant the monastic Office”™* Hildegard left her large family for a new family
of two, and until other nuns joined them when they established a new convent
together, Jutta must have been the most important person in Hildegard’s life.
Jutta’s friendship and mentorship would have been foundational, but she is
rarely mentioned in Hildegard’s writings or vita, which point to a connection
that is not as close a relationship as Hildegard will later forge. Franz Felten
writes, “Hildegard speaks of her detachedly as a noble woman to whom she

12. For more on the compilation of Hildegard’s hagiographic corpus, see the introduction
to Jutta and Hildegard: The Biographical Sources, ed. Anna Silvas (Turnhout: Brepols, 1998).

13. Jutta and Hildegard, 140; the Latin can be found in Godefrido et Theodorico Monachis,
Vita Sanctae Hidlegardis, in AASS, 17 Sept, V, 91-130, at 91>.

14. Hildegard of Bingen: Scivias, trans. Mother Columba Hart and Jane Bishop, introd.
Barbara J. Newman, pref. Caroline Walker Bynum (New York: Paulist Press, 1990), 11.
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was consigned in disciplina. She does not call her magistra or even mention
her name”” However, Hildegard is quoted in her vita, noting that it was Jutta
to whom she first entrusts her visions: “A certain noblewoman to whom I had
been entrusted for instruction, observed these things and laid them before a
monk known to her'® It is the monk, of course, whose authority will carry
validation of Hildegard’s visions, but it is her friend, Jutta, who is the first to
know of them and who seeks out that authority.

While Hildegard’s life gives us some important insight into her relation-
ship with Jutta, Jutta’s vita, by an unnamed author, shows us more depth in the
friendship between the two women.” Here, we learn that after Jutta’s death,
Hildegard and two other nuns, “more privy to her secrets than the others,”
take on the intimate task of washing and preparing her body.” Later, Hilde-
gard asks for and receives a vision explaining her friend’s death: “When all
these things had been reverently and fittingly completed, a certain faithful
disciple [i.e., Hildegard] of the lady Jutta herself, one who had been the most
intimate terms with her while she still lived in the flesh, devoutly desired
to know what kind of passage from this life her holy soul had made” The
hagiographer, after describing the vision, confirms, “now the virgin to whom
these things were shown was the lady Jutta’s first and most intimate disciple,
who, growing strong in her holy way of life even to the pinnacle of all the
virtues, had certainly obtained this vision before God through her most pure
and devout prayer””’ At the end of her life, Jutta is surrounded by nuns in a
convent where she herself is prioress (Hildegard succeeds her in this position),
but the vita is careful to point out that there are special relationships here.”

15. Franz J. Felten, “What Do We Know about the Life of Jutta and Hildegard at Disi-
bodenberg and Rupertsberg?,” trans. John Zaleski, in A Companion to Hildegard of Bingen, ed.
Debra Stoudt, George Ferzoco, and Beverly Kienzle (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 15-38, at 26.

16. Jutta and Hildegard, 159; “Sed quaedam nobilis femina, cui in disciplina eram subdita,
haec notavit, et cuidam sibi notae monachae,” Vita Sanctae Hildegardis, 103.

17. For speculation on the authorship of Vita domnae Juttae inclusae, see Jutta and Hilde-
gard, 47-50.

18. Jutta and Hildegard, 8o. The Latin can be found in Franz Staab, “Reform und Refor-
mgruppen im Erzbistum Mainz. Vom ‘Libellus de Willigisi consuetudinibus’ zur ‘Vita dom-
nae Juttae inclusae,” in Stefan Weinfurter and Hubertus Seibert, Reformidee und Reformpolitik
in Spdtsalisch-Friihstaufischen Reich: Vortrige de Tagung der Gessellschaft fiir Mittelrheinische
Kirschengeschichte Vom 11. Bis 13. September 1991 in Trier (Mainz: Selbstverlag der Gesekkschaft,
1992), 119-88, at 184.

19. Jutta and Hildegard, 81-82; Staab, “Reform und Reformgruppen,” 18s.

20. Jutta and Hildegard, 83; Staab, “Reform und Reformgruppen,” 186.

21. The titles of abbess and prioress and leader are all used to describe Jutta and then Hil-
degard, although at the beginning there was no formal convent—just women enclosed together.
Some of this is laid out in Felten, “What Do We Know?,” 15-38.
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The three nuns who prepare her body are the keepers of her secrets, and Hil-
degard is given a vision of Jutta’s death because of their intimacy.

Jutta’s is the first friendship of Hildegard’s recorded life, but it reverber-
ates in relationships that follow, first with a nun at her convent and then later
through her letters to other women and visionaries. Hildegard’s first book of
visions, the Scivias, took her ten years to write, and only then, she explains,
with the help and assistance of two people: the nun Richardis von Stade,
whom she mentored (Jutta’s niece), and the monk Volmar of Dibodenberg.
Hildegard writes in her introduction: “But I, though I saw and heard these
things, refused to write for a long time through doubt and bad opinion and
the diversity of human words, not with stubbornness but in the exercise of
humility, until, laid low by the scourge of God, I fell upon a bed of sick-
ness; then, compelled at last by many illnesses, and by the witness of a cer-
tain noble maiden of good conduct [Richardis] and of that man whom I had
secretly sought and found, as mentioned above [Volmar], I set my hand to the
writing.””* Hildegard’s friendship with Richardis consumed her, and although
Richardis is credited here with giving Hildegard the courage to write her book,
her letters show the depth of that friendship and the pain it caused Hildegard
when Richardis left the convent to form another.

Ulrike Wiethaus notes of these letters that they “equal in tragic passion
and depth the letters between Héloise and Abelard. . . . The intensity of images
and dramatic involvement we sense in the visions is the same we detect in Hil-
degard’s feelings for Richardis.”” This passion has sparked much academic dis-
cussion, casting the relationship between Hildegard and Richardis as mutually
erotic or with Hildegard as a dominant figure, from whom Richardis feels she
must escape.” Hildegard’s efforts to keep Richardis with her and not moved
to Bassum, where she had been elected abbess, are also the subject of many
of her letters to Church figures, including Pope Eugenius. But these facts and
speculations aside, we can still see the friendship at the core of what existed
between these two nuns. Hildegard’s book is written only with the encourage-
ment and love of Richardis, and, as with Jutta, her work is first dependent on a
woman’s response before she disseminates it outward. It is hard to know what

22. Hildegard of Bingen: Scivias, 60; the Latin can be found in Hildegardis Scivias, ed. Adel-
gundis Fithrkotter OSB (Turnholt: Brepols, 1978), 5-6.

23. Ulrike Wiethaus, “In Search of Medieval Women’s Friendships: Hildegard of Bingen’s
Letters to Her Female Contemporaries,” in Maps of Flesh and Light: The Religious Experience of
Medieval Women Mystics, ed. Wiethaus (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1993), 93-111,
at 105.

24. See, for example, Kimberly Benedict’s discussion of Richardis in Empowering Collabo-
rations: Writing Partnerships between Religious Women and Scribes in the Middle Ages (New
York: Routledge, 2004), 55-56.
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Hildegard’s relationship with Richardis was while they were together, because
the evidence we have is in letters Hildegard wrote after Richardis has left and
Hildegard’s great distress therein. Her retrospective response likely colors the
account of their friendship.

One of these letters shows how this departure has almost led to a crisis
of faith for Hildegard: “Daughter, listen to me, your mother, speaking to you
in the spirit: my grief flies up to heaven. My sorrow is destroying the great
confidence and consolation that I once had in mankind. . . . Now, again I
say: Woe is me, mother, woe is me daughter, “‘Why have you forsaken me’
like an orphan? I so loved the nobility of your character, your wisdom, your
chastity, your spirit, and indeed every aspect of your life that many people
have said to me: What are you doing?”” Hildegard’s intense attachment to
Richardis is positioned as that of both a mother and a daughter, but she also
describes herself as Christlike and as an orphan in her grief. These mixed
metaphors attempt to express the depth both of what Richardis meant to her
and of what her loss now feels like. Peter Dronke analyzes the language of this
letter, noting that it is “both intimate and heavy with biblical echoes. These
can heighten, but also modify, what she is saying; they make the letter supra-
personal as well as personal. Both aspects are vital to what is essentially a
harsh confrontation between transcendent love and the love of the heart”
That Richardis’s support is so essential to Hildegard’s own intellectual and
visionary output further underscores what the women meant to each other.
She, along with the monk Volmar, are really seen as collaborators in the Sciv-
ias; the visions may be Hildegard’s, but the writing and formulation of them
are with the help of her friends.”

We can see that this closeness extends to Hildegard’s letters regarding
Richardis and how she is addressed concerning her. At Richardis’s death,
her brother Hartwig, the archbishop of Bremen, writes to Hildegard with the
news, acknowledging the close relationship forged between the two women:
“I write to inform you that our sister—my sister in body, but yours in spirit—
has gone the way of all flesh, little esteeming that honor I bestowed upon
her. ... Thus I ask as earnestly as I can, if I have any right to ask, that you love
her as much as she loved you, and if she appeared to have any fault—which

25. “Letter 64: Hildegard to Abbess Richardis,” in The Letters of Hildegard of Bingen, vol. 1,
trans. Joseph L. Baird and Radd K. Ehrmann (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994), 143-34,
at 144; the Latin can be found in “Epist. LXIV: Hildegardis ad Richardem Abbatissam,” in Hil-
degardis Bingensis Epistolarium, Pars Prima I-XC, ed. L. Van Acker (Turnholt: Brepols, 1991),
147-48, at 147>.

26. Peter Dronke, Women Writers of the Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1984), 157.

27. This view of Hildegard’s writing is seen early in Hildegard studies and persists.
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indeed was mine, not hers—at least have regard for the tears that she shed
for your cloister, which many witnessed””* Although the relationship between
Hartwig and Hildegard was obviously fraught—she blames him for Richardis’s
departure, and he refuses her entreaties to have her return—he recognizes
the importance of his duty in letting Hildegard know and acknowledges the
intimacy the women shared. Hildegard responds to him that God “works in
them like a mighty warrior who takes care not to be defeated by anyone, so
that his victory may be sure. Just so, dear man, was it with my daughter Rich-
ardis, whom I call both daughter and mother, because I cherished her with
divine love, as indeed the Living Light had instructed me to do in a very vivid
vision”

Hildegard’s letters reveal that she was sought out as a mentor by both lay
and religious women. Although these friendships were primarily epistolary,
they show tenderness and intimacy despite the formal, biblical, and meta-
phoric language that Hildegard favors. Beverlee Sian Rapp concludes that the
language she uses in her letters is different for the female correspondents than
for the men: “Such comforting and supportive language is almost unheard in
Hildegard’s letters to her male correspondents, but here, in a community of
women, she does not hesitate to offer kind and supportive words, which may
help a sister in God to deal with her troubles”* One unknown abbess—who
appears to have previously known Hildegard in person—writes to her with
affection but expresses sadness that she had not received a letter in return: “It
seems clear that I must accept with equanimity the fact that you have failed
to visit me through your letters for a long time, although I am greatly devoted
to you. . . . For if it is not granted to me to see your beloved face again in
this life—and I cannot even mention this without tears—I will always rejoice
because of you, since I have determined to love you as my own soul. There-
fore, I will see you in the eye of prayer, until we arrive at that place where we
will be allowed to look upon each other eternally, and to contemplate our
beloved, face to face in all his glory”” Hildegard’s response is curt and a bit

28. “Letter 13: Hartwig, Archbiship of Bremen to Hildegard,” in Letters, vol. 1, 49-50, at
50; “Epist. XIII: Hartvvigvs Archiepiscopvs Bremensis ad Hildegardem,” Hildegardis Bingensis
Epistolarium, 29.

29. “Letter 13r: Hildegard to Hartwig, Archbishop of Bremen,” in Letters, vol. 1, 51; “Epist.
XIIIR, Hildegardis ad Hartvvigvm Archiepiscopvm Bremensem,” Hildegardis Bingensis Episto-
larium, 30-31, at 30.

30. Beverlee Sian Rapp, “A Woman Speaks: Language and Self-Representation in Hilde-
gard’s Letters,” in Hildegard of Bingen: A Book of Essays, ed. Maud Burnett McInerney (New
York: Garland, 1998), 3-24, at 22.

31. “Letter 49: An Abbess to Hildegard,” in Letters, vol. 1, 49-50, at 50; “Epist. XLIX: Abba-
tissa ad Hildegardem,” Hildegardis Bingensis Epistolarium, 119-20.
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scolding, not reflecting at all the depth of feeling revealed in the abbess’s letter.
As with Hildegard’s relationship with Richardis, this reminds us that not all
friendships go both ways, and, as with all kinds of love, it can be unrequited
or unequal.

Among Hildegard’s many letters to women, those to Elisabeth of Schénau
have received the most attention. In Hildegard’s relationship with Elisabeth,
whose visions began after Hildegard was known for hers, we can see how
she passes along the kind of friendship that she has received, becoming the
kind of mentor that she did not have from a fellow visionary. Newman notes
the similarities between the two women: “Temperamentally, Elisabeth resem-
bled Hildegard in many ways; she shared the older women’s physical frailty,
her sensitivity to spiritual impressions of all kinds, and her need for public
authentication to overcome initial self-doubt. Just as Hildegard had written
in her uncertainty to Bernard, the outstanding saint of the age, so Elisabeth
wrote to Hildegard”™* Elisabeth reaches out to Hildegard in a lengthy and per-
sonal letter, immediately claiming a kinship and asking for advice—counsel
she understands can only come from a woman in a similar position: “I have
been disturbed, I confess, by a cloud of trouble lately because of the unseemly
talk of the people, who are saying many things about me that are simply not
true. Still, I could easily endure the talk of the common people, if it were not
for the fact that those who are clothed in the garment of religion cause my
spirit even greater sorrow.” She explains the circumstances and contents of
her visions, and why they are doubted, and begs for Hildegard’s advice and
her stamp of approval in her closing words: “My lady, I have explained the
whole sequence of events to you so that you may know my innocence—and
my abbot's—and thus may make it clear to others. I beseech you to make me
a participant in your prayers, and to write back me some words of consolation
as the Spirit of the Lord guides you.”**

Hildegard takes up her role as mentor and friend, encouraging Elisa-
beth in the face of her detractors, but also showing what she has learned as a
visionary. Ulrike Wiethaus calls their relationship a “professional friendship,’
noting that “both women exchanged thoughts about their public ‘work; their
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(1985): 163-175, at 173.
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September 23, 2019).
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26 BrowN

calling, their literal profession as visionaries.”” Hildegard writes, warning her
of temptation because she is a holy vessel, “So, O my daughter Elisabeth, the
world is in flux. Now the world is wearied in all the verdancy of the virtues,
that is, in the dawn, in the first, the third, and the sixth—the mightiest—hour
of the day. But in these times it is necessary for God to ‘irrigate’ certain indi-
viduals, lest His instruments become slothful”* She closes by speaking to her
own role as a visionary describing herself as a trumpet for God’s word in order
that Elisabeth can better understand her own role: “O my daughter, may God
make you a mirror of life. I too cower in the puniness of my mind, and am
greatly wearied by anxiety and fear. Yet from time to time I resound a little,
like the dim sound of a trumpet from the Living Light. May God help me,
therefore to remain in His service”” Hildegard uses her life as an example to
Elisabeth, warning her of pride and demonstrating through her own example
a language which Elisabeth can use to describe her role as visionary.

Elisabeth clearly takes her words to heart. She responds to Hildegard
describing a vision and noting, “you are the instrument of the Holy Spirit, for
your words have enkindled me as if a flame had touched my heart, and I have
broken forth into these words* Elisabeth ultimately wrote three books of her
visions, the third written after this correspondence. Like Hildegard, Elisabeth
would go on to lead her religious community, demonstrating how these wom-
en’s friendships successively influence others.” Through the interconnections
of Jutta, Richardis, Hildegard, and Elisabeth, we can see how these visionary
women are in fact dependent on their friendships and relationships with each
other and the support of women around them. The texts of Hildegard may
not have existed without encouragement of Jutta and Richardis, or those of
Elisabeth without Hildegard.

WE CAN SEE the outlines of visionary women’s friendships a century later,
again in Germany, in the phenomenon of the fourteenth-century Schwestern-
biicher, or sisterbooks. These books are records of many members of the same
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